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Preface: How to Read These Profiles

In these religion profiles, our focus is on particular
religious traditions with an emphasis on 1) their
internal diversity, and 2) the ways that the traditions
are always evolving and changing. Though we hope
these profiles provide helpful introductions, this format
is a bit misleading in that it can reinforce the idea that
religions exist and develop in isolation from other social
and historical forces, including other religions. While
reading these profiles, please remember that religions
always impact and are impacted by political, economic,
social, and historical factors. Please see the Methods
article for fuller explanation of these intersections and
the Country Profiles for a demonstration of how to
understand religious influences in particular social and
historical contexts.

God, Torah, and Israel

Simply put, Judaism is the way of life of the Jewish
people. In the English-speaking Western world,
“Judaism” is often considered a “religion," but there are
no equivalent words for “Judaism” or for “religion” in
Hebrew; there are words for “faith,” “law,” or “custom”
but not for “religion” if one thinks of the term as
meaning solely the beliefs and practices associated with
a relationship with God or a vision of transcendence.
The Jewish tradition is much broader than this. As a way
of life, it includes the social, cultural, and religious
history of a widespread and diverse community,
including people who do and do not think of themselves
as “religious.”

Judaism embraces the intricate religious and cultural
development of the Jewish people through more than
thirty centuries of history, stretching from Biblical times
to medieval Spain to the Enlightenment, and then to the
Holocaust and the founding of the modern state of
Israel. The result is an experience that reflects the
elliptical relationship between religious practice and
peoplehood. From a religious perspective Judaism is a
theistic system, but from a peoplehood perspective, it is
also the group memory of the manifold communities
and cultures formed by Jews through the ages. It
consists not only of Torah (divine revelation)
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and mitzvoth (divine commandments), but also the diverse cultures of the Hebrew, Yiddish, and Ladino
languages. It includes not only the visible markers of religious observance, such as the kippah or the
payot or the tzitzit, but also the communal structures of the kehillah, the mellah, and the shtetl. It
includes politics—whether in Poland, America, or Israel. And it includes the whole range of Jewish
education and family life, food and festival, music and dance, and custom and humor.

| Judaism is perhaps best conceptualized as a triad with three points of

~ reference: God, Torah, and the people of Israel (that is, the Jewish
people). None is central; all are interdependent, with varying degrees of
emphasis at various times. God is the God of Israel, the God of all
creation, the one God. Torah embodies Judaism'’s intellectual culture,
focusing on the study, understanding, and interpretation of sacred texts.
Israel focuses on Judaism as a historical culture and the civilization of a
particular people; the “peoplehood” of the Jews includes customs and
foods, arts and music, dance and folkways that are part of a way of life.
Judaism is critically concerned with the evolving relationship between
God, Torah, and the Jewish people, a relationship described as a
covenant. In the covenantal triad, God emphasizes the vertical
relationship of the Jewish people to the Divine; Israel emphasizes the
horizontal relationship Jews bear to one another, and Torah is both
vertical and horizontal, for it defines the way of life of a whole people
lived in relationship to God.

A girl carries a covered Torah, These three connotations of Judaism as a monotheistic system, as a
USC).Program.Pix (2007), Flickr literary tradition, and as a historical culture are sometimes viewed
Creative Commons.
separately. For example, there are Jews who see themselves as culturally
Jewish, but who are also non-religious or atheist, often identifying more
strongly with Jewish “peoplehood” than with traditional understandings of God and Torah. Even so, all
Jews would recognize that these three points of reference have shaped and guided Jewish experience
through the ages.

The great symbols of God, Torah, and Israel have assumed varying positions of prominence throughout
Jewish history, and our discussion of them necessarily unfolds within an ongoing historical framework.
Such a historical approach is critical for an understanding of contemporary Judaism, for Judaism is a
historical tradition—in which history is valued in and of itself. In many ways, Judaism has always been
the sum total of all the history of its God, texts, and people.

God: Biblical Monotheism

The vision of a universal, singular God is arguably one of the greatest religious innovations of the
Jewish tradition among the world’s historic religious systems. Between 1500 and 500 BCE, the
[sraelite people of the ancient Near East began to articulate a radical new understanding of divinity.
The ancient Hebrews were most likely “polytheistic,” believing in numerous deities representing
different forces of nature and serving various tribes and nations. Eventually, however, early Hebrew
visionaries and prophets began to speak boldly of one God as the creator of all existence, a view we
have come to call “monotheism.” Expressing the multivalent nature of divinity as well as an insistence

5



Judaism | 2015

upon the oneness of God, early Hebrew authors gave God names such as Elohim (“gods”), Adonai (“my
lord”), and the unpronounceable YHWH, from the same root as the verb "to be," the etymological
source of the name “Jehovah.”

Through the visions and the voices of prophets, the God the Hebrews encountered was all-powerful
and benevolent, merciful and just. Rejecting the anthropomorphic tendency of the time, the Hebrews
did not represent God in any human form or earthly likeness, but as a universal God, engaged in a
lasting relationship with humankind through the instruments of revelation, Torah, and a covenantal
people, Israel. This emerging understanding of God would have profound implications for the history
of Western religion.

Geographical context, of course, was essential to the
development of ancient Israelite monotheism. Living in the
land of Canaan, situated midway between the civilizations
of Mesopotamia and Egypt at the heart of the Fertile
Crescent, the ancient Hebrews were exposed to the
religious cultures of multiple world powers. While
Mesopotamian deities, represented in the form of images,
were numerous, Mesopotamian society was ordered by a
permanent set of laws—the Code of Hammurabi—and not
subject to the capriciousness of their many gods.
Meanwhile, Egyptian religion posited an unchanging set of
nature deities represented on earth by a divine ruler, the
Pharaoh. The Hebrews, originating in Mesopotamia and
enslaved for generations in Egypt, adopted elements of
both world views. They rejected the idol worship of
Mesopotamian religion while preserving the rational and
just organization of its society, and rejected the human

| deification of the Egyptian Pharaoh while preserving the
singularity of his rule: God alone is sovereign. Through

A photography of Yemenite Jews in Jerusalem taken by T ) - o
missionaries between 1898 and 1911. Palestine negotiating the polytheism and idolatry of religious

Exploration Fund, Flickr Creative Commons . .
P cultures at the time, the Hebrew concept of God drew in

large part from the Israelites’ Near Eastern neighbors.

Despite these continuities, there was something quite new in the Hebrews’ understanding of God.
Unlike the Mesopotamians or the Egyptians, the ancient Hebrews affirmed that their laws came
directly from God. For example, God’s gift of the Torah on Mount Sinai became pivotal in the Hebrew
people’s self-understanding. God was not an abstract concept or principle, but actively involved in
history through revelation and covenant. Throughout Jewish history, the common thread has been
God'’s relationship with humanity. Every Jewish theological concept of God has implications for the
nature of human existence: God’s creation of the universe, including the possibilities of good and evil,
implies the existence of human free will and leads ultimately to a belief in human freedom and dignity.
At the same time, God’s covenant with the Jewish people and involvement in human history implies
that individuals and societies exist for a reason, unfolding along a purposeful plan.
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These themes, initially developed through oral literature, were soon compiled into the written record
of the Hebrew Scriptures. Jews today continue to pride themselves on the fact that the "ethical
monotheism" of Judaism is the basic building block of Western religion. The idea of one God unites
broad human communities historically, religiously, and culturally to the present day.

Torah: Covenant and Constitution

Torah is the one Hebrew word that may provide the best lens into the Jewish tradition. Meaning
literally “instruction” or “guidebook,” the Torah is the central text of Judaism. It refers specifically to
the five books of the Bible called the Pentateuch, traditionally thought to be penned by the early
Hebrew prophet Moses. More generally, however, Torah applies to all of Jewish sacred literature,
learning, and law. It is the Jewish way.

According to the Jewish rabbinic tradition, the
Torah in its broadest representation is God’s
blueprint for the creation of the universe. More
specifically, the Torah is also the constitution of the
Jewish people, the historical record of origins and
the basic legal document passed down from the
ancient Israelites to the present day. Torah provides
| the basis for the Jews' relationship to God as well as
. their interactions as a socio-political cultural group.

~ Firstrecorded as an oral tradition and written in
\\ fragments, the Hebrew text of the five books of the
Torah was edited over a period of centuries
(2008), Flickr Creative Commons. (generally thought to be from 1000 to 500 BCE),
and canonized in its final form during subsequent
generations. The first book, Bereshit, comes from the opening words of the text, “In the beginning.” A
later Latin translation called it Genesis. This collection of texts contains the story of God’s creation of
the world, the story of human origins, and the patriarchal narratives that comprise the story of Jewish
origins. The subsequent four books are Shemot (“Names” or Exodus), Vayikrah (“And God called” or
Leviticus), Bamidbar (“In the desert” or Numbers), and Devarim (“Words” or Deuteronomy). These
books recount the story of the Jews' enslavement in Egypt, their liberation from Egypt under Moses,
their sojourn in the desert, and their eventual return to the promised land, the land of Canaan.

The central event of these narratives, the climactic moment in biblical history, is God’s gift of the Torah
to the Jewish people at Mount Sinai. Besides containing the history of God’s relation with Israel, these
five books are interspersed with 613 divine laws (mitzvot, meaning “commandments”). This divine law
informs both ethical and ritual behavior, forming the basis of all subsequent Jewish law.

In addition to the five books of the Torah, the Hebrew Bible contains two more collections, Nevi'im
(“Prophets”) and Ketuvim (“Writings”). Prophets consists of ten books, beginning with the historical
narratives of Joshua, Judges, Samuel I-1I, and Kings I-1I, and concluding with the prophetic oracles of
[saiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and a book of twelve minor prophets. These works span seven centuries,
from the conquest of Canaan (c. 1250-1200 BCE) to the exile of the Jewish people to Babylon in the
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sixth century BCE. The nine books of various genres which make up Writings are Psalms, Proverbs,
Job, Megillot (the scrolls containing Song of Songs, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, and Esther),
Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah, and Chronicles I-1I. In addition to its poetic and wisdom literature, Writings
bring the history of the Jewish people into the fifth century BCE, the period of restoration, when the
Jews returned to Jerusalem after their exile in Babylon. The Torah, Nevi'im, and Ketuvim together
comprise the Hebrew Scriptures, known by its Hebrew acronym Tanakh. With some revisions and
rearrangements, the Tanakh was translated into Greek to become the Septuagint, the basis of the
Christian “Old Testament.” It is important to note that the Tanakh and the Old Testament are two
different books with slight differences between them, primarily in the order and emphasis of the texts.

After the final compilation of the Torah, the book of Ezra
notes that the first public reading of the text took place in
444 BCE, when Ezra the Scribe instituted the practice in
Jerusalem. He also initiated a professional class of
specialists in the transcription, illumination, and
instruction of Torah. During the Roman Empire, these
master teachers, now known as “rabbis,” became the
leaders of the Jewish community, and their seat of
religious learning, the yeshiva, became a central
institution of Jewish life. Jews have been reading,
studying, and interpreting the text of the Torah ever
since.

In Jewish communal worship today, the weekly Torah o ,,&._A

reading is the heart of the synagogue service. The scrolls  An Ethiopian Falasha Rabbi holds a Torah, Beany

of the Torah are kept in the holy ark, often covered with ~ Wezelman (1966), The Magnes Collection of Jewish Art
velvet, and when they are taken out to be read, they are and Life, Flickr Creative Commons. §

lifted for all to see, carried with joy and reverence

through the congregation, placed upon the reader’s desk, and unrolled. Then weekly Torah portions
are read by members of the congregation. Outside the synagogue, Torah study is an important activity
of the Jewish school and home. Since it is considered by most religious Jews as the direct utterance of
God and therefore sacred, study is as important as worship. For some Jews in the modern world, this
commitment to study becomes pride in the vitality of intellectual life.

Israel: Jewish Nationhood

From the perspective of Jewish tradition, all Jews share a common ancestry descended from Abraham
and his wife Sarah, and are therefore part of the same extended family. The Torah attributes this
commonality to the patriarch Abraham: in his covenant with God, Abraham was promised that he
would become the father of a great nation. Fulfilling the promise, they had a son, Isaac, whose own son
Jacob was renamed Israel, literally “the one who struggles with God” (Genesis 32:29). Israel is the
name of a person, a people, and a land.

The patriarch Jacob, renamed Israel, fathered twelve sons, the progenitors of the historic twelve tribes.
First, they were known as bnei yisrael (“the children of Israel”). To this day, members of the Jewish
community describe themselves metaphorically as a “tribe” and “family.” Second, the children of Isgael
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(bnei yisrael) became the nation of Israel (am israel), following their liberation from slavery in Egypt
and the uniting of the Israelite clans by the decree of God. Third and finally, the pivotal stage in the
biblical account of nation-building was the inheritance of the promised land of Canaan, which
thereafter became known as eretz yisrael, the land of Israel.

From a historical perspective, however, it may be more appropriate to highlight the transformation of
the Jewish people from a loose confederation of tribes into a unified nation in the period of the
[sraelite monarchy, beginning in the late eleventh century BCE. After a period of political and social
flux, King David (c. 1000-960 BCE) united the kingdom of Israel around his capital city of Jerusalem.
David’s son Solomon (c. 961-922 BCE) built a Holy Temple in Jerusalem, thereby unifying the rituals
and worship of the Israelite tribes as well. Following Solomon’s death, however, his warring sons
divided the kingdom between the northern Kingdom of Israel and the southern Kingdom of Judah.

In 722 BCE, the Kingdom of Israel was conquered by the Assyrians and its population deported. These
were called the ten “lost” tribes (“lost” to the rest of the Israelite world). While tragic, the Assyrian
conquest helped solidify those who remained into a more cohesive Israelite polity. The subsequent fall
of the Kingdom of Judah (“Yehudah” in Hebrew, or “Judea”) similarly encouraged the surviving
[sraelites to develop a stronger, more cogent sense of identity in the face of violence and deportation.

This identity would soon face a severe challenge. In the year 586 BCE, the Babylonians conquered
Jerusalem, destroyed the holy Temple, and exiled the majority of the population. In exile, the Israelite
people responded by developing a sense of unity transcending geopolitical divisions (i.e., a strong
sense of peoplehood). Israelite religious leaders of this period drew upon their situation to express
much of the writings of the Tanakh, transforming their socio-political context in exile in Babylon into
narratives of Israelite trials in slavery, oppression, and politics. It was during the period of the
Babylonian exile, which lasted several decades, that the Israelites first came to be called Judeans
(“Yehudim” in Hebrew, the etymological root of the words “Judaism” and “Jewish”).

Therefore, from both traditional and historical

~ perspectives, the bond of peoplehood has informed

Jewish identity throughout the centuries. The familial

element has remained strong, emphasizing birth as one’s

~entrance into the Jewish community. A Jew is defined by

some Jewish laws as someone born of a Jewish mother;

though the principle of matrilineal descent has been

challenged in recent decades, the notion that Jewishness

derives from family background forms a key component

in the Jewish self-image. Conversion to Judaism is

possible, but the concept of family heritage remains

paramount: the convert is welcomed as a new, adopted

MRy e 2 o ' : member of the family. The male convert reenacts

Amulets attached to a headband worn during circumcision Abraham'’s covenant for men, including the b'rit

rituals in Tunisia, 1983. The Magnes Collection of Jewish milah (the covenant of Circumcision), and is thus

Art and Life, Flickr Creative Commons. considered to have joined the people, not simply adopted
the religion. Meanwhile, a female convert will be
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regarded as the mother of Jewish children. King David himself was the product of such foreign lineage,
having descended from the convert Ruth.

Post-Biblical Religion

When the nascent Jewish community returned from exile in Babylon circa 515 BCE, the Temple was
rebuilt and rededicated. The Second Temple stood for approximately 500 years. During the Second
Temple period, the religious practices that emerged during earlier Israelite Biblical history
(particularly the Israelites’ slavery in Egypt, kingship in Israel and Judah, and conquest and exile by the
Assyrians and Babylonians) became further developed and refined into a more formal, post-Biblical
Jewish identity. The development of what we know as Judaism today took place late in this period, as
the religious leadership of the rabbis emerged.

After the destruction of the Second Temple by the
Romans in the year 70 CE and during the subsequent
exile of the Jews from the land of Israel once again, the
rabbis confirmed and remodeled Jewish practice into
some of the systems more contemporary Jews may
recognize today. Translating the laws of the Torah into
a new cultural language, the rabbis established a
comprehensive ethical system that ordered the entire
life of the Jewish people. Rabbinic Judaism is therefore
built upon the Torah’s commandments (mitzvot in the
plural and mitzvah in the singular), encouraging Jews
to serve God in manifold ways both ritual and ethical.
The mitzvot concern both one’s relationship with God
and with other people. As one of the early rabbis put it:
“The entire world stands on three things: the Torah,
the service of God, and acts of loving kindness" (Pirkei
Avot [Ethics of the Fathers] 1:2).

The rabbis were deeply concerned with ethics and
morality, drawing on the dictates of Torah and its
prophetic calls for justice. An entire tractate of oral
Torah tradition, the Mishnabh, is devoted to rabbinic “Jews Praying in the Synagogue on Yom Kippur,” Maurycy
ethics. When Rabbi Hillel was asked to summarize the  Gottlieb (1877), Wikimedia Commons.

Torah, he wrote: “Whatever is hateful to you, do not do

to your neighbor. That is the entire Torah. The rest is commentary. Now go and study.” This famous
advice, preserved in the Babylonian Talmud, invokes the Biblical exhortation “to love your neighbor as
yourself” (Leviticus 19:18).

As a whole, the great religious innovation of the rabbis was to adapt the divine service of the
priesthood for the use of the entire people, thereby democratizing the obligations and the experience
of a life of holiness. By transforming Biblical precedents into a practical religiosity, the early rabbis
succeeded in transferring the locus of Jewish religion from the Temple in Jerusalem into the synagogue
and home. For a community frequently in exile around the world, even into the twenty-first century,

10
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Jewish holy time and space does not require the Temple itself, but exists in the framework of the
shul (the Yiddish word for synagogue) and the observant Jewish home.

Given that a major contribution of the rabbis was to
reconstruct Judaism and enable Jewish worship without
its central Temple, a new institution was developed to
take the Temple’s place: the synagogue (bet knesset, or
“house of assembly”). As a decentralized house of God
open to all the people, the synagogue was a radical
innovation in the history of religions, and eventually
served as the model for both the Christian church and
the Islamic mosque. Synagogues first arose in the Jewish
Diaspora prior to the first destruction of the Temple and
emerged as the main institution of Jewish life during the
Rabbinic era. The synagogue’s earliest function was as a
meeting hall for the teaching of Torah, but the rabbis

@ O also developed the space for public worship and liturgy.
Interior painting of a synagogue in Isfahan, Iran. Horizon As the synagogue replaced the Temple, the prayer

(2006), Flickr Creative Commons. service came to replace the sacrificial service of the
Temple, both conceptualized as offerings to God.

Likewise, the holy space of the Temple was also replaced by the yearly cycle of Jewish holidays and the
Jewish emphasis on sacred time. The major holidays during the Temple period were the three
pilgrimage festivals of Sukkot, Pesach (“Passover”), and Shavuot. All originated as agricultural festivals,
later reinterpreted to commemorate the liberation from slavery in Egypt (Sukkot and Pesach) and the
receiving of the Torah at Sinai (Shavuot). Having lost the rituals of pilgrimage and sacrifice when the
Temple was destroyed, the rabbis reimagined these observances for the synagogue and home. For
Sukkot, they adopted and reinterpreted the folk custom of building outdoor huts, recalling the sojourn
of the people of Israel in the wilderness after their exodus from Egypt. For Pesach, they formalized the
family feast to include a ritual retelling of the Exodus story in the Passover seder. Other holidays soon
became centered in the synagogue and home: the new year cycle of Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur,
Sukkot, and Simchat Torah were all given !

extensive liturgical treatment. Rabbis
developed additional holidays based on later
historical experiences of the people of Israel:
Purim celebrated the legendary rescue of
Persian Jewry from destruction as described
in the Book of Esther. Hanukkah was created
to commemorate the victory of the Maccabees
over the Hellenists in the second century BCE.
In these cases, the rabbis gave new spiritual
meaning to already popular celebrations,
turning merrymaking into the sacred

fulfillment of mitzvot.

A Yemenite Jewish Seder in Tel Aviv, Israel. Kluger Zoltan (1946),
Government Press Office, Flickr Creative Commons.
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The mitzvah of Shabbat (keeping holy the Sabbath or seventh day of the week]) is an expression of both
the sacrality of the Jewish home and synagogue as well as the significance of Jewish holidays and time.
The weekly holy day of rest expresses the distinction between holy and profane. Building upon the
Biblical injunction of Exodus 20:8 to “remember the Sabbath day to keep it holy,” the rabbis instituted
an elaborate set of laws designed to emphasize the separateness between the Sabbath (a day of
spiritual reflection) and the rest of the working week. To highlight the holiness of the day, rabbinical
authorities adapted the priestly prohibitions against doing certain kinds of work during the building of
the Temple. On Shabbat, therefore, the most observant religious Jews refrain from traveling long
distances, carrying large items, lighting fires (or today, using electricity), creating anything tangible, or
doing any number of other mundane tasks. The day is marked by special synagogue services, the
public reading of the Torah portion, independent Torah study, and family meals.

Rabbinic Text

Traditionally, Judaism today is conceived as a timeless and ongoing conversation between the Jews
and God, based on centuries of religious development and voluminous writings. These legal and
interpretative texts, arguably the sum total of the discussion, argumentation, and writings of rabbis
through the ages, is commonly called “rabbinic” literature. Rabbinic literature is a religious textual
compendium developed over the history of the Jewish people, particularly in the Second Temple
period and afterward.

The rabbis designated their literature the Oral Torah, as opposed to
the finalized canon of the Written Torah. While the Torah refers
mainly to the five books of Moses, it also refers more widely to all of
Jewish sacred literature. To ensure the durability and relevance of
the Biblical tradition, rabbis drew a distinction between the written
Torah dictated by God to Moses on Mount Sinai and the unwritten
Torah dictated by God to Moses verbally. According to rabbinic
tradition, this second tradition was passed down orally, eventually
developed in writing by the rabbis of the third century CE in
Palestine and becoming known as the Mishnah.

Thought to be modeled on the curriculum of the post-

Temple yeshiva (a school for rabbinic study), the Mishnah is the basic
code of post-biblical Jewish law. The text’s many sections concern the
whole spectrum of individual and community life—laws of
agriculture, prayers and benedictions, the observances of Sabbath
and holidays, women and family law, property, inheritance, and _
criminal law, sacred things associated with the Temple, and ritual Rabbi Capers Funnye, an African-

purity and impurity_ American convert to Judaism, visits with
Ethiopian Jewish children in Israel

. . . ) . i i (2009), the Jewish Agency for Israel,
During the third to sixth centuries, the rabbis of the yeshivas in Flickr Creative Commons.

Palestine and Babylonia continued to study and debate the rulings of

the Mishnah. Their deeply analytical discussions in the Aramaic vernacular of the day were preserved
in the Gemarah (an elaboration of, or commentary on, the Mishnah). As a pair, the Mishnah and the
Gemarah form the Talmud, of which there are two extant versions. The Palestinian Talmud was

12



Judaism | 2015

finished in the early fifth century; the lengthier and more authoritative Babylonian Talmud was
completed by the beginning of the sixth.

In addition to the Mishnah and the Gemarah, the Talmud contains material that could better be called
folklore, history, ethics and philosophy. This is collectively called aggadah (or haggadah), constituting
approximately one-third of the Babylonian Talmud. The rabbis also wrote complete works of biblical
interpretation called midrash. The whole of the Talmud (the Mishnah and the Gemarah, as well as all of
the Talmud’s later appendices and elaborations) forms the bulk of rabbinic literature, or “oral Torah.”
This living tradition of scripture guaranteed the permanent relevance of the Torah and preserved the
importance of the rabbi’s role as scholar and interpreter of a living tradition for each generation.
Rabbinic commentary on both the Torah and the Talmud continued throughout the centuries, and
came to be incorporated into the study of the text.

Perhaps the most important legacy of the rabbis is the tradition of lifelong study. As the rabbis
intended, the study of Torah and the Talmud are ongoing enterprises. Through study, debate,
discussion, and appropriation by each generation, Judaism is indeed a living tradition.

Diaspora Community

Galut is the Hebrew word for “exile,” and refers to the repeated exile of the Jewish people from their
homeland in Israel. Some Jews have chosen to live outside Israel for centuries; in ancient times they
formed communities in the Near East and eventually around the Mediterranean. But the Jewish
community has also been driven into exile by force, notably to Babylonia (first after the fall of
Jerusalem in 586 BCE and, later, in a far more devastating move after the Romans' near-total
destruction of Judea in 135 CE).

Exile in Babylonia gave rise to the first permanent Jewish
community outside of Israel. Even after periods of restoration,
most Jews chose to remain behind in Babylonia, having
obeyed the instructions of the prophet Jeremiah, who advised
f the exiled community to “build houses and live in them, plant
1= gardens and eat their fruit, take wives and beget sons and
daughters... and seek the welfare of the city to which I have
exiled you and pray to the Lord on its behalf”’ (Jeremiah 29:5).
The Jews assimilated into the culture in which they found
themselves, while maintaining their separate identity as Jews
and their adherence to Jewish tradition and culture. This
interwoven pattern of assimilation and separatism would
persist throughout the history of the Diaspora, a Greek term
Jewish children with their teacher in Samarkand coined specifically for the dispersion of Jews throughout the

(1910). E‘a\rIY colf)r p‘hotograph‘from Ru55|af created Hellenistic (OI' "Greek-speaking") world.
by Sergei Mikhailovich Prokudin-Gorskii, Flickr

Creative Commons.

Following the Hellenistic conquest of Palestine in 323 BCE,
Jews flocked to Ptolemaic Egypt, especially the city of Alexandria, where a flourishing community
would later produce the Septuagint (the Torah translated into Greek). The Alexandrian Jewish

13
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philosopher Philo (25 BCE-40 CE) famously brought together much of Hellenistic and Jewish thought,
lending a good deal of influence to Western theology and philosophy.

By 70 CE, following the Roman destruction of the Second Temple in Jerusalem, Jewish communities
could be found throughout the civilized world. It is estimated that they constituted as much as 10
percent of the Roman Empire, and up to 20 percent of its eastern half. Major Jewish communities
existed in Rome, Antioch (Syria), Ephesus (Turkey), and Sardis (Asia Minor). Living in such
widespread locales, Jews entered numerous occupations, including farming and horse breeding, crafts
and manufacturing, business and trade, civil administration and the military. After the final defeat of
[srael at the hands of the Romans in 135 CE, the pace of emigration from Israel quickened, and Jews
continued to establish new communities even farther afield.

The communal structure of the early Diaspora set the pattern for later
Jewish communities elsewhere in the world: within sovereign states,
larger Jewish communities often had their own internal
administration. In Poland, for example, Jewish communities were
governed by a quasi-autonomous body called

the kehillah (“community”). Within sovereign cities, the Jewish
community was often assigned a separate status and occupied a
special quarter. Hence, the Jews of North Africa developed the
communal district called a mellah, whereas the Jews of Central Europe
were compelled to live in a confined area called a ghetto, so named
after the first of its kind in sixteenth century Venice. Still later, the
Jews of Eastern Europe created a new form of community, a
predominantly Jewish town called a shtetl. Echoes of these diverse
communal forms may be seen today in Jewish socio-political S :
organizations and in the local ethnic neighborhoods found throughout Hasidic Jewish boys from Blazowsa,

the world. Poland (1938), Saul Davis, Flickr
Creative Commons.

The communal expansion of the Diaspora also served to fragment world
Jewry. Living apart in diverse regions over many centuries, Jews have taken
on a multiplicity of cultural and even racial characteristics. Today, the most
critical distinction is that between Sephardic and Ashkenazic Jews,
representing the two most historically significant communities. During the
Middle Ages, the largest Jewish community in the world was in Spain under
Muslim rule, arguably a Golden Age of Jewish life and freedom. This
flourishing Jewish community was referred to by the Hebrew name for

' Spain, Sepharad. At the same time, the Jewish communities of France and
Germany were developing a distinctive culture of their own in a community
known as the Hebrew name for Germany, Ashkenaz.

Following the Christian reconquest of Spain and the ultimate expulsion of
. its Jews in 1492, Sephardic exiles spread throughout the port cities of the
A statue of the Jewish theologian  Mediterranean, Palestine, and northern Europe. In this new Sephardic
Maimonides in Cordoba, Spain. Diaspora, Jews often came into contact with their Ashkenazi counterparts,

David Baron (2012), Flickr L. . .
Creative Commons also victims of expulsions and other forms of persecution. Both groups
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maintained their own communities, strengthening their separate communal identities. Language was a
key factor in creating the separation: Sephardic Jews preserved their culture in the Judeo-Spanish
language of Ladino, while Ashkenazic Jews remained loyal to Judeo-German, or Yiddish. The split
between Sephardic and Ashkenazic Jewry has only begun to be blended in the melting pot of the
modern state of Israel, where Jews of various cultural and linguistic groups have begun to merge into
one Israeli Jewish society. The establishment of modern Israel has ended nearly 2,000 years of Jewish
exile and genocide, although not without controversy of its own regarding tensions with Palestinian
peoples who lived for centuries on land that is now designated as belonging to Israel.

Kabbalah and Hasidism

Kabbalah is the term for the mystical tradition within
Judaism. Mysticism may be broadly defined as an
experiential, spiritual endeavor to encounter and invoke
God in this world. Kabbalah also has a more specific
meaning in Jewish history: it is an esoteric Jewish
subculture running within and among the mainstream VRL

cultures of rabbinic Judaism, medieval Jewish v 31 ] V S [
philosophy, and modern rationalism. Kabbalah is Nl
primarily a mystical method of reading Jewish texts and
practicing Jewish law, but Kabbalah also contains a
messianic thread, incorporating the idea of a salvific God
and a messiah figure. Messianism has existed as a
religious subculture from the early rabbinic period and
given rise to numerous messianic movements; The Shefa Tal or "Priestly Blessing," with references to Kabbalah,
messianic spirituality has remained a stream of Jewish ~ Wikimedia Commons.

tradition ever since.

Although Kabbalah’s mystic tradition reaches back as far as the early rabbinic period, Kabbalah’s
central book, The Zohar, was written by Moses de Leon of Castille, Spain in 1286. After the end of the
Golden Age of Spanish Jewry and the tragic expulsion of the Jews from Spain in 1492, many Jews
sought an explanation for their suffering in The Zohar, bringing Kabbalah to a new level of popularity.

In the late eighteenth century, Hasidism was founded
in Eastern Europe partially as a response to earlier
forms of Kabbalah. The founder of the movement,
Israel Baal Shem Tov (“master of the good name”),
was an itinerant preacher and mystic who
reinterpreted earlier, more radical representations.
| The Baal Shem Tov and his disciples created a new
Jewish religious culture in which prayerful
communion was exalted over talmudic study, spiritual
intention over ritual detail, and joy over melancholy.
Hasidism, from the Hebrew word hasid (“pious
follower”), was a movement of the common folk,
stressing populism and social welfare at a time when

"The Entrance to the Wailing Wall," Tivadar Kosztka Csontvary
(1904), Wikimedia Commons.
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the official Eastern European Jewish community, the kehillah, was corrupt and declining. The Hasidic
community was headed by a new type of rabbinic leader, the tzaddik or rebbe, who led by personal
example, storytelling, and moral authority. Certain Hasidic leaders, such as the late Lubavitcher Rebbe
(1902-1994), are claimed by some of their followers to be the messiah.

The mystical tendency in Judaism continues to resist the rationalist
bias of modernity, with the perseverance of Hasidism today and
recent resurgences of Jewish spirituality. The messianic aspect of
the kabbalistic tradition has become part of modern Jewish life
through the deep conviction that history, exile, and personhood has
meaning and direction. For example, for some, contemporary
Judaism’s relationship with Israel is viewed as representing a
fulfillment of messianic hope. Taken together, the kabbalistic idea

of tikkun olam (repairing the broken elements of holiness in the
world) finds its modern voice in Jewish movements of political,
economic, and social change. Due in part to the influence of these
mystical and messianic traditions, Jews joined cultural revolutionary
movements of the nineteenth century in force. Today, many of the
modern-day radicals who have attempted to fix the world have been
Jews, from Karl Marx and Leon Trotsky to Emma Goldman and Abby

Hoffman. American ararchist activist Emma
Goldman, 1910. Wikimedia Commons.

Modern Jewish Culture

The philosophical endeavor to reconcile traditional religion with modern culture has long had a place
in Jewish history. Philo of first-century Alexandria, Rav Saadia Gaon of tenth-century Babylonia,
Maimonides of twelfth-century Spain and Egypt: many great Jewish thinkers have taken pains to
integrate the Judaism of the Torah and the Talmud with the best of contemporary thought.
Maimonides not only codified Jewish Law in his monumental work the Mishneh Torah, he also

wrote Guide for the Perplexed, which addresses an educated audience perplexed by the contradictions
of the Torah and Aristotelian philosophy. The book had a great influence on the development of Jewish
intellectual traditions.

By the modern period, ideological syncretism became the norm for Jewish laity and scholars.
Throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in cosmopolitan centers such as Amsterdam and
Venice, many Jews began to participate in the life of the majority culture. Toward the end of the
eighteenth century, the promise of civil equality was held out to Jews in France, Germany, and other
European nations on the conditions that they would assimilate into modern, mainstream customs. The
argument was made that if only Jews would shed their particular customs and become members of
Enlightenment society, they would finally find acceptance among the peoples of Europe.
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A 19th century German Jewish family, from
the Yivo Encyclopedia of Jews and Jewish
History, Yivo Institute for Jewish Research.

Hence a new movement was born for the improvement of the

'~ Jews: the Haskalah (“the Jewish Enlightenment”). Centered in

Berlin and fathered by the German-Jewish philosopher Moses
Mendelssohn, the Haskalah was one of the first important

&' movements of Jewish modernity. While preserving the essentials

of Judaism, it sought to change the public image of the Jew through
secular education. Its motto, “Be a Jew at home and a German in
the street,” became the underlying ethos of modern Jewish
acculturation. Out of the Berlin Haskalah emerged the academic
group Wissenschaft des Judentums (“the science of Judaism”),
which hoped to improve the image of Judaism through scientific
research and objective analysis of Jewish sources. The
Wissenschaft movement was the fountainhead of all
contemporary academic Jewish studies. The Haskalah and

| Wissenschaft movements soon altered the nature of Judaism itself,

and a third movement was born: Reform Judaism.

Reform Judaism originated in Germany in the early nineteenth
century and has served as the foundation for many subsequent
Jewish responses to modernity. In Hamburg in 1818, a group of

reform-minded Jews started a synagogue which they called a temple, a name once reserved for the
Temple in Jerusalem in the expectation of return, but now applied to a place of worship in Germany
where Jews had put down roots as citizens. By mid-century, the Reform movement gained the
leadership of more radical German Jews like Rabbi Abraham Geiger and Rabbi Samuel Holdheim. The
more moderate Historical School (today called Conservative Judaism) was founded by Zecharias
Frankel; the neo-Orthodox trend (today’s modern Orthodox Judaism) was first championed by Samson
Raphael Hirsch. Even the Hasidic world found a modernizer in the Musar movement of Israel Salanter.
To varying degrees and in diverse ways, they all represent the attempt to reshape traditional Judaism

in order to conform more closely to the universalist ethos of
Enlightenment-influenced Western Christianity, so that Jews
might integrate more easily into the modern nation-state.

Other Jewish responses to the modern world include new
cultural and political ideologies. As the Haskalah spread
eastward, for example, the movement took on a more literary
character. The spread of modern Jewish literature in Hebrew
and Yiddish literary movements was one outgrowth of the
Russian Haskalah. Another was the rise of new forms of political
Jewish expression, including Zionism, Diaspora Nationalism,
and Bundism. Zionism referred to the idea of the restoration of
the Jewish homeland in Palestine. The theory of Disapora
Nationalism held that the Jews of Eastern Europe might form
their own autonomous polity based upon the Yiddish language

5"_ .

and secular political principles rather than traditional Judaism.  Women are challenging gender segregation at the
Bundism was the Jewish socialist movement born in response to Wailing Wall in Jerusalem. Tal King (2013), Flickr

the anti-Semitism of “internationalist” socialism. While Diaspora

Creative Commons.
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Nationalist and Bundist movements would not have the same success as Zionism, they were important
expressions of a distinctively Jewish secularism. Secular Jewish culture lives on today in phenomena
such as the Yiddish revival, Klezmer music, and many other areas of Jewish arts and letters.

Zionism and Israel

The Jewish tradition of peoplehood, in combination with the age-old yearning to return to Zion, have
produced the modern ideological movement of Jewish nationalism: Zionism. Its great achievement has
been the establishment of a modern Jewish state in Israel. Zion (the ancient Hebrew name for the holy
mountain top in Jerusalem) came to symbolize the cherished homeland of Israel, and Zionism became
the modern coinage for the new politics of Jewish national revival. Indeed, for many Jews the modern
rebirth of [srael is the fulfillment of centuries of remembrance. We see this remembrance expressed in
Psalm 137:

By the waters of Babylon, there we sat down and wept,
when we remembered Zion.

On the willows there, we hung up our lyres.

For there our captors required of us songs,

and our tormentors, mirth, saying,

'sing us one of the songs of Zion!'

How shall we sing the Lord’s song

in a foreign land?

If I forget you, O Jerusalem,

let my right hand wither!

Let my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth
if  do not remember you,

if I do not set Jerusalem

above my highest joy!

Every year, the ritual

Passover seder concludes with the
acclamation, “Next year in Jerusalem!”
Throughout Jewish history, the overwhelming
majority of the global Jewish community has
lived in the Diaspora, but Jews from around
the world have made pilgrimages to Israel,
and there has always been some Jewish
presence in the land of Israel. As a religious
movement, Zionism emerged from traditional
Jewish commitments and religious passions.
As a modern political ideology, Zionism can be
described as the secularization of the religious

Engraving by Ephraim Moshe Lilien, for the 5th Zionist Congress in Basel, value of ]eWiSh peoplehood.
Switzerland in 1901. The Hebrew inscription at the bottom is the prayer
“May our eyes behold your return in mercy to Zion.” Wikimedia Commons.
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The birth of “Political Zionism” is often dated to the 1896 .
publication of playwright and journalist Theodore Herzl’s Der %SEE' =
Judenstaat ("The Jewish State"). An assimilated Austrian Jew, ORBEU %
Herzl was shocked into recognizing the Jewish problem in Europe
by the anti-Semitic Dreyfus Affair, which saw French army
captain Henry Dreyfus, a nominal Jew, tried and imprisoned in
1894 for selling French military secrets to the Germans, even
though it became clear he was convicted on “evidence” of a forged
document. Herzl’s timely manifesto motivated the convening of
the First Zionist Congress in Basel, Switzerland, in 1897.
Subsequently, several waves of Jewish immigration to Palestine
succeeded in creating a societal infrastructure of settlements
there. The youthful immigrants included many pioneers of the
Labor Zionist wing of the movement, who hoped to establish a
new Jewish utopia based on communitarian and socialist ideals.
These founders of the state were the predecessors of i

{ M—uw
contemporary Israel’s Labor Party and other leftwing groups. An anti-Semitic lithograph of Alfred Dreyfus
Opposed to them were the more nationalistic and militarist created by V. Lenepveu in 1900. MCAD

N . N Library, Flickr Creative C :
Revisionists, predecessors of the modern right-wing Likud party. 7" mieer Hrestive tommons

Britain’s Balfour Declaration of 1917 gave Jews the world over hope for a state of their own. The
British promise of statehood set off a renewed burst of Jewish immigration and political activity,
arousing the resentment and opposition of the native Arab population. Fearing greater hostility, the
British government began to restrict Jewish immigration. The cause of Zionism then became the fight
to subvert the British through illegal immigration and other underground activity. As anti-Semitism
escalated in Europe through the 1930s, the cause took on an ever greater sense of urgency.

In the years following the end of World War I, a
series of dramatic political and military events led to
the establishment of Israel: the United Nations
partition plan of November 1947, the outbreak of the
first Arab-Israeli war and Israel’s victory, the
Declaration of Independence of the new state on May
14, 1948, and the United Nations’ vote of recognition
in 1949. Yet these were only the highlight acts of a
much greater Jewish moment.

The establishment of Israel was more than a political
event; it was a cultural watershed. One of the great

B 1 44 ‘ :
vy |\ r " achievements of the Zionist movement was the

regeneration of the Hebrew language. For centuries,
Soldiers in the first Arab-Israeli War (1948). Muni Hod Hasharan, Hebrew had been preserved Only as the Class]cal

Wikimedia Commons.

language of the scriptures and the liturgy (siddur). Its
revival as a modern, spoken language was a
significant achievement. When the exiles gathered in their newly established state, Jews from many
nations found a common culture and a common language in place to welcome them. The establishment
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of Israel had at long last created a haven for Jews in danger. Holocaust survivors, Jews from Arab
countries, Soviet Jews, Ethiopian Jews, and many other refugees found both safety and unity in the new
homeland. Moreover, the creation of a modern Jewish state re-established the reciprocal relationship
between the Diaspora and Israel that had existed in ancient times.

Now, as then, Jews around the world continue to live in their adopted countries while looking to Israel
as their spiritual center. Contemporary Jews’ relationships with Israel are complex, however,
particularly on the subjects of Israel’s foreign policy and recognition of Palestinian concerns in the
region. Many Jews within Israel and throughout the world support Palestinian sovereignty and a two
state solution and have vigorously criticized Israeli occupation of Palestinian territories and other
measures that diminish Palestinian self-determination. Many other Jews support Israeli control of the
region and justify this stance through ancient claims to homeland and/or as necessary for security and
self-preservation in light of Palestinian protests and longstanding tensions with Iran. Even in the face
of these internal differences, Jews around the globe maintain a vibrant love of Jewish peoplehood and
seek to find meaningful and sustainable political solutions to a secure Jewish homeland.

Anti-Semitism and the Holocaust

Though external to the Jewish tradition, the phenomenon of anti-
Semitism is central to the Jewish experience. In the early Diaspora, Jews'
unusual monotheism, iconoclastic approach, and communal coherence
¢ often evoked social tensions with neighbors in the ancient world. With

| the rise of Christianity—first an offshoot of Judaism, then a more formal
§ competitor in the Roman world—anti-Jewish hostility was given

# strength through some interpretations of New Testament writings,
including the Gospels of John and Matthew (in John 19:15, for instance,
i the chief priests and the Jews cry out for Christ’s crucifixion and in
Matthew 27:25 the crowd calls for Christ’s death saying, “His blood be

| on us and our children!”). Such writings, although unique to their own

. context, authorship, and socio-political perspective, would lay the
foundation for centuries of negative stereotyping. The image of the Jew
as a traitorous sinner and killer of Christ was later embellished with

4 ethnocentric and racist accusations of Jewish economic exploitation,
"The Eternal Jew," an anti-Semitic Nazi  yye]l-poisoning, child-killing, sexual depredation, conspiring for world

ropaganda film (1940), James Vaughn, . . . .
propaganda film (1940) YEN% - domination, and other heinous claims.
Flickr Creative Commons.

ENTUM
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The equating of Jews with evil practices continued through the European Enlightenment and the post-
Emancipation period. In response to the civil equality granted the Jews, anti-Jewish reactionaries
questioned the wisdom of opening the doors of society to such a non-assimilated community; they
accused the Jews of disloyalty and of creating a state within the state. How to incorporate the Jews into
the modern state, or whether to do so at all, became the “Jewish question” of nineteenth-century
European politics. Toward the end of the century, a new political movement gave an extreme answer:
the Jews must be eliminated from society. This movement was termed anti-Semitism, influenced in its
most extreme form by pseudoscientific theories of race and eugenics which labeled Jews the inferior
“Semitic” race. The movement reached a climax at the end of the nineteenth century with the Dreyfus
Affair in France and the publication of The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, a Russian forgery circulated
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as the minutes of a meeting in which Jews conspired to take over the world. Though anti-Semitic fervor
declined for a time at the beginning of the twentieth century, anti-Semitism would soon return with
greater force.

The defeat of Germany in World War [ and resulting
submission at Versailles created a degraded German economy
and struggling society. Anti-Semites in Germany soon began
to lay the weight of these plights at the feet of the German
Jewish community. These accusations quickly built the
foundations of the anti-Semitic National Socialist German
Workers’ Party, abbreviated in German to “Nazi.” Led by Adolf
Hitler and quickly rising to assert control over German
politics and law, the Nazis’ anti-Semitic bigotry and ultra-
conservative fascism raised the stakes of anti-Semitism
higher than ever before, producing the most horrifying i
results. Throughout their history, Jews had suffered periodic Oeutiche!
persecutions, expulsions, and even massacres, but nothing Wehrt Guch!
could prepare them for the Nazi onslaught. S i be Suvent

During the 1930s the new German regime enacted a series of
debilitating anti-Jewish laws, essentially revoking the
European emancipation of the previous century. On
November 9-10, 1938, hundreds of synagogues and Jewish .
stores were destroyed by German mobs in a rampage that In 1933, Adolf Hitler announced a boycott of
came to be called Kristallnacht, the “Night of Broken Glass.” JFT.W'Sh businesses in Germany. Rachel Esther,

ickr Creative Commons.
Following their invasion of Poland, the Nazis began the
systematic destruction of European Jewry, first through imprisonment in ghettos that led to
widespread starvation and disease, then through mass shootings and gassings, and finally through the
construction of death camps throughout German territory in Europe. In the end, over six million Jews
were killed, roughly two-thirds of the Jewish population of Europe or one out of every three Jews in
the world. In Poland and Lithuania, where centuries of Jewish life and culture came to an abrupt end,
90 percent of the Jewish community was killed. The enormity of the genocide is expressed in English
as the Holocaust (from a Greek word meaning “all-burned”) and in Hebrew as the Shoah
(“catastrophe”).

While many economic, social, and political factors influenced the rise of the Nazi party and the
widespread genocide of the Holocaust, European anti-Semitism played a key role. Jews today continue
to live with anti-Semitism and the Holocaust, which has reached a central place in Jewish history and
belief. To the biblical commandment “Thou shalt have no other God before you” (Exodus 20:2), many
Jews have added another: “Never forget.” Jewish scholars have reevaluated the Jewish relationship to
God, Torah, and Israel in light of the modern experience. Historians of Judaism and European history
have written countless texts and arguments interpreting the Holocaust. Jewish community leaders and
politicians are vigilant in fighting contemporary manifestations of anti-Semitism, so that such a
cataclysm will never happen again. Even non-Jewish social activists apply the lessons of the Holocaust
to other cases of inhumanity in the world today. And countless Jewish homes and synagogues balance

21



Judaism | 2015

remembrance of the Holocaust with the joy and celebration of building a renewed spiritual life around
the rich customs and traditions of the Jewish community.

A complicating factor in identifying contemporary representations anti-Semitism, however, is that
some people (Jews and non-Jews alike) readily associate criticism of Israel’s policies regarding
Palestine with anti-Semitism while other Jews and non-Jews vigorously challenge that assessment and
assert that Israel (like other nation states) must be held accountable for alleged human rights
violations. Sadly, what is beyond dispute is that the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is exacerbating tensions
across the globe as communities, factions, and nation states declare allegiances in this longstanding
and seemingly intractable struggle that cannot be divorced from the long history of anti-Semitism and
the complex consequences of colonialism.
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Preface: How to Read These Profiles

In these religion profiles, our focus is on particular religious
traditions with an emphasis on 1) their internal diversity,
and 2) the ways that the traditions are always evolving and
changing. Though we hope these profiles provide helpful
introductions, this format is a bit misleading in that it can
reinforce the idea that religions exist and develop in
isolation from other social and historical forces, including
other religions. While reading these profiles, please
remember that religions always impact and are impacted by
political, economic, social, and historical factors. Please see
the Methods article for fuller explanation of these
intersections and the Country Profiles for a demonstration
of how to understand religious influences in particular
social and historical contexts.

A Worldwide Tradition

Christianity is a worldwide religious tradition with diverse
representations, beliefs and practices. But its common
source is one: the life, the teachings, the death, and the
resurrection of Jesus. This man, whom Christians call the
Christ, the Messiah, or the expected one, was born in
Roman-occupied Palestine about 2,000 years ago. He lived
his life as a Jew in a region ruled by Roman authorities. Like
many prophets before him, he spoke of the urgent need to
turn to God and he taught a message of love and justice. His
active ministry of teaching was, at most, about three years
long. Still in his thirties, he was charged with treason and
put to death. His followers reported that he was resurrected
from the dead and that he appeared before them.

Jesus left no writings, nor did others write about him until
decades after he died. However, the small number of
disciples that experienced his resurrection were inspired
with an energy that led to the creation of communities of
faith throughout the Mediterranean world and, eventually,
throughout the whole world. It was in Antioch, now in
modern-day Turkey, that they were first called “Christians,”
followers of the way of Christ. In the first three centuries,
Christianity spread throughout the Greco-Roman world,
which extended from the Iberian to the Indian coast. From

J

24


http://hwpi.harvard.edu/hds-rlp/faq/christ
http://hwpi.harvard.edu/hds-rlp/faq/jew
http://hwpi.harvard.edu/hds-rlp/faq/messiah
http://hwpi.harvard.edu/hds-rlp/faq/disciple

Christianity | 2015

the fifth to the seventh century, Christian outreach spread throughout northern Europe. Syrian Christians even
missionized in China during this time. In the tenth century, missionaries from Constantinople brought
Christianity to Russia.

Today Christianity has three major streams, each possessing its own internal pluralism — the Catholic
Communion, the Orthodox Christian Churches, and Protestant movements. Some would now argue that
Anglicanism, which followed the course of the British Empire, and the Pentecostalism sweeping the globe
constitute other major streams of the Christian tradition. But these broad categories hardly do justice to the
hundreds of particular churches and denominations that have come into being through the centuries and that
continue to be born today. In the early twenty-first century, Christianity has more adherents than any other
religious tradition on earth. One third of all humans call themselves Christians. The Christian scriptures have
been translated into a multitude of languages in cultures throughout the world. The great diversity of
Christianity is one of its most striking characteristics.

Christianity has continued to grow and change in the twenty-first century, with the rapid multiplication of
Christian churches in Africa, including many vibrant independent churches. In Latin America, four centuries of
Roman Catholic dominance is now being challenged by the rapid growth of Pentecostalism. By the late twentieth
century, the majority of the world’s Christians lived in the southern hemisphere. While Christianity is growing
most rapidly in Africa and Latin America, it is still the dominant religious tradition of Europe and North
America.

The Life and Teachings of Jesus

The story of Jesus, as Christians know and tell it, comes from that part
of the Bible called the “New Testament.” The first four books—Matthew,
Mark, Luke, and John—are known as the “gospels,” meaning “good
news.” They were all written between approximately 70 and 100 CE,
about two generations after the death of Jesus, and are based on stories
of Jesus told and retold by his followers. Matthew, Mark, and Luke are
called the “synoptic” gospels, because they present a “common view” of
Jesus through many common sayings, parables, and events. Both
Matthew and Luke seem to have used Mark’s gospel in writing their
own accounts. John’s gospel has a distinctive voice, focusing more on
the divinity of Christ in the context of a cosmic worldview. The gospels
come out of early communities still struggling with their identity in a
Jewish context. The Gospel of Matthew, for instance, is most conscious
of the debates within Judaism after the destruction of the Temple in 70
CE, while the Gospel of John shows signs of Christians being expelled
from synagogues. Although the gospels differ in their accounts of Jesus'
life and ministry, sometimes in significant ways, the early church did not

“Born in those who desire him," (Detail from
an wool embroidered banner in the convent of
the Dominican sisters of Stone, Staffordshire,
2008), Lawrence OP, from Flickr Creative
Commons.
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blend them into one account but preserved these four distinct gospels with their differences. Together they
provide four views of the life and teachings of Jesus.

According to the traditions of Luke and Matthew, Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judaea in the lineage of King
David. Theirs is a story in which the ordinary and the miraculous intertwine. The mother of Jesus is said to be
Mary, who conceived Jesus by the power of the Holy Spirit (an act of the divine) while she was still a young
unmarried virgin; Joseph, her betrothed, was a carpenter from Nazareth. Luke’s story is familiar to Christians
throughout the world: The couple traveled to Bethlehem to be counted in the census and, finding no room at the
inn, they had to stay in a stable. Jesus was born that night, his first bed a manger filled with hay. Nearby
shepherds with their flocks heard angels singing and hurried to see the newborn child. Matthew says nothing of
the stable or the shepherds, but tells of wise men or astrologers, who saw the light of a star and came from the
East bringing gifts to honor the child. Mark and John omit the birth story altogether, Mark beginning his account
with the baptism of Jesus and John with the creation of the cosmos.

There is little recorded of the childhood of Jesus, except Luke’s story of how, at the age of twelve, Jesus' parents
found him teaching the rabbis in the temple in Jerusalem. All four gospels, however, speak of the critical event of
Jesus' baptism by John the Baptist. The gospels do not mention his age, but historians say that Jesus was about
thirty. John’s message was one of radical repentance and transformation. It was a time of political turmoil and
religious expectation; there were many Jewish movements that looked forward to a new age, the coming of the
Kingdom of God and the long-promised Messiah, the “anointed one.”

John the Baptist looked to the new age, announcing that the Kingdom
of God was near and baptizing people by the thousands in the River
Jordan as an initiation into the kingdom to come. One of those he
baptized was Jesus of Nazareth. Mark’s gospel begins with this
account of Jesus' baptism: When Jesus came up out of the water, the
skies were torn open and the Spirit, like a dove from heaven,
descended upon Jesus with the words, “You are my beloved son;
with you I am well pleased.”

Jesus’ baptism marks the beginning of his public ministry of
preaching, teaching, and healing. He was accompanied by a group of
followers, some of them fishermen who left their nets and their
families, and some of them women whose presence can be seen
throughout the period of Jesus' ministry. Jesus attracted large
crowds as he began to teach in Galilee. His message of repentance
and turning to God was coupled with a message of God’s generosity,
forgiveness, love and justice.

"Depiction of Baptism of Jesus by John the
Baptist," Yesus Church, Axum, Ethiopia (2013),
Adam Jones, from Flickr Creative Commons.

The gospels describe miracles performed by Jesus: healing the sick,
casting out the demons of mental illness from the tormented, and
even bringing the dead back to life. They also portray a powerful teacher whose parables made their point in
surprising ways. Yes, one should love one’s neighbor, but who is the neighbor? In one parable, a man is robbed,

26


http://hwpi.harvard.edu/hds-rlp/faq/john-baptist
http://hwpi.harvard.edu/hds-rlp/faq/baptism

Christianity | 2015

beaten, and left on the road. Many pass him by without giving him help, including respected members of his own
community. The one who stops to help him is a Samaritan, a person from Samaria considered a foreigner and an
outsider. Jesus insists that the “great commandment” to love one’s neighbor as oneself crosses all ethnic and
religious barriers.

In his ministry, Jesus crossed many social barriers as well, mingling with the tax collector, the adulterer, and the
prostitute. He warned critics to remember their own imperfections before condemning others and invited those
who were wholly without sin to cast the first stone of condemnation. The great commandment is not to judge
one’s neighbor but rather to love one’s neighbor, for judgment is God’s alone.

Jesus taught that the expected Kingdom of God was close at hand. It would not be an earthly political kingdom,
but rather a new reign of justice for the poor and liberation for the oppressed. Those who would be included
first in the Kingdom were not the elites and the powerful, but the poor, the rejected, the outcasts. Jesus likened
the coming of the Kingdom of God to the growth of a tiny mustard seed, growing from within to create a new
reality. His disciples and many who heard him began to speak of Jesus as the long-awaited redeemer, the
Messiah, who would make the Kingdom of God a reality. When the term “Messiah” was translated into Greek, the
word they used was Christos, the Christ.

The Death and Resurrection of Jesus

As Jesus traveled and preached, he angered the Roman rulers, who feared that he was provoking unrest among
the people and planning a revolution. He was also feared by Jewish leaders because of his challenges to
traditional authority and teachings. Jesus named hypocrisy where he saw it and urged his community to claim a
new prophetic vision. Those who opposed him saw him as a dangerous upstart who wanted to form a cult
around himself. Jesus was well aware of these charges against him by political and religious authorities, and he
predicted that he would be attacked and persecuted.

After a teaching ministry of perhaps three years, Jesus went to
Jerusalem to observe the Jewish season of Passover. There he
warned those closest to him of his coming death and gathered
them together for a meal that would be their last supper
together. He was then betrayed to the Roman authorities by
Judas, one of his own followers, and captured. He was
denounced by the Jewish high priest as a blasphemer who
claimed to be the Messiah. Taken before the Roman authorities,
Jesus was charged with sedition and executed by the Roman
practice of crucifixion, being nailed to a cross. It was Friday and
burial rites would have to wait until the Sabbath was over.

“Good Friday-observnce in Barangay (barrio), San . .
Fernando, Pampanga,” Philippines, 2011, Marco Repola  Early Sunday morning, according to all the gospel accounts,
from Flickr Creative Commons. some of the women who had followed and loved Jesus went to
his tomb to prepare his body for a proper burial. When they

arrived, they discovered that the stone at the entry to the tomb had been rolled away and the tomb was empty.
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According to the synoptic gospels, a figure in dazzling white appeared and told the women that Jesus had been
raised from the dead. In John’s account, a man who seemed to be the gardener appeared to Mary Magdalene (a
follower of Jesus) and spoke to her by name. It was Jesus. Although their accounts differ, the gospels report that
in the following days, many of the disciples saw Jesus and experienced his presence. This experience of the
living Christ is at the heart of the Christian faith.

Those who have adopted the Christian faith through the centuries have understood the life, death, and
resurrection of Jesus as a profound affirmation of God’s presence in the midst of humanity. The “Christ event,”
according to many Christians, cannot be understood in the context of the first century alone: It is as much a
twenty-first century event, repeated and renewed daily in the lives of those who take this as the story of their
own faith.

Birth of the Church

Fifty days after the resurrection of Jesus, the disciples were together in
Jerusalem. It was then at the time of the spring harvest festival of
Shavuot, seven weeks after the feast of Passover, that they experienced
the empowerment that would make them a new community. That day
became known as Pentecost in the Christian church and celebrated as
the “birthday of the Church.” In the New Testament, the Acts of the
Apostles, written toward the end of the first century by the author of
the Gospel of Luke, tells the story of the early church, beginning with
this event. There in Jerusalem, where people gathered from many
lands for the festival, the new community experienced the outpouring
of the Holy Spirit, described as tongues of fire settling on their heads
and enabling them to speak the good news of Jesus in all the languages
on earth (Acts 2:4). It was an experience of empowerment which
transformed a fearful and somewhat confused group of disciples into
apostles, those who literally are “sent” to give testimony to their faith.

The expansion of the early church was also given energy by the
conversion of a Jewish tentmaker named Saul. According to the Acts of
the Apostles, Saul had been a persecutor of Christians until he
experienced the blinding light of God’s presence as he traveled on the
road from Jerusalem to Damascus. He became baptized as a Christian.
For the rest of his life, he traveled the Mediterranean world nurturing
small communities of Christians until he finally brought the gospel to
Rome. He spoke in synagogues and to communities of Jews, affirming
his faith in Christ as Messiah. However, he also spoke to Gentiles—to
those who were not Jews—convinced that the message of new life in i
Christ was not for his people alone, but for men and women "Pentecost,” El Greco (1596), from WikiArt.
everywhere. As an apostle to the Gentiles, he is known by the Roman

form of his name, Paul.

-
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Paul’s controversy with Peter and the community in Jerusalem was of utmost importance for early Christianity,
as it gradually became differentiated from its Jewish roots. While Peter believed that Gentiles needed first to be
circumcised and convert to Judaism before becoming Christian, Paul insisted that new Greek converts could
become Christian directly. The Council of Jerusalem (about 50 CE) decided, with Paul, that Gentiles could
become Christians without becoming Jews first. With this, the door was open for a new kind of Christian
community. Paul’s letters to the new churches of the Hellenistic world have become an integral part of the New
Testament.

The Christian community is called the “church.”
The word in Greek was ecclesia, those who
were “called out.” They were called out of their
former lives into a new community. The Book
of Acts (2:44-47) describes the life of the first
Christian community: “All who believed were
together and shared all things in common, sold
their possessions and goods and distributed
them to all, as any had need. And day by day
attending temple together, breaking bread in
their homes, they partook of food with glad and
generous hearts, praising God and having favor
with all the people. And the Lord added to their

number day by day those who were being

"Communion during Assembly 2014 in Louisville" Paul Jeffrey for United saved.”
Methodist Women, from Flickr Creative Commons.

In its largest sense, the church is universal—the
community of all people who profess faith in Christ. This is what is meant by the term “catholic,” which simply
means “universal.” In its most intimate sense, the church is “wherever two or three are gathered” in the name of
Christ (Matthew 18:20). Whether universal or a gathering of two or three, the church is a community of people.
The images of community in the New Testament are powerful, organic images of belonging. Most important, the
church is described as “the body of Christ.” As Paul puts it, “For just as the body is one and has many members,
and all the members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ.” (I Corinthians 12:12). Not all
parts of the body of Christ, the church, have the same function but all parts are connected and all suffer and
rejoice together. This powerful metaphor is extended through the central ritual of the community, the blessing
and sharing of bread and wine. The bread is called the “body of Christ,” and the wine “the cup of the new
covenant.” As the bread and wine are one, so do those who share them affirm their oneness (I Corinthians
11:23-25). (See “The Christian Experience” for more information on this ritual.

Through the preaching of Paul and other missionaries, the new Christian faith grew quickly, spreading
throughout the Mediterranean world. Its primary competitor was not the sects nor the mystery religions of
ancient Greece and Rome, but the cult of the emperor, to whom all were required to do honor. For Christians,
the “Lord” was Christ alone, and worshipping the emperor as Lord was impossible. The new Christian
community was seen as subversive because of its refusal to participate in the cult of the emperor. Christians
were persecuted and martyred for their faith throughout the Roman empire. Thus, it was a new day entirely
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when the Emperor Constantine himself became a Christian early in the fourth century. Beginning with his reign,
Christianity was not only made legal, but would become the official religion of the Empire.

Credo: “I Believe...”

One of the distinctive features of Christianity is its emphasis on a creed, a summary statement of faith. The

term credo is often translated today as “I believe...” but it is important to remember that its literal meaning is, “I
give my heart...” [t is language of the heart, a profound expression of commitment, not simply a list of statements
to which one gives intellectual assent. When the early church was being persecuted, commitment to the way of
Christ was often dangerous, requiring real courage.

Creeds came into use as part of the rite of baptism. In this rite of initiation, a man or woman would take off old
clothes, put on new white baptismal clothing, and become a Christian by a ritual bath and the affirmation of
commitment to the Christian faith. The credo or creed expressed that commitment. Among the oldest creeds of
the church is the Apostles' Creed, composed about 150 CE and used ritually at the time of Christian baptism,
beginning, “I believe in God, the Father Almighty, creator of heaven and earth. I believe in Jesus Christ, his only
Son, Our Lord...” Through baptism, one was spiritually “born again.” While the term “born again” has acquired
the resonance of a dramatic and often emotion-laden conversion in modern American Christianity, it has a much
wider and older significance for the church. To be born again is what it means to be a baptized Christian.

Christians in the early church had to answer for themselves the
question Christ asked his disciples, “Who do you say that [ am?”
In the councils of the early church, leaders met to come to a
common mind about their faith. The Council of Nicaea, called by
the Emperor Constantine in 325, was the most important of
these early councils. In the previous centuries, some had
proposed that Jesus Christ was not really human at all, but was
God appearing to be human; others had proposed that he was
not really divine, but only a human being. The early church
rejected these views as it worked together to articulate its faith:
that Jesus Christ was fully God and fully human. The council also
worked to express the meaning of God as threefold, a trinity,
encompassing three aspects or “persons”—the Father, the Son
Jesus Christ, and the Holy Spirit. At Nicaea, the church
articulated the complexity of the divine mystery: that the One
God is the transcendent Creator, the fully human Christ, and the
indwelling energy, fire, and breath of the Spirit. This
understanding was represented in the Nicene Creed.

While the Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene Creed are the oldest
and most universal creeds of the church, the process of

“Apostles Creed,” Plaque on the wall of St. Just in articulating what it means to give one’s heart to Christ has
Roseland, Cornwall, John Kroll, Flickr Creative Commons.
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continued to the present. New creeds are written in each new era. For example, the United Church of Christ in
the U.S.A. puts its belief in Christ this way: “In Jesus Christ, the man of Nazareth, our crucified and risen Lord,
you have come to us and shared our common lot, conquering sin and death, and reconciling the world to
yourself.” In El Salvador, Christians affirm their faith in Christ, tested in the fires of economic and political
struggle: “We believe in Christ, crucified again and again in the suffering of the poor..” Mormons affirm thirteen
articles of faith, including: “We believe the Bible to be the word of God as far as it is translated correctly; we also
believe the Book of Mormon to be the word of God.”

Through the ages, there have been many doctrinal controversies, but the act of confessing one’s faith has
remained constant. For Christians to say “I believe...” is not only an articulation of fundamental doctrines, but
also a personal commitment to the way of Christ.

Orthodox Christian Churches

The Eastern family of churches, today called the Oriental Orthodox and
Eastern Orthodox churches, go back to the very earliest days of
Christianity. During the first four centuries of the Common Era,
Christianity had spread not only into the Roman and Byzantine Empires,
but also into the present-day Middle East, North Africa, and India. They
were united through a pentarchy that revered patriarchal sees in Antioch,
Alexandria, Constantinople, Jerusalem and Rome. Following the Council of
Chalcedon in 451, however, the Christological controversies led by
Nestorius and Cyril influenced the first major schism in the Church. A
group of communities that eventually became known as comprising the
Oriental Orthodox Church rejected the decree that the nature of Christ was
united as one and instead promoted the idea that Christ’s human and
divine natures remained distinct. Christians of Egypt, Ethiopia, Syria,
Armenia, India, Iraq, and Iran either formally followed these men into
schism or quietly fell off the Greco-Roman radar due to vast distances and
difficult terrain. Furthermore, in the centuries that followed, the growing

estrangement between the Roman and Greek Christians eventually led to ~ Russian Orthodox Archbishop Ambrose
the second major schism of 1054, which culminated in a crisis as the Pope ~ °f Peterhof visited the Holy Mount

) ] . Athos, 2014, St. Petersburg Orthodox
of Rome and the Patriarch of Constantinople excommunicated each other.  seminary, Flickr Creative Commons
The institutions headed by each became known respectively as the

(Roman) Catholic Church and the (Eastern) Orthodox Churches.

The distinctive theologies and liturgies of the Orthodox churches have continued to develop into the twenty-
first century. One particularly characteristic theological stance of the Christ event from an Orthodox perspective
is the emphasis on the incarnation of Christ as a means to raise human nature to the Divine. As Athanasius put it
in the fourth century, “the Son of God became man so that man might become God.” This emphasis on theosis,
“becoming divine,” stands in contrast to the heavy emphasis on human sinfulness present in much of the
theology of the Western churches.
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"% Monasticism was an important part of the early church tradition, as
devout men and women left urban life and the growing institutions of
the church for a life of devotion to God in prayer and simplicity.
Monastic life began as early as the fourth century, with St. Anthony
and the Desert Fathers of Egypt, in whom both Eastern and Western
traditions of monasticism find their source and inspiration. As Eastern
monasticism developed, it included both communal and solitary
religious life and emphasized physical austerity. From these early
centuries onward, the Eastern traditions also developed practices of
inner contemplative prayer called the “prayer of the heart” or the
“Jesus prayer”. These forms of concentration and breath-centered

St. Anthony of Egypt, Burgos Cathedral, Burgos,  prayer have been preserved in the spiritual treasury of the church to
Spain. Lawrence OP, Flickr Creative Commons. the present day.

As part of a rich spiritual and liturgical tradition, the Orthodox churches also
developed the distinctive use of pictorial icons of Christ, the Virgin Mary, and the
saints. These icons were understood to be windows into the sacred meaning and
presence of these figures, not mere representations of them. The second council
of Nicaea in 787 affirmed the role of icons in the face of virulent criticism from
those who objected to any visual images in worship.

During the seventh century, Christianity encountered the challenge of Islam, a
new religious tradition which gained ground in Palestine, Syria and Egypt, and
from Anatolia to Spain. The great Dome of the Rock mosque was completed in
Jerusalem in 692. Eight centuries later, the Byzantine Empire, centered at
Constantinople, fell to the Ottoman Turks in 1453. The great centers of
Orthodoxy, including Constantinople, became centers of Islamic rule, and its
great churches became mosques. For hundreds of years, the encounter with
Islam has been of significance and immediacy for Oriental Orthodox and Eastern

Orthodox churches. “NMavayia n FraAaktotpodovca,”
2012, Michael Hadjimichael, Flickr

Creative Commons.

Today, the Eastern Orthodox churches constitute a family of related churches,

including the Greek, Russian, Bulgaria, Romanian, and Syrian churches, each with a rich history and distinctive
liturgical forms. Oriental Orthodox churches include the Armenian Apostolic Church, the Coptic Church of Egypt,
the Ethiopian Church, the Eritrean Church, the Church of St. Thomas in India, and the Jacobite Syrian Church of
Antioch. In 2001, a council of bishops representing both the Eastern Orthodox and the Oriental Orthodox
churches declared their Christologies effectively consistent, citing linguistic and political factors for the
historical disagreement. While the Eastern Orthodox and Oriental churches are not yet fully reconciled they, like
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the Eastern Catholic churches (those who are in communion with Rome but who follow Eastern traditions of
worship) share very similar theology and practices. Reconciliation efforts continue today.

The Roman Catholic Church and the Catholic Communion

The early church spoke of its fellowship of believers as “catholic,” a word which
means “universal.” Today, the whole Christian church still affirms “one holy,
catholic, and apostolic church” in the Nicene Creed. However, the term Catholic
with a capital “C” also applies in common parlance to the Churches within the
Catholic Communion, centered in Rome. The Church of Rome is one of the oldest
Christian communities, tracing its history to the apostles Peter and Paul in the first
century. As it developed, it emphasized the central authority and primacy of the
bishop of Rome, who became known as the Pope. By the eleventh century, the

Catholic Church broke with the Byzantine Church of the East over issues of both o b -

authority and doctrine. Particularly in response to this division, several attempts i g ( :

were made to restore union and to heal the wounds of division between the i

Churches. Pope Francis, 2013, Catholic
Church England, Flickr Creative
Commons.

During the early 15th century, many in the Roman Church regarded the
impending Turkish invasion of the Byzantine Empire as a “work of Providence” to bind divided Christianity
together. In response, the Council of Florence envisioned union on a grandiose scale not only with the Greek
Byzantine churches, but also with the Copts, Ethiopians, Armenians and Nestorians. Despite the presence of
nearly 700 Eastern representatives and 360 Latin representatives and the energetic debates that ensued,
reunion was not achieved.

Though disappointed with the failure of the Council of Florence, the Roman Church began to pursue an
attractive alternative inspired by the unexpected union with the Maronite Church in the twelfth century. This
alternative consisted in the creation of Uniate churches - Eastern in ritual and law but Roman in religious
allegiance. Though the term “uniate” has some derogatory connotations, the reconciliation that this term
signifies is an important historical development.

Meanwhile, the predominantly Roman church
continued to develop strong traditions of monasticism
that began with Benedict (480-550) who wrote the
“Rule of St. Benedict” where he described the principles
of prayer, work, and study essential to the monastic
life. Even in the early 21st century, this document
continues to be foundational for the life of Benedictine
communities all over the world. Many of the
missionaries of the church were monks, such as the
Venerable Bede (673-735) who brought spiritual

Detail of Benedictine Monks, Giovanni Antonio Bazzi (d. 1549), 33
Tuscany, Italy, Jacqueline Poggi, Flickr Creative Commons.
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leadership to the early church in England and Boniface (680-754) who was the “apostle of Germany.” In the
early Middle Ages, Benedictine monasteries became large landholders and powerful forces in the local economy.
Through the chaos of the Middle Ages, after the fall of the Roman Empire, they played an essential role in
preserving the spiritual, artistic, and intellectual life of the church.

In the twelfth century, other orders developed that rejected the cloistered and sometimes wealthy life of the
monastery, set apart from society, preferring more engaged models of Christian community. Francis of Assisi
(1182-1226) and the Franciscan order emphasized both individual and communal poverty, simplicity, and
service—not apart from the people, but among them. Dominic (1170-1221) and the Dominican order
emphasized education, preaching, and teaching. Members of these orders were often reformers as well, calling
for a renewal of monasticism and the church as a whole.

In the sixteenth century, one of those reformers, the Augustinian friar Martin
Luther (1483-1546), broke with the church entirely and launched the
Protestant Reformation. The Council of Trent (1545-1563) followed with its
own reform of corrupt practices within the Catholic Church. Part of a
movement known as the “Catholic Reformation” or the “Counter-
Reformation,” the Council of Trent reasserted the visible, hierarchical, and
structured authority of the Roman Catholic Church. This period of Catholic
renewal reinvigorated the educational and missionary zeal of the church with
the establishment of the Society of Jesus, also called the Jesuits, founded by
Ignatius Loyola (1491-1556). Especially with the colonization and conversion
of Latin America and with its missions to Asia and Africa, the Roman Catholic
Church became a worldwide church. Unfortunately, the strong reaction to the
Protestant movement would have a negative impact upon the Eastern
Catholic churches as conformity to the Roman standard became the norm.

Only the Second Vatican Council would begin the process of correcting this Catholic woman in Indonesia, Henri
mentality. Ismail, 2007, from Flickr Creative
Commons.

Today, the Catholic Communion is centered at the Vatican in Rome, but its

synods, councils of bishops, and local parishes carry on the life and work of the church on every continent. More
than half of the world’s Christians are Catholic. The Second Vatican Council considered seriously the new role of
the church in the modern world. Among the many decisions of the Council was to abandon the predominantly
Latin mass in favor of worship in the language and in the cultural forms of the local community. Another focus
was on a new openness to other religious traditions as represented in the document Nostra Aetate (In Our
Time). A third focus was on how the church should emphasize not only preaching and sacraments, buta
vigorous mission to the poor and those in need.

This emphasis helped give rise to a movement known as “liberation theology” that began in Latin America in the
1970s and spread throughout many parts of the world. Liberation theologians such as the Peruvian Domincan
Gustavo Gutiérrez were initially focused on economic injustices. He interpreted the Gospels as promoting a
“preferential option for the poor” and declared structures of oppression that perpetuated cycles of poverty and
despair as sinful. This movement spread throughout much of the global south and eventually inspired other

34


http://hwpi.harvard.edu/hds-rlp/faq/parish
http://hwpi.harvard.edu/hds-rlp/faq/second-vatican-council
http://hwpi.harvard.edu/hds-rlp/faq/friar
http://hwpi.harvard.edu/hds-rlp/faq/synod
http://hwpi.harvard.edu/hds-rlp/faq/council-trent
http://hwpi.harvard.edu/hds-rlp/faq/council-bishops
http://hwpi.harvard.edu/hds-rlp/faq/augustinian
http://hwpi.harvard.edu/hds-rlp/faq/sacraments

Christianity | 2015

emancipation theologies in the United States and elsewhere such as Black Liberation Theology, Feminist
Liberation Theology, and Womanist Theology. These latter movements were often led by Protestants and
included members from many other religious traditions (and none).

The Protestant Movement

Portrait of Martin Luther by Lucas Cranach the
Elder, 1527 from Wikimedia Commons.

| The sixteenth-century Protestant Reformation was sparked by Martin

Luther, a German monk whose studies of the Bible led him to attack the
leadership of the Catholic Church in his day. First, Luther insisted that
religious authority lay not primarily in church traditions, nor in the
hierarchy of bishops and popes, but in the Bible alone. The teaching of
the church and its leaders must be judged by the standard and teaching
of the Bible, which is the sole authoritative source of the Christian faith.
Further, Luther insisted that the Bible and the worship life of the
church be translated from Latin into the language of the people, so that
all might hear and understand it.

From his reading of the New Testament, Luther also concluded that
salvation is by God’s grace alone, not by virtue of anything one might do
to merit it. And salvation is by faith alone, by the disposition of the
heart, not by any penance a priest may prescribe. Luther especially
objected to what were known as “indulgences” sold by the church to

assure one’s own well-being in the afterlife or the well-being of those who had already died. Luther preached
that salvation cannot be earned, much less bought, for it is a gift. In his break with Rome, Martin Luther left the
monastic life and married, thus establishing the precedent for married clergy in the Protestant churches. He
emphasized the faith of the laity, the Christian life within society, and the “priesthood” of all believers. Luther
was excommunicated from the Roman Catholic Church in 1521.

The Protestant Reformation marked the
beginning of what would become a new
movement in the Christian tradition. Its leaders
and forms were many, but the spirit of the | sy
Protestant tradition continued to emphasize the = P‘

importance of personal faith, the gift of grace, and ) "“"h ’i‘)mKER WITL

the authority of the Bible. In Germany, the . & FOR C E
Lutheran tradition built on Martin Luther’s ! ; P EN%
heritage. Lutheran national churches also ¢ t 3 ‘3 S T 1 C E

developed in Sweden, Denmark, Norway, and
Finland. The Lutheran churches of America today
include descendants from all of these churches.

“Quaker witness for peace & justice in front of the San Francisco Federal
Building,” Steve Rhodes (2008), Flickr Creative Commons.
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The “Reformed” churches have their roots in Switzerland, where Ulrich Zwingli (1484-1531) launched a
movement of church reform in Zurich in 1522. At the same time in Geneva, John Calvin (1509-1564) led a
movement that helped found Reformed churches in the Netherlands, Hungary, England, and Scotland. The
Presbyterian churches are also part of this Reformed tradition, and developed initially under the leadership of
the sixteenth-century Scottish reformer, John Knox (1514-1572). Today’s Baptists and Congregationalists trace
their lineage back to the ideas of Zwingli and Calvin as well.

The more radical Anabaptists took issue with Zwingli and the reformers in Zurich over two issues: the
establishment of a state church and infant baptism. They held that Christian faith is a conscious and voluntary
commitment of the heart. Thus, they rejected the coercion of any state church and also rejected infant baptism
in favor of the baptism of adult believers. The Anabaptists also shaped the formation of the Baptists churches as
well as the historic “peace churches,” such as the Quakers and the Mennonites.

The English Reformation began in the sixteenth century when King Henry VIII declared the independence of the
Church of England from the authority of the Pope. Some Protestants in England went even further than Henry
and called for a complete purification of the church. Later known as “Puritans,” these radical dissenters in the
Church of England set out for North America in the early 1600s. They envisioned establishing a Christian
community, a “holy commonwealth” in the new world. In the 1700s, John Wesley (1703-1791), a priest of the
Church of England, launched an energetic devotional reform movement, emphasizing the forgiveness and grace
of a loving God. This movement eventually became known as Methodism. Those who remained within the
Church of England spread their version of Christianity as the British Empire encircled the world. After the
Empire’s dissolution, those churches banded together as the Worldwide Anglican Communion.

Evangelicals have also played a key role in ongoing reformation efforts.
Originally, the term was used to describe the 18th-19th century religious
reform movements and denominations that resulted from the revivals
that swept the North Atlantic Anglo-American world. These revivals were
led by figures like John Wesley, the itinerant English evangelist George
Whitefield (1715-1770), and American preacher and theologian Jonathan
Edwards (1703-1758). By the 1820s, Evangelicals dominated the
American Protestant scene, and played a major role in reform movements
such as abolitionism and prohibition. In the early twentieth century,
conservative Evangelicals (known as Fundamentalists) who rejected
Darwinism and modern biblical criticism would retreat from public life
after the Scopes Trial in 1925, only to re-emerge on the national political
and social scenes decades later.

In the 1960s and up to the present day, emancipation movements

Jerry Falwell, founder of the Moral
throughout the globe have been and continue to be heavily influenced by =~ Majority, Wikimedia Commons.

Protestants. Sometimes linked to liberation theology movements and
other times independent of them, figures who are motivated by their faith to promote human rights include
Desmond Tutu (1931-) in South Africa, Naim Stifan Ateek (1937-) in Palestine, Hisaku Kinakawa in Japan, and
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Ella Baker (1903-1986), Martin Luther King, Jr. (1929-1968), Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz (1943-2012) and Beverly
Harrison (1932-2012) in the United States.

During the Reagan era in the United States, conservative organizations like the Moral Majority and Concerned
Women for America were motivated by what they perceived as a loss of traditional family values. As a result,
many Evangelicals focused on issues such as homosexuality, abortion, and the direction of mass media. Other
movements within Evangelicalism included Sojourners, a group committed to promoting peace and social
justice since the 1970s and intentional communities like the Simple Way in Philadelphia which seeks to reform
the faith by adapting traditional monastic practices for a modern context. The Simple Way focused on issues
like environmental sustainability and challenging systems that oppressed the poor and marginalized.

The Protestant Reformation, therefore, launched not a Protestant Church, but a Protestant movement—a
dynamic movement of many churches, engaged in energetic and ongoing reformation, even today.

Mission to the World

The history of Christian missions is as old as the church, inspired by the commission Christ left his followers to
“make disciples of all nations.” Such zeal was seen in the early Syrian Christians who missionized as far as India
and China in the early third to seventh centuries. It was also the mission of early Roman monks that first planted
churches in Ireland and England, Germany and Northern Europe, Russia and Eastern Europe. However, the
sixteenth century, which saw both the Protestant Reformation and the Catholic “Counter-Reformation,” was also
the beginning of European colonial expansion and with it, church expansion. The Spanish conquered and
colonized in the lands of South America, Mexico, and the Philippines. The Portuguese planted colonies in Brazil,
Africa, India, and China. The British Empire included territories in India, Ceylon, Burma, Africa, Australia, and
North America. The Dutch were in Indonesia and Africa. The French had colonies in Africa, Southeast Asia, and
North America.

The spread of Christian churches followed in the tracks of empire, trade, and colonization. At times, the
churches and missionaries were involved or complicit in the exploitation and oppression of colonized people. It
is also true, however, that missionaries were among the strongest critics of colonial excesses. Many were the
first scholars to study the religious and cultural traditions of the peoples among whom they worked. Especially
in Asia, missionaries were also the first to challenge the exclusivist teachings of the church, for they saw what
they understood to be evidence of God’s living presence in non-Christian faiths.

The order of Jesuits or the Society of Jesus, founded in the
sixteenth century, was influential as a Catholic missionary
order, sending Jesuits to such places as India and China.
Later, Protestant missionary societies were formed to link
the Protestant churches of Europe, and later the United
States, with the new churches established in Asia and Africa.

With the end of the colonial era, the mission churches began
to develop strong voices and leadership of their own. Today,
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much of the dynamism and energy of the Christian churches worldwide comes from the churches of Africa, Asia,
and Latin America. The last few decades have seen a renewed emphasis on the expression of the gospel in every
culture and language. In the post-colonial era, churches in all parts of the world have moved away from
European or American expressions of Christianity and have claimed their own culture, music, and arts in order
to shape their own forms of Christian worship and community.

Today, many of these new cultural and ethnic expressions have come to America with the new immigration. As
with first-generation immigrants in the past, these immigrants have maintained their own congregations—
Korean, Samoan, Ethiopian, South Indian, or Chinese—and have brought an astounding new diversity to the face
of American Christianity.

The Modern Era

The modern period, heralded by what is known as the Enlightenment, began in the West in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries with the end of the religious wars that had torn Europe apart. In the wake of years of
bloodshed over religious doctrine, eighteenth-century Enlightenment thinkers emphasized religious toleration
and the need to separate religious life from political power. The role of reason in religious thinking—that people
should be free to use their intellect to make up their own minds about what they believed—was reaffirmed. A
current of thought called Deism, for example, stressed “natural religion,” a creator God, and a common moral
and ethical ethos, without many of the supernatural elements that, they believed, confounded the principles of
reason. Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson, so prominent in framing the American Constitution, were
influenced by this movement. During the last two centuries, the role of reason in the realm of faith has
continued to inspire Christian thinkers.

The Enlightenment was also influenced by the scientific revolution that began to transform assumptions about
the natural world, beginning with Isaac Newton in the seventeenth century. In the nineteenth century, the work
of Charles Darwin challenged the biblical story of creation with his theories about the development and
evolution of species as published in The Origin of Species (1859) and The Descent of Man (1871). In the modern
era, Christian thinkers of each succeeding generation have had to claim and articulate their faith anew in the
light of a wider worldview, informed by the expansion of science. Does faith today occupy the shrinking area of
mystery diminished by the growing body of scientific knowledge? Or is faith an orientation to all of life that is
not threatened by science but rather consonant with it?

Biblical scholarship has also posed challenges to faith in the modern era. The text of the Bible has been laid open
to study by methods of critical and historical analysis. What is the Bible? How did this particular collection of
writings come into being? Is each word the revelation of God or is it a collection of inspired writings that may be
studied and interpreted as products of particular historical contexts, with their own historical concerns? In the
early twentieth century, a movement known as Fundamentalism arose in opposition to many trends in modern

biblical scholarship. Fundamentalist Christians have been concerned with protecting the literal interpretation of
the Bible from what they consider to be the undermining effects of Biblical scholarship. More liberal Christians,
on the other hand, generally do not find the intensive scholarly study of the Bible a threat to their faith, but
rather an enhancement of their understanding of it.
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The second half of the twentieth century saw new currents of confluence, bringing together once again the
divided streams that have characterized Christianity for nearly a thousand years. This trend is called the
ecumenical movement, from the Greek term “oikoumene” which means “the whole inhabited earth.” The most
prominent expression of this ecumenical movement is the World Council of Churches (WCC), formed in 1948.
Today it is a fellowship of over three hundred Protestant and Orthodox churches committed to growing
together in faith and working together on shared issues of justice, peace, education, and emergency relief. In the
1960s, the Second Vatican Council also made far-reaching contributions to Christian ecumenism, opening the
door to closer cooperation between the Roman Catholic and other Christian churches. Toward the end of the
Second Vatican Council, the Pope and the Patriarch of Constantinople removed their one thousand year old
mutual excommunication and embraced.

= B The convergence of churches today is visible in many ways. National, regional,
b ”]llt,lg pticy and local councils of churches throughout the world are another expression of
o sy

ran 1 the ecumenical movement. While old divisions are beginning to heal, new

7 : areas of tension and fission are opening in the Christian churches of the early
twenty-first century. The interpretation of the Bible, the ordination of women,
attitudes toward gays and lesbians, and the ethics of abortion and
reproduction are all issues that have opened new fissures both between and
within denominations.

At the dawn of the twenty-first century, the resurgence of evangelical
Christianity worldwide is sometimes called a “third force” in the Christian
ecumenical movement, along with the Vatican and the World Council of
Churches. The National Association of Evangelicals, founded in 1942, describes
itself as being a “united voice” for evangelicals. Despite their differences,
evangelicals today base their theology on a strong commitment to the Bible as

"First Ordained Woman," Messiah the only infallible and authoritative word of God. There is also emphasis placed
t‘:‘nﬁ‘:z:sc_h“"h' Flickr Creative on personal faith, expressed by “accepting Christ” into one’s own life, and on

evangelism, or the sharing of that faith with others in mission. The worldwide
ministry of Billy Graham (1918-), with his huge rallies and revivals, is an example of how mid-twentieth century
evangelists made effective use of the television communications revolution. Graham was also the first to help
steer a new evangelical movement away from the stricter dogmatic line of the early fundamentalists.

The soaring growth of pentecostalism is a significant
part of the new evangelical wave of the late twentieth
and early twenty-first centuries. Pentecostal worship
emphasizes the “gifts of the Holy Spirit,” including
“speaking in tongues,” reliving, in a sense, the
experience of the early church on the first Pentecost.
This movement is especially strong in the growing
cities of Latin America, Africa, and the U.S. where the
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pentecostal style of spirit-filled worship has created vibrant new Christian communities.

"School for midwives in El-Daien," Sudan, UNAMID, 2012, Flickr
Creative Commons.
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Preface: How to Read These Profiles

In these religion profiles, our focus is on particular
religious traditions with an emphasis on (1) their
internal diversity, and (2) the ways that the traditions
are always evolving and changing. Though we hope
these profiles provide helpful introductions, this
format is a bit misleading in that it can reinforce the
idea that religions exist and develop in isolation from
other social and historical forces, including other
religions. While reading these profiles, please
remember that religions always impact and are
impacted by political, economic, social, and historical
factors. Please see the Methods article for fuller
explanation of these intersections and the Country
Profiles for a demonstration of how to understand
religious influences in particular social and historical
contexts.

A Worldwide Tradition

“Islam” is commonly used as the name of a religion
whose followers are referred to as Muslims. In Arabic,
however, the word islam literally means “submission
(to God)” so that muslim refers to “one who submits
(to God).” Another cognate of the word Islam is the
Arabic word for peace, salam.

Like Christianity and Judaism, Islam emerged in the
Middle East, but is now truly a world religion. There
are more than one billion Muslims across the globe:
from Bosnia to Zanzibar and the United States to
China. Given its long history and its rich geographical
and cultural diversity, any single portrait of Islam
would necessarily be incomplete. The diversity of
[slam is a part of and a testament to its strength: its
message has proven viable and adaptable across the
boundaries of time and culture.

Fundamental to Islamic belief is the concept of one
God, who, throughout history, has sent many
prophets and messengers to peoples of every culture
and nation so that they may guide them to live in
accordance with God’s will. According to the vast
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majority of Muslims, God’s final prophet and messenger was Muhammad, and God’s final revelation
was the Quran, regarded as the verbatim word of God. Since the time of the Prophet Muhammad,
communities of faithful Muslims have responded to God’s word, interpreting the teachings of Islam in
each new century and within many cultural contexts.

Quran: The Word of God

The Quran, the holy book of Islam, begins with a short surah (chapter) called the Fatihah, [The
Opening]:

In the Name of God,

The Merciful, the Compassionate.

Praise belongs to God, Lord of the Worlds,

The Merciful, the Compassionate,

Master of the Day of Judgment.

[t is You we worship; it is You we ask for help.

Guide us on the Straight Path: the Path of those You have blessed,
Those who incur no anger and who have not gone astray.!

Bismillah-ir-rahman-ir-rahim
Al-hamdu li-llah-i rabb-il-‘alamin
Ar-rahman-ir-rahim

Malik-i yawm-id-din

Iyyaka na‘budu wa iyyaka nasta‘in
Ihdina-s-sirat al-mustaqim

Sirat alladhina an‘amta ‘alayhim
Ghayr il-maghdiib-i ‘alayhim

Wa la-dh-dhallin

A Quran page showing the first surah,

Many Muslims recite the Fatihah as part of their prayers every
day. According to a saying attributed to the Prophet Muhammad,
this surah contains the essence of the teachings of the Quran. The
word for God in Arabic is “Allah,” which is the same word used by Arabic-speaking Christians to refer
to God. Most Muslims understand God to be the Creator and Ruler of the entire universe, the ultimate
Judge of all human beings, and to be characterized above all by the qualities of compassion and mercy.
God also guides humanity to the path of righteousness through messengers and prophets. According to
the Quran, “There is a Messenger for every community” (Quran, 10:47), and legend has is that there
have been 124,000 prophets sent to humanity. Some of these have received revelation in the form of a
scripture: to David (Dawud) was revealed the Zabiir or Psalms; to Moses [Miisa] was revealed the
Tawrdh or Torah, Jesus [Isd] received the Injil or Gospel, and Muhammad received the Quran. For this
reason, Muslims refer to Christians and Jews as “People of the Book,” for they received a message that
was fundamentally the same as that of the Quran. In certain geographic and cultural contexts some
Muslims have also included Zoroastrians and Hindus in this category as they consider them to have
also received revelation in the form of scripture.

Habib M’henni, Wikimedia Commons.

'The Quran: A new translation by M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 3.
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The word Quran literally means “recitation.” Muslims believe that the words of the Quran were
originally revealed by the Angel Gabriel [Jibril] to Muhammad in Arabic, and he then recited them to
his followers. In this regard the Quran originally functioned as an aural/oral scripture that was meant
to be recited, heard and experienced. The recitation of the Quran [tilawah] is a science, an art, and a
form of devotion, governed by tajwid, the rules of pronunciation, intonation, and approach.
Competitions and performances of Quranic recitation are held throughout the world. Many Muslims
find the aesthetics of the recitation to be a powerful medium that helps them transcend the material
and contemplate the spiritual.

Some years after the Prophet Muhammad’s death, the verses of the Quran were compiled into a
written text, arranged in 114 surahs, generally in decreasing order of length, with each surah
representing a chapter or division of the Book. Readers can find a range of themes in these chapters:
prayers and praise of God, a recounting of God’s signs in creation, stories of the messengers before
Muhammad, passages about the Day of Judgment, legal matters, and representations of righteous
behavior, such as looking after one’s parents, the poor, the sick, the needy, and orphans. Quranic
teachings are considered to be the core of the Islamic tradition and hence the text has been the subject
of many voluminous commentaries by religious scholars. While it is possible to translate the Arabic
text of the Quran into other languages, Muslims generally consider translations to be interpretations
and not the Quran itself. It is important to note that no one translation can claim to present the Quran
exactly as found in Arabic; translations can change meanings, gloss over complexities that are found in
the original, and are unable to transmit the aesthetic dimensions of the text

Muhammad: The Messenger of God

For Muslims worldwide, the Prophet Muhammad is a
messenger of God and a paradigm of the life of faith.
As a result, he and his family are deeply loved and
respected. Born in the city of Mecca on the Arabian
Peninsula in 570 CE, he was raised an orphan in his
uncle’s house. He married an older woman, the
widow Khadijah, a businesswoman for whom he had
worked in the caravan trade. As a merchant, he was
known by reputation as al-Amin, the trusted one.
Muslims believe that when Muhammad was forty
years old, he was selected by God to receive

revelation that ultimately established the Muslim
faith.

Muhammad would retreat each year to the cave of
Hira’ in a mountain outside of Mecca for periods of
quiet reflection. Muslims believe that one night
during the Ilunar month of Ramadan, while
Muhammad was in the cave, he was overwhelmed by Miniature of the Prophet Muhammed. Turkish, 16th Century,
the presence of the Angel Gabriel. Gabriel WikimediaCommons.

commanded him, “Recite!” and twice Muhammad,

44


https://goo.gl/3WQm2g

[slam | 2016

whom the angel embraced and squeezed until he could bear it no more, said, “I cannot recite.” The
third time the angel declared: “Recite! In the name of your Lord who created: He created man from a
clinging form. Recite! And your Lord is the Most Bountiful, who taught by the pen, who taught man
what he did not know” (Quran, 96:1-5).2 Muslims believe that Muhammad recited this, feeling from
that time on “as though the words were written on my heart.”3 He ran down the mountain, but heard a
voice from the sky: “Muhammad, you are the Messenger of God, and I am Gabriel.” Looking up,
Muhammad saw an angelic form standing astride the horizon, repeating the message.

Muslims believe that, for some twenty years, Muhammad continued to receive revelations, which he
first recited to his wife and followers as a small group of believers began to grow in Mecca. The
message he received was a warning of divine judgment and an invitation to return to the monotheism
of the earlier prophets, including Abraham, Moses and Jesus. These revelations challenged the
foundations of seventh-century Meccan society. Although Mecca was the center of pilgrimage for the
polytheistic Arabian religion, the region was also home to Christians and large communities of Jews. At
the center of Mecca was the Kaaba, a cube-shaped structure believed to have been first built by Adam
and rebuilt by Abraham as the house of the one God, but which
had been turned into a house of numerous idols. In this
polytheistic world, Muhammad spoke of tawhid, the unity and
oneness of God. Where tribal bonds and blood feuds pervaded
the social structure, the Prophet spoke of a universal community,
or ummah. The revelation the Prophet Muhammad received
demanded social justice and reform; alongside exhortations to
prayer and the remembrance of God, believers are reminded of
the need to care for the poor and the weak.

Muhammad and the growing number of individuals who followed
| him met with harsh and continual persecution from the Meccan
aristocracy because they were perceived as a threat. In 622 CE,
the Prophet and his followers emigrated north from Mecca to the
city of Yathrib. This event, known as the hijrah, marks the
establishment of the model Islamic community and thus the
B beginning of the Muslim hijri calendar. On the basis of the general
2l consensus of the leading tribes of Yathrib, the Prophet became
the leader of the town, establishing order and unity in a town
suffering from political turmoil. The name of Yathrib was later
" changed to Medina, short for Madinat an-Nabi “the City of the
Prophet.” Muslims believe that Muhammad continued to receive

The Prophet's Mosque in Medina, Saudi Arabia, i ) )
Shabbir Siraj, 2005, Flickr Creative Commons. revelations from God in Medina, and the message spread. In 630

CE, after a series of military battles and negotiations with
enemies in Mecca, Muhammad returned to the city victorious, pardoning those who had oppressed the
early Muslims and who had waged war against them. Many Meccans embraced his teachings and he
rededicated the Kaaba to the worship of the one God. By the time of the Prophet’s death in 632 CE,
much of the Arabian Peninsula had embraced his message.

2 .
Ibid., p. 428.
*Herbert Berg, The Blackwell Companion to the Quran, ed. Andrew Rippin (Malden: Blackwell Publishing, 2006), p. 187-204.
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After Muhammad died, his community preserved the memory of what he did and said as the best
example of how to live in accord with God’s will. The records of the Prophet’s words were later
collected in books of tradition, or hadith; these are a part of the Sunnah—the “custom”—of the
Prophet, which include his words and practice. The Sunnah serves as a guide for Muslims to follow
God’s will in daily life. Most Muslims are careful to insist, however, that “Muhammad is only a
messenger” (Quran, 3:144), and not a divine being. When Muslims refer to the Prophet Muhammad, to
show reverence, his name is often followed in Arabic or English by the salutation, “Peace and blessings
of God be upon him.” They recite similar salutations after the names of other Prophets including Moses
and Jesus.

One Ummah with Many Views
“You who believe, obey God and the Messenger, and those in authority among you. If you are in dispute
over any matter, refer it to God and the Messenger, if you truly believe in God and the Last Day: that is
better and fairer in the end” (Quran, 4:59).

Muslims are united in one ummah, or community, by their common testimony to the unity of God and
the prophecy of Muhammad. Within this unity there is also diversity, reflecting differences of
interpretation of Quran and hadith, which led to debates about the nature of political authority,
spiritual leadership, and the development of various schools of jurisprudence. Muslims have
interpreted the paradigm of the Prophet in many ways, each emphasizing particular aspects of his life
and teachings. These traditions both complement and sometimes contradict one another, thus weaving
the rich tapestry of Muslim piety.

Perhaps the most significant division of Muslims is between those
groups known as Shi‘a and those known as Sunnis. The initial split
involved a dispute over who should assume Muhammad’s role of
leading the community after his death, what type of authority this
person should have, and what its scope and basis should be. These
differences led to the initial development of varying systems of law
and theology.

Drawing on the model of Muhammad’s close relationship with God
and his mystical experiences and devotional practices, a
crystallization of the mystical and esoteric dimension of Islam also
emerged in the early centuries of Islam. Known today as Sufism
[tasawwuf], this movement became instrumental in the spread of
Islam to all parts of the world. Sufism transcends many of the

divisions in Islam, its organizations and artistic expressions A boy taking Quran classes in Lanzhou's
inspiring Muslims to greater spiritual awareness. biggest mosque, Gansu province, China,

Kevin Schoenmakers, 2011, Flickr

An important stream of Islamic tradition developed around the Creative Commons.

model of Muhammad as interpreter of religious and legal doctrine,

which came to be called shari‘ah, the “path” or “way.” Shari‘ah represents the moral and ethical values
that enable Muslims to follow the will of God in accordance with the paradigm of the Prophet. After the
death of the Prophet, a group of scholars, or ulama, emerged. Some of these scholars established major
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schools of figh [jurisprudence], the laws derived from the shari‘ah that determine how those moral
principles should be applied.

Shi‘a and Sunni Interpretations

The Shi‘at ‘Ali (“the party of Ali,” for which Shi‘a is an abbreviation)
considered certain designated descendants of the Prophet to be the
only legitimate successors to Muhammad as political as well as
religious leaders of the ummah. They believed that
Muhammad'’s wildyah [proximity to God, spiritual grace and authority]
and special knowledge to interpret the inner meaning of Quran had
been given to Ali, the son-in-law and cousin of the Prophet, who was
therefore the most qualified to lead the community. Shi‘a Muslims
believe that leadership was passed on by the designation of a
successor (known as the Imam) within the Prophet’s family. According
to the Shi‘a, a community without the direct revelation of a prophet
must always have an Imam who will maintain the revelation and guide
the community in applying it to new situations.

A devotional portrait of Husayn,
grandson of the Prophet
Muhammad, Ahmad al-Shahman, The majority of Shi’a, known as “Twelvers,” recognize a line of twelve

1990, Wikimedia Commons Imams, the last of whom disappeared jp the late ninth century CE.
Most “Twelvers” believe that the last Imam was identical to the Mahdi [the Rightly Guided] awaited by
nearly all Muslims and who is expected to return in the Last Days to establish truth and justice on
earth. Other Shi‘a groups, such as the Zaydis and Isma‘ilis, trace the succession differently. Most Zaydis
identify themselves as following Zayd ibn ‘Ali, the Prophet’s great-great-grandson, who considered it
incumbent on the Shi‘a to rise up against unjust rulers. Most Nizari Isma‘ilis trace their spiritual
succession from Isma‘il to the current, living Imam, Prince Karim Aga Khan, who is their 49th Imam in
direct lineal descent from the Prophet Muhammad through his daughter and son-in-law Fatima and
Ali, though there are also significant Isma‘ili groups that affirm a different lineage.

During the course of their history, the Shi‘a and their Imams have faced a great deal of persecution
from their opponents. The lives and the sufferings of Shi‘a Imams are commemorated in story and
ritual, as can be seen in the ‘passion plays’ performed on ‘Ashiirah, the tenth day of the lunar month of
Muharram, to recall the martyrdom of the Prophet’s grandson Husayn, the third Shi‘i Imam. Husayn
and a small group of family members and loyal supporters were slaughtered in 680 CE at Karbala in
modern day Iraq by the troops of the Umayyad ruler, Yazid [, after Husayn refused to accept his
authority. The words of their Imams are also a source of law and spiritual guidance for Shi‘a Muslims,
in addition to the Quran and Sunnah of the Prophet.

In contrast to the Shi‘i perspective, the majority of the early community as represented by tribal
leaders came to recognize Abu Bakr as-Siddiq to be the khalifah, otherwise known as the caliph, or
successor of Muhammad. Over time they came to insist that Muhammad had given his authority to the
whole community, which could then choose its own leaders. For them, the sources of religious
authority were the Quran, the Sunnah or custom of the Prophet, and ijma’, the communal consensus of
Muslims. This community thus became known as ahl al-sunnah wa’l-jama‘ah, “the people of the Sunnah
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and the community” or “Sunnis.” The Sunni caliphs expanded the borders of the early Muslim empire;
the Umayyad dynasty assumed the khilafah, or caliphate, after 661 CE and ruled from Damascus. At
first the caliphs had authority in both political and religious spheres, but gradually a distinct class of
scholars, or ulama, would guide the legal and theological life of the Sunni community.

Sufism: Seeking God

Sufism [tasawwuf] is not a separate sect of Islam, but rather a
stream of interpretation emphasizing the interior path of mystical
love and knowledge of God. A tradition describes the Prophet’s
spiritual journey, the mi‘raj, in which a celestial steed carried him to
Jerusalem, from where he ascended into the highest heavens and
came face to face with God. Taking the mi‘raj as an archetype of the
spiritual journey, Sufism began as an imitation of Muhammad’s
simplicity and spiritual life in a time when the Umayyad caliphs
(661-750) lived extravagantly. Many attribute the origins of the
name “Sufi” to the coarse wool [stf] garment worn by early ascetics.
Others suggest the term derives from the Arabic word for purity

[safa’].

Rabi'ah al-‘Adawiyya (d. 801), a woman from the city of Basra, Iraq,
is remembered as an important early figure in this tradition whose
mystical devotion and love of God were exemplary. There are
stories of her walking through the streets of Basra carrying a torch
in one hand and a bucket of water in the other, declaring: “I want to
pour water into Hell and set fire to Paradise so that these two veils
disappear and nobody worships God out of fear of Hell or hope for
Paradise, but only for the sake of His Eternal Beauty.”4

Sufi gathering in Lahore, Pakistan, Usman
Malik, 2012, Flickr Creative Commons.

Sufi rituals focus on the remembrance of God, or dhikru ’Llah. Dhikr has a variety of expressions,
including the chanting of God’s Names and short surahs from the Quran, but also music and dancing.
Many of these practices are communal; the term “whirling dervish” for example refers to a member of
the Mevlevi Order, followers of the Sufi saint Jalal al-Din Rumi (d. 1273), who perform one such
communal ritual, which involves a spinning dance combined with inner concentration on the presence
of God. Sufism infuses Islam with a spirit of deep devotion and inner piety. Though the majority of Sufis
throughout history have followed the shari‘ah with dedication, many Sufis also offer a critique of the
emphasis on the legalistic aspects of Islam alone—which Rumi argued were empty without spiritual
reflection, as demonstrated by these lines from the his widely influential poem, The Mathnawt:

“He observes obedience and fasting and prayer

And devotions and almsgiving and so on

Yet never feels the least expansion of soul.

He performs the devotions and acts enjoined by the law
Yet derives not an atom of relish from them.”>

* Annemarie Schimmel, Islam: An Introduction (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992), p. 105.
> The Masnawi, translation by E.N. Whinfield ( (New York: Cosimo Classics, 2010), p. 104.
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Various orders (sg. tarigah) developed around prominent Sufi teachers from the twelfth century
onward, offering paths and guides for the soul’s journey to God, which reflects the Prophet’s celestial
journey, some emphasizing austere discipline while others encouraging ecstatic devotional practices.
Within the spiritual life of the orders, the role of the spiritual master (shaykh in Arabic, pir in Persian)

has always been paramount, as he or she would complement the method and doctrines of the order
with individually tailored advice, based on insight into
the particular state of the disciple’s soul. Strict
adherence to the instructions of the master was the
norm, as the disciple endeavored to overcome the
limitations and desires of his or her ego and totally
submit to God.

The orders also became important ways for Muslims to
organize themselves in society, establishing hostels
(zawiyah in Arabic, khanaqah in Persian) throughout the
Muslim world, and taught their neighbors the way of
devotion to God. It was through the influence of either
particular charismatic Sufi masters and their disciples
or the general influence of Sufism on culture that Islam

Spread throughout East and West Afrlca’ South and Mevlevi dervishes at the tomb of Jalal al-Din Rumi in Konya,
. Turkey, 2006, Mladifilosof, Wikimedia Commons.
Southeast Asia.

Today some Muslims challenge the legitimacy of Sufi beliefs and practices, such as the level of
authority given to Sufi masters, and claim that they are not true representations of Islam, but rather
“innovations” that deviate from the original teachings of Muhammad and his companions. Sufism,
however, continues to appeal to many Muslims throughout the world, to bring new Muslims into the
ummah, to shape Islamic intellectual traditions, and to provide a vehicle for popular expressions of
Islamic devotion. Many Sufis perform pilgrimage to shrines of Sufi masters, praying for intercession,
aid and closeness to God. This has been controversial to some non-Sufi Muslims who take issue with
the idea of requesting anything from the physically deceased. Such disputes regarding Sufism
represent one dimension of the internal diversity of the tradition.

Shari‘ah: Following the Straight Path

The Prophet Muhammad was the interpreter of religious doctrine par excellence for the Muslim
community. In the centuries after the Prophet’s death, Muslim rule extended from Spain to the borders
of China, and some thought that these rulers had abandoned the ideals of Muhammad’s community at
Medina. During the life of the Prophet, people began to collect ahadith (pl. of hadith), the sayings of the
Prophet as transmitted by his companions. Hadith collections form an important part of the Sunnabh,
the example of the Prophet. Many critics of Muslim rulers were authorities on the Sunnah and
respected interpreters of the Quran. These learned persons, collectively called the ‘ulama’, derived
legal interpretations [figh] from the divine plan for humans known as shari‘ah. If shari‘ah is the totality
of God’s will regarding human action as represented in the Quran and Sunnah, then figh is the human
endeavor to interpret it. Muslims, seeking to follow God’s will in accordance with the example of the
Prophet, look to these interpretations in order to best understand how to prepare for and perform
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devotional acts, regulate marriage and business contracts, and care for the poor. Contrary to popular
perceptions of Islamic law, only a small percentage addresses criminal law; the vast majority of figh is
related to ritual law and devotional practice.®

The legal methods and rulings of leading Sunni ‘ulama’ came to act
as precedents for the community of scholars and judges, and there
gradually developed a number of accepted schools of interpretation
of the shari‘ah, of which four in the Sunni world remain. Named after
(| the great scholars whose legal precedents they take after, they are
the Hanafi, Maliki, Shafil, and Hanbali schools. The basic sources
of figh are the Quran, the Sunnah, ijma’ [the consensus of the
community], and giyds, or reasoning by analogy. The Shi‘a developed
their own schools of interpretation, the most prominent of which is
the Ja'fari school. The Quran and Sunnah, as interpreted by their
Imams, are important sources for their figh. In addition, they
emphasize ‘aql, or intellect, as a source.

The ‘ulama’ arose as a creative and corrective force, addressing the
moral, ethical, and social problems of their day. They Ilater
established traditional schools (madrasah) throughout the Muslim
world for advanced study of law, philosophy, theology, arts and
sciences. These became models for the European university system.
One of the most famous is the tenth century al-Azhar university in
Cairo, which continues to serve as an educational center and source
of religious authority for Sunni Muslims around the world. Other
important madrasas include Zeitunah in Tunisia and Nizamiyyah in Iraq. Shi‘i ‘ulama’ acquire their
training and knowledge at a hawzah, or a Shi‘i center of higher theological learning. The most
renowned of these hawzahs are in Qom (Iran) and Najaf (Iraq).

A man prays in a mosque in Kabul,
Afghanistan, United Nations Photo, 1988,

State.gov, 2015,

Figh, or the human endeavor to understand the shari‘ah, is in a constant state of change as Muslims
pose new questions to jurists. According to many Sunni legalists, while less emphasis is placed on
independent interpretive reasoning [ijtihad], since major issues have been resolved by earlier ‘ulama’,
scholars today provide religious rulings to make sense of new contexts, such as, “Is it permissible to
work as a waiter if [ must serve alcohol?” or “Is it permissible to become an organ donor?” Shi‘a
schools, however, place a high value on independent reasoning, and the Shi‘a scholars arguable play a
much more significant role in interpreting shari‘ah in their communities, as Twelver Shi‘a in particular
believe that it is necessary to follow the interpretation of a living scholar. This helps to explain certain
divergences between Sunni and Shi‘i figh.

Continuously, Islamic law is culturally and historically interpreted, and “proper” interpretation is itself
often debated within and among Muslim communities across the globe. For example, in many parts of
the Ottoman Empire Christians and Jews often chose to use Islamic courts to adjudicate domestic
disputes, believing that they would get a fairer hearing there than they may through the alternative

®Intisar Rabb, “Figh,” The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Islamic World (Online Resource), 2015, accessed March 18, 2015
<http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t236/e1150>
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legal systems available. Diverse legal opinions and perspectives were one factor that contributed to the
spread of Islam, as well as its adaptivity among divergent cultures.

In contemporary times, Islamic law continues to shape the devotional lives of many Muslims and
regulate marriage, divorce, banking and other social and business contracts. In some countries, it has
been interpreted as a rigid set of religious laws that serves as an influence within the national legal
system or operates as an independent, parallel court system, and in some contexts it has been
problematically adopted and imposed by non-state actors. Ultimately, it remains diverse and
sometimes greatly contested. For example, some women and men in Saudi Arabia challenge
interpretations of the shari‘ah that have been codified as laws barring women from driving cars. Most
Muslims decry the interpretation of the shari‘ah that the Taliban imposed in Afghanistan in the late
1990s and that the so-called Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) have practiced beginning in late
2014. In Malaysia, a group called the Sisters in Islam is actively challenging the interpretation of the
shari‘ah practiced there as one that is biased against women and families and not an accurate
representation of the Quran and Sunnah. These are some examples of efforts to revisit shari‘ah to
address new situations.

Beliefs and Practices

Muslims engage in a variety of devotional practices to increase
their God-consciousness (tagwa) and to discipline their
attitudes toward others. Sunni Muslims have identified what
they call the “five pillars of Islam” as a focus for their ritual
practices, with some variation in how they are prescribed
across Islamic legal schools. They are based on the Quran and
Sunnah and were given their defining interpretations by
the ‘ulama’ in the first three centuries of Islam. The five pillars
are: the shahadah [the testimony of the unity of God and the
prophethood of Muhammad]; salat [canonical prayer]; zakat
[alms]; sawm [the fast of Ramadan]; and hajj [pilgrimage to
Mecca. Although categorized in different ways, most Shi‘a
accept these very same pillars, and many add that the
acceptance of the authority and sanctity [wildyah] of the Imams
is also a pillar.

Although the canonical prayers, alms, pilgrimage and fast of
Ramadan are almost universally shared among Muslims, there

is nonetheless much room for diversity in Islamic practice. The
canonical prayers can be performed individually or in
congregation at the mosque or literally anywhere else. The
Friday prayers are a weekly gathering in which Muslims listen
toa sermon and pray together. At homes and in the mosque,
the sight of Muslims reciting the Quran or using prayer beads for the invocation of sacred litanies or
particular praises of God or the Prophet is common. However, mosques are not the only places that
Muslims gather to worship, as diverse communities have meeting places suited to their particular
needs, including Sufi lodges (zawiyah, tekke or khanaqah) and shrines [maqam, dargah, mazar], Ismaili

Prayer at the Mosque of Ibn Tulun, Scott D.

Haddow, 2010, Flickr Creative Commons
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houses of congregation [jama‘at-khanah] and Twelver Shi‘ite husayniyyahs and imambaras, which
supplement or sometimes replace the activities of the mosque.

Worship is of course not limited to any particular space or time, and personal supplications [du‘d] are
typically made throughout the day regarding both worldly and spiritual topics, and there is a wide
range of formalized supplications passed down from the Prophet, the Imams, or other holy
figures. Many practice the invocation of a sacred formula, often a Name of God, verse of the Quran or
the testification “there is no god but God.” This invocatory practice, called dhikr, is the central mystical
rite of Sufis, who under the guidance of the Sufi master [shaykh] use this practice to cultivate constant
remembrance of God. In some Sufi orders, communal practices of invocation are accompanied by
music and ritual forms of dance, known as sama‘ or hadrah. Although dhikr is most popularly
associated with Sufism, it is a common form of worship in many Muslim communities.

Throughout the year, a number of festivities are held, such as the ‘Eid al-Adha, which celebrates the
Prophet Abraham's willingness to sacrifice his lineage in service of God and is the culmination of the
hajj. In Shi‘i communities, certain days throughout the year are dedicated to particular events in the
lives of the Imams and commemorated through practices such as fasting, charitable acts, and prayer;
the most important of these as mentioned above is ‘Ashiirah, which commemorates the martyrdom of
the Prophet’s grandson, Husayn, in 680 CE. The attention to sacred times in the Islamic calendar is
complemented by the importance of sacred space. Many visit the shrines of prophets and holy figures,
as well as sites at which some event in their tradition’s sacred history had transpired, seeking a prayer
answered or the contemplative ambience of the sacred. This practice is commonly known as ziyarah.
For most Muslims, the most important mazar (place of visitation) is the Prophet’s own mosque and
tomb in the city of Medina.

Islamic creed has been formulated in many different ways within the Islamic tradition; on many issues
there are diverse points of view, yet there is also consistency on many fundamental beliefs. The shared
foundations of the Islamic creed include belief in the oneness of God, affirmation of the prophethood of
Muhammad as the last messenger sent to mankind, and the expectation of the final return to God. On
the basis of Quranic teachings, Islamic belief also recognizes that we inhabit a living spiritual cosmos,
containing angels and jinn, which interact with humans and have the capacity to worship God. The
Quran sees its message as the affirmation of the many revelations that have preceded it; for each
civilization there has been a revealed religion that includes both a revelation and a messenger. These
central points of Islamic creed are summarized in the Quranic verse: "The Messenger has believed in
what was revealed to him from his Lord, and so have the believers. All of them have believed in Allah,
His angels, His books and His messengers, [saying], ‘We make no distinction between any of His
messengers.” And they say, ‘We hear and we obey. [We seek] Your forgiveness, our Lord, and to You is
the final destination’ (2:285).

The Islamic tradition has fostered a wide variety of approaches to understanding and conclusions
about the nature of God, the world we live in, and the nature of humanity. Various disciplines have
emerged that deal with these questions, including a wide variety of theological, philosophical and
mystical schools. Over the centuries there has been much discussion of revelation, reason and mystical
insights as sources of knowledge, leading to rich traditions of inquiry in both prose and poetry
questions such as freewill, the relation of God and creation, and the possibility of a finite being
knowing the Infinite. Muslim intellectuals have also engaged in the natural sciences, seeing no conflict

11



[slam | 2016

between belief in God and study of the natural world, which the Quran declares to be filled with the
signs of God. Although the technical discussions of theology, philosophy, and mysticism in Muslim
cultures required a great deal of specialized training, all strata of society participated in questions of
the nature of reality, humanity and the cultivation of character through the composition, recitation and
performance of diverse literary forms, in Arabic, Persian and the many vernacular languages of Muslim
communities.

The Expansion of Islamic Civilization

One of the distinctive features of the Islamic tradition is its rapid expansion into a large and diverse
civilization, soon becoming divided into several centers of political authority. Although the Prophet’s
activities were mostly limited to the Arabian Peninsula and the Levant, after his death the first four
“Rightly Guided” caliphs sent armies to conquer Syria, Egypt, Iraq and parts of Persia, which were then
within the declining Byzantine and Persian empires. The Umayyad caliphs, ruling from 661-750 CE in
Damascus, then further expanded the boundaries of Muslim rule to Spain in the West and to India in
the East. Muslim rulers, soldiers, traders, Sufis, scholars, poets and architects all contributed to the
shaping of distinctive Islamic cultures in North Africa and Spain, Persia and India.

The Abbasid Dynasty overthrew the Umayyads in 750 CE and
ruled from Baghdad until the 13th century. Though its
political power declined after the ninth century,
the caliphate remained an important symbol of Muslim unity.
Classical Islamic civilization—the major hadith collections,
legal schools, theological debates, Sufi orders, and traditions | :
of Persian and Arabic poetry—flourished under the
Abbasids.

The Fatimids established their dynasty in North Africa in 909
CE, conquering Egypt in 969. From their newly-established
capital city of al-Qahira [Cairo], the Isma‘ili-Shi‘a Fatimids,
who rivalled the Sunni Abbasids in Baghdad, created
educational and cultural institutions, such as al-Azhar, and
established themselves in trade. At its peak, Fatimid
influence reached from the borderlands of India in the East y
to the Atlas Mountains in the West. - §# "’19‘5. :
% 4 ﬂ'fl\\“\\_
In 1258 The Mongols from Central Asia swept across the A
eastern Islamic heartland to Syria, ending the 2
Abbasid khilafah at Baghdad. Many of the invaders adopted
Islam and the Persian language. Their descendants ruled SsayyidaRogiya Niasse, daughter of the West
Persia and central Asia for centuries, developing Persian ;‘;g;a:"sc‘:(f:'cerae:‘:ir‘::;':‘"r;g:‘i“e"°Se'°h Hill,
culture and art. In the aftermath of the Mongol invasion, new '
empires emerged.

The Ottoman Turks, based in Istanbul (formerly Constantinople) after 1453, established a vast empire
that lasted from the fourteenth century until World War I. Supporters of Sunni Islam and Sufi orders,
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they were known for both military and architectural achievements. In the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries, the Mughals ruled northern India, where the flourishing Indo-Muslim culture produced
beautiful architecture, painting, and Sufi poetry. The Safavids championed Shi‘ism in Persia from 1499
to 1722, encouraging Islamic art and philosophy.

Under each of these empires, transregional Islamic culture mixed with local traditions to produce
distinctive forms of statecraft, theology, art, architecture, and science. Many scholars argue that the
European Renaissance would not have been possible without the creativity and myriad achievements
of Muslim scholars, thinkers, and civilizations.

In the course of its history Islam spread beyond the Middle East to other regions of the world, most
notably South and Southeast Asia and sub-Saharan Africa through merchant communities and
Sufi orders (sing. tariqah), with Muslim empires arising as native rulers converted to Islam and sought
to expand their borders. Reform movements that linked together religious and social concerns were
particularly instrumental in spreading Islam, which became especially significant in the eighteenth
century through the contemporary era.

The Rise of European Colonialism
During the period of European colonial expansion, from
the seventeenth through the twentieth centuries, non-
Muslim merchants and missionaries, soldiers and colonial
administrators came to dominate much of the Muslim
world. The Portuguese, Spanish, Dutch, British, and French
all developed colonial empires, and the Chinese and
Russians also expanded their territories into Muslim-
majority regions.

By the twentieth century, only frail Ottoman and Persian

g
{1

“The Reception,” John Frederick Lewis, 1873, dynasties maintained power, and only a few areas such as

Wikimedia Commons.

Afghanistan and central Arabia avoided colonial
domination. The French ruled much of North Africa and parts of West and Central Africa. The British
controlled Muslim areas of Africa (including Egypt) and of Asia (including India with its large Muslim
minority) and parts of Southeast Asia. The Dutch ruled most of present-day Indonesia, while the
Spanish controlled parts of North Africa and the Philippines. After World War I, the Ottoman
Empire was dismembered and parceled out to Britain (the Persian Gulf region, Palestine, Jordan,
Iraq) and France (Syria, Lebanon).

Such foreign domination was not only humiliating for many Muslims, particularly social elites, but also
threatened the very foundations of Islamic society, as European rulers replaced traditional Muslim
educational, legal and governmental institutions with Western ones. Europeans undermined the
religious ethos of Muslim territories by privileging Christian-influenced, secular and materialistic
cultural values and by encouraging ethnic, national, and religious divisions in the ummah.

The new conditions of the experience of the dominance of the European colonial powers had a
significant impact on a number of very different movements of reform and revival in the Islamic world,
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redefining what it meant to be Muslim in this new context. The struggle to understand how God would
allow Muslims to become subjugated to foreign, non-Muslim powers contributed to the emergence of
three major perspectives: Salafism, modernism and messianism.

Even before the arrival of colonial powers into the Islamic world, some scholars from diverse
backgrounds were arguing that the faith and practice of Muslims had become distanced from the
original message of the Quran and the Prophet, as the masses had adopted devotional practices, of
which the devotion to saints is the most commonly mentioned, that they saw as unjustified
innovations. They also felt that scholars had begun to give more importance to the centuries of
scholastic tradition than to the original texts of the religion. For many, the failure of Muslim societies to
resist colonialism was a sign of God’s displeasure in the corruption of the last religion, and therefore
the correct response was to return to the era of the first Muslim community. Now referred to as
“Salafis,” a reference to the salaf or early companions of the Prophet, those who hold this perspective
are interested in the “correct” practice of Islam and reject anything they perceive to be innovations
inconsistent with their interpretation of the model of the early Muslim community, focusing on Sufism
and Shi‘ism in particular. Such reformers often look to the Quran and Sunnah as the only authoritative
sources for Islamic law, but, to varying degrees, they ignore the inherent pluralism and the continued
discourses of the shari‘ah system in favor of a single interpretation of those sources. Some examples of
these diverse movements are the Wahhabi movement in Saudi Arabia, and the Jama'a‘-i Islami of
Pakistan.

In contrast to the Salafis, others saw western dominance to be the result of a technological and cultural
progress that was worthy of imitation. Colonial rule introduced Western education, nationalism and
certain technologies to much of the Muslim world, and in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries many Muslims travelled to Europe to study in Western universities. However, many
modernist Muslim reformers did not idealize the West, lamenting the changes in their societies that
they attributed to western materialism, yet also being frustrated with what they considered to be a
failure on behalf of the traditional ulama’ to provide a meaningful response. Scholars such as
Muhammad Abduh (d. 1905) and Muhammad Igbal (d. 1938) argued for greater emphasis on reason,
in the modern western sense of the term, in developing an interpretation of Islam that could adapt to
the needs of the times. Despite differing attitudes towards the modern West, the revivalist interests of
modernists and of Salafis, along with their criticisms of the centuries of Islamic scholarly tradition, led
to considerable overlap between these trends.

The dominance of the colonial powers had another meaning for several charismatic Muslim leaders in
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, heralding the end of the world described vividly in the Quran.
A number of individuals claimed to be the awaited Mahdi, and thus to be the representative of the
Prophet that would lead the world to justice, including the Sudanese Muhammad Ahmad (d. 1885),
whose movement was eventually quelled by the British in 1898, and Mirza Ghulam Ahmad (d. 1908) in
British-ruled India, whose followers today, the Ahmadiyya Muslim Community, number in the millions.

Salafism, modernism and messianism have led to great changes in what it means to be Muslim for large
numbers of people around the world. However, this is not to say that all Muslims fit into these three
categories. Indeed, the beliefs, ways of life, and scholarly traditions of traditional Islam continue to
exist across the Islamic world, no doubt adapting to the changing conditions of the modern world yet
maintaining a greater continuity with their past than any of these three trends. In response to these
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three trends, many conservatives and traditionalists reasserted the authority of the ‘ulama’ and the
need for recourse to tradition.

In the early twentieth century, further changes in the understanding of what it meant to be Muslim
were brought about by the rise of nation states in the wake of independence movements in many
Muslim countries, inspired to varying degrees by both the revival of Islamic principles and institutions
and by Western-style nationalism. Muslims have adopted many different models for their post-colonial
states, with the founders of each state coming up with their own approach to the role that Islam should
play in a modern polity. The early leaders of modern Turkey, primarily Mustafa Kemal Atatii rk (d.
1938), declared a secular state in 1923 in which Islam would not play any role, abolishing
the caliphate, replacing the Islamic court system and legal interpretation with a European-style law
code, and outlawing Sufi orders. In contrast, after World War II, Pakistan was created as a homeland
for the Muslim minority communities of the Subcontinent, initially welcoming diverse ways of
practicing Islam and other faiths, but becoming an Islamic republic promoting a single interpretation
of Islam in the 1980s under the military regime of Zia ul-Haqq. Some Islamic reform movements have
adopted an ideology of political revolution, fusing particular interpretations of Islamic tradition with
modern ideologies and political structures. The revolution in Iran led by Ayatollah Khomeini in 1979 is
one example of this type of movement, and drew on influences including Shi‘i theology and Marxism. It
is important to note that these movements are not monolithic but location-specific. However, in
general the modern nation state has emerged as a new type of authority that has a role in defining
what Islam means.

Resurgence and Migration: The Muslim World Today

Muslims today listen to and interpret the divine word of the Quran, and strive to live their lives
according to the shari‘ah and a diverse set of ritual practices. Muslims also follow the model of the
Prophet, and some pursue the inward path of Sufi teachings. These are the facets of traditional Islam
largely held in common across time and place in the Muslim world. Today in the post-colonial era, the
Muslim world is expanding and experiencing the challenges of both resurgence and worldwide
migration.

Whereas in the twentieth century Islam had played an important role in the development of nation
states in the Islamic world, in the last few decades certain groups have begun interpreting Islam as a
transnational ideology in ways that undermine the nation state. Some of these groups such as al-
Qaeda, Boko Haram, and the Islamic State in Syria and the Levant (ISIL) have dominated global
headlines with terrorist acts perpetrated against Muslims and non-Muslims alike. They typically
conceive of the world in terms of a “clash of civilizations,” in which they serve as the vanguard of Islam
against an unjust, corrupting, and materialistic West, although individual reasons for joining such
groups vary widely. Their actions have been roundly condemned by governments, religious groups
(including most Muslims), and citizens across the globe, though many urge attention to the conditions
that have given rise to these groups, including the legacies of colonialism, the lingering tensions
between Israel and Palestine, and the negative consequences of globalization.
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However, such radical groups only
represent one approach within a wide
spectrum. At the other end of the
spectrum, Sufi orders continue to serve
as important social institutions which
exert spiritual as well as political
influence. In Senegal for example, it has
been estimated that 90 percent of the
Muslim population (which makes up
around 92 percent of the total
population) belong to a Sufi order, and
Abida Parveen, renowned singer of Muslim devotional poetry, Wikimedia leaders of the Murl_dl:yyah order in
Commons. particular have a significant, though
often indirect, influence in the sphere
of government. Additionally, prominent transnational orders, such as the Ba‘Alawiyyah based in
Yemen, connect thousands of Muslims from the Arabian Peninsula to Indonesia and the United States
with a transnational identity and a message of devotion and love for God and the Prophet.

In the post-colonial context, migration has also
reshaped the Islamic world. The number of
emigrants from predominantly Muslim countries to
Western Europe and the Americas has increased
significantly in the past thirty years, with the exodus
including highly-educated professionals, laborers,
students and political refugees. There are now
thriving Muslim communities and magnificent
mosques in Paris, London and Rome, as well as New S : -
York, Vancouver and Mexico City. Immigrant A fast-breaking meal (iftar) in North Carolina, 2012. Wikimedia
Muslims, however, have often faced considerable Commons.

hostility, the product of both racial and religious

prejudice in their new homes.

In the United States, recent immigrants of all backgrounds mix with second and third
generation American Muslims, converts from other faiths, and an African American Muslim
community with historic roots that go back to transatlantic slavery. This mixing is encouraging the
growth of a uniquely American expression of Islam, which in turn mixes with other expressions
as ideas, opinions, and knowledge is exchanged—an experience as true of Islam today as it was in
the age of Islamic empires.

Despite the myriad political, social, cultural, economic and other challenges faced by Muslims today,
the “Muslim world” continues to expand; Islam is the world’s fastest growing religion. The adage,
“Islam is one, Muslims are many” is clearly evident. Muslims of every sect, nationality, and school of
jurisprudence are represented in regions throughout the world, together creating the ummah of the
faith.
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Introduction

What we have come to know as “Hinduism” is a rich
mosaic of a broad range of religious ideas, practices, and
communities native to South Asia that has evolved over
more than three millennia interweaving threads from
many cultures and worship of the divine in diverse
forms. It is one of the oldest world religions. The ideas
and practices that form Hinduism spread in parts of
Southeast Asia in the first millennium. Since the
nineteenth century, Hinduism has reached many parts of
the globe with Indian migrants and new followers who
embraced it in these lands.

Although it is difficult to characterize core beliefs or
practices to which every Hindu adheres, most Hindu
communities acknowledge explicitly or implicitly the
authority of a vast scriptural corpus known collectively
as the Veda. Most also share the concept that the divine
manifests in a diversity of ways and believe in the
eternity of the soul reborn in body after body, life after
life, guided by karma, the moral repercussions of human
action. Around these broadly shared views, a rich
network of thought and practices has developed over
millennia with enduring contributions made in each era
by different communities.

The precise origins of Hindu thought and practice remain
unknown and are much debated in scholarship. Many
scholars associate their origins with the nomadic tribes
arriving in India from central Asia. Some trace the
beginnings of the Hindu tradition to the archaeological
remains of the Harappan Civilization, whose cultural
centers flourished along the Indus River in the second
and third millennia BCE. These latter scholars propose
that the large public baths, clay seals depicting yogis, and
terracotta figurines of the Harappan centers suggest
early gestures toward the gods, temples, and social
structures that developed in later periods and form
important components of Hinduism today.
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The Emergence of Texts and Development of the Tradition
The Vedas

The causes behind the disappearance of the Harappan
Civilization in the early second millennium BCE remain an
enigma and Hinduism’s link to that civilization remains a
matter of debate. However, by the mid-second
millennium BCE there emerges clear evidence of the
Vedic texts and traditions that consisted of recitation of
hymns, chanting of mantras, and ritual sacrifices with
offerings made to a wide array of deities both for
personal favor and for reinvigorating the order of the
cosmos. In view of most Hindus, the Vedic texts are
revealed or heard (Sruti) and not composed by humans.
The earliest and the most revered of them is the Rig Veda
(ca 1500 BCE), a collection of hymns that were recited at
ritual performances. Along with praises of deities, many
of whom represent natural elements, a sense of wonder
about the nature and source of creation permeates a
number of Rig Vedic hymns. The famous Nasadiya hymn
(Rig Veda 10.129), for example, expresses wonder at how
the creation emanated from the time before time when
there was “neither existence, nor non-existence.” “What A Vedic fire sacrifice in London, England (2012). Jason
stirred?” the poet asks, and then proceeds to suggest that oo Flickr Creative Commons http://bit.ly/1URSmau
it was perhaps desire or poetic imagination. But in the

end he concludes that no one can claim to know the process of emergence of the entire cosmos,
perhaps not even the One looking down from the highest heaven.

The religious orientation of the early Vedic culture was toward orderly functioning of the cosmos and
the well-being of life on earth. Sacrifices were considered not just religious acts, but also efficacious
operations for desired results such as getting proper rains. For this reason, their meticulous
transmission of its knowledge was seen as critical. In this predominantly oral culture, hundreds of
texts were transmitted orally in a meticulous manner by teachers to their disciples. While many
features of the early Vedic tradition are not found in contemporary Hinduism, a link to it can be found
in a number of Hindu practices today, especially in life cycle rituals, which continue to be focused on
making life within the world sanctified and auspicious.
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Later sections of the Vedas, known as the
Upanisads, introduced new concepts that have
proven critical to the development of Hindu
thought and practice since that time. The most
important contribution of the Upanisads is a
striking vision of human personhood as an
eternal and immutable soul (atman or jiva),
which in its essence is identical with the
Ultimate permeating all existence, known as
Brahman. In Chandogya Upanisad for example, a
sage explains that just as salt permeates every
drop in a bowl of salty water, even though we do
not see it, Brahman permeates all existence and
every soul as its essential reality. Atman is
trapped in an endless cycle of rebirths guided by
A Hindu holy man in meditation, Wikimedia Commons, User: Wise ignorance and the ethical FEPGI‘CUSSiOHS of
Druid http://bit.ly/1Y3U1lz action (karma) in spite of its essential unity with
Brahman. From this perspective, the goal of
human life becomes moksa or liberation of the soul from entrapment in a succession of bodies through
disciplinary practices of body and mind such as yoga and deep mediation. Such disciplinary practices
lead the practitioner to an experiential knowledge (jiana) of the essential unity of atman and
Brahman. Hindu holy men and many lay practitioners incorporate yogic practices in their daily lives.
The concept of Brahman as the foundation of the unity of all existence with its immense multiplicity of
forms is closely linked to the idea of “many and One,” a well-known feature of the Hindu tradition
through which worship of diverse manifestations of the divine is explained.

Post Vedic Traditions and the Caste System

In the post-Vedic era, thinkers and commentators outlined an ideal life for the Vedic ritual practitioner
based on his life stage and social group. Based on the concept of karma, the society was classified in
four broad hereditary social groups called varnas: priests (brahmans), warriors (ksatriyas), merchants
(vaisyas) and servants (Stdras). These were organized in a hierarchical order. It was propounded that
a person is born in a specific group because of their actions in past life. Each group was associated with
a distinct occupation and moral codes (dharma). Codes of proper behavior were also laid in
accordance with stage of life (asrama). A Vedic follower’s life was divided in four stages - student,
householder, forest-dweller, and full renouncer leading an ascetic life. This hierarchical classification
of society became the basis of the complex Hindu caste system comprised of literally hundreds of
castes. In this hereditary system, occupations were organized on a hierarchical scale based on the
criterion of ritual purity. Priests or hbrahmans who studied sacred texts and performed rituals for
others were given the highest place in the hierarchy. Officially their status was not associated with
political or material power and this was often the case. However in many instances, religious status
and political/economic power were mutually reinforcing. On the other hand, those associated with
occupations that were considered polluting were marginalized in lower social-economic rankings.
Some occupations were viewed as so polluted that those representing them became “untouchable”
(now termed “Dalit”) for higher castes. Indeed, the practice of untouchability put many groups to a
great disadvantage socially and economically for centuries. While the system remained unbending in
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stratification at the highest and the lowest ranks (brahmans and Dalits), there was some flexibility in
terms of upward movement for the middle castes. The worst impact of the caste system has been on
the Dalits. A number of modern reform movements have sought to end the practice of untouchability.

The Epics and the Puranas

In the early centuries of the Common Era, new
Hindu voices and new religious visions began to
emerge. These were inspired by the growing
popularity of epics such as the Mahabharata (the
story of a cataclysmic war between two sets of
cousins) and the Ramayana (the story of a great
prince who battled a demon to rescue his abducted
wife) as well as a new genre of texts called the
Puranas, which contain elaborate mythology of
deities. The deities who emerged as the most
popular during this time were Visnu, Siva, and the
great goddess, each of whom have multiple
manifestations. In the epics and the Puranas the
deities began to take on new roles and intervene
more directly in the lives of human actors. The epics
also offer models for dealing with complex moral
dilemmas. Rama, the hero of the Ramayana for
example, is an incarnation of the great divine being
Visnu. Both as an ideal son and an ideal king he
makes choices that are for larger good in moments
of moral dilemma and establishes a kingdom based
on righteousness. Krishna, another incarnation of .
Visnu, advises the warrior hero Arjuna at a critical A performance of the Ramayana epic by traditional Indonesian
point in the Mahabharata when he wishes to dancers, Yogyakarta, Indonesia (2013). Ridho Nur Imansyah, Flickr
withdraw from the war against his wrongful Creative Commons http://bit.ly/1LuAvC

relatives. Krishna’s advice to Arjuna forms the most celebrated section of the Mahabharata known as
the Bhagavad-gita or “The Song of the Lord.” Here, Krishna identifies himself as the Brahman of the
Upanisads, the underlying, unified being that underlies all phenomenal existence and advises Arjuna to
perform his duty without getting attached to the consequences of his actions. He also introduces an
entirely new path to liberation. This is bhakti or devotion to a loving god, a path open to all, not just the
priestly custodians of the Vedas.

In the centuries following the composition of the epics and the Puranas, texts, practices, and
institutions focused on devotion to various manifestations of the deities began to dominate the
religious landscape of India. Images of deities began to be worshipped by priests in temples built by
wealthy patrons or devotional communities and by individuals in their homes. These forms of worship
became the core of religious life for most Hindus, just as the fire sacrifices formed the core of religious
life in Vedic times Pilgrimage sites and festivals associated with mythology also gained popularity and
gave rise to a vibrant religious ethos inscribing space, yearly calendar and ritual life. In many ways,
this ethos continues to define the Hindu tradition today.
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Devotion in the Vernacular

Even as the elite courtly and temple cultures continued to produce
philosophical, theological, ritual, and literary works in Sanskrit, the
pan-Indic language of religion and learning, another development
that deeply influenced the Hindu ethos in India was an outpouring
% of devotion in vernacular languages in new poetic and narrative
styles. Devotional songs and sacred narratives in regional languages
were made popular among the masses by saintly poets and itinerant
performers.

Beginning in the Tamil-speaking south in the late centuries of the
first millennium of the Common Era and spreading gradually
throughout the entire subcontinent, the vernacular expressions of
devotion in poetic, musical, and narrative genres were eagerly
incorporated in their religious lives by common people. Through
these genres, philosophical concepts of the Upanisads, sacred

| narratives from the epics and the Puranas as well as teachings

I| about moral duty and compassion became accessible to people with
new interpretations.

A group of women sings devotional songs in
Gujarat, India (2010). Nevil Zaveri, Flickr For example, a hymn by a fifteenth century poet-saint of Gujarat

Creative Commons http://bit.ly/1VY0cfé named Narasinha Mehta defines a religious person in terms of
compassion and humility. This hymn and the poet’s sacred biography containing narratives about his
association with Dalits were deeply inspiring to Gandhi. Such songs and narratives remain some of the
most beloved religious expressions in various regions of South Asia and among diaspora communities
migrating to different parts of the world today. The development of vernacular devotional expressions
coincided in many parts of South Asia with the encounter with Islam resulting in a mutual creative
exchange. Bhakti songs and narratives share a number of culturally embedded images and motifs with
Islamic mystical Sufi literature in South Asia.

Modern Hinduism

A new chapter in the history of the Hindu tradition was added as a result of the encounter with
European communities that arrived in India first for trade and later competed for establishing reign.
The interactions with Christian communities and missionaries led to a period of introspection and
reform among Hindus in the nineteenth and the early twentieth century. During this period, a number
of reformers led movements against “untouchability” and for greater equality for women in all areas of
family and public life. At the same time, the encounter with modernity in the context of colonization
also led to a sharpened sense of distinctive identity and defensive attitude among some groups. Both
the spirit of reform and the sharpened sense of identity kindled during the nineteenth century
continue to inform life of Hindu communities today with far-reaching social and political implications.
While Hindu traditions had reached parts of South East Asia centuries ago, the nineteenth and the
twentieth centuries also saw migration of large groups of Hindus to various parts of the world. A
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number of early migrants left South Asia as indentured laborers; many in the late twentieth century
migrated as professionals. Large Hindu diaspora communities have settled now also in UK and the US.

Drawing from various layers of its long history, “Hinduism” today includes many diverse strands of
thought and practice both in India and throughout the world. Some Vedic rituals are still performed,
both domestically and publically; rites of worship performed in large temples or before an image of the
deity on a small domestic altar also continue to be performed. Hindu practices have been democratized
to a great degree since the mid-twentieth century. Even though instances of discrimination are
reported, the law that forbids barring any Hindu from full participation in temple worship on the basis
of caste is gradually being implemented, and women have begun to assume roles ranging from gurus
and scholars to temple priests.

Suggested Readings:

Flood, Gavin. An Introduction to Hinduism. Cambridge University Press, 1996.

Klostermaier, Klaus K. Hinduism: A Beginner’s Guide. Oneworld, 2008.

Kumar, P. Pratap, ed. Contemporary Hinduism. Acumen, 2013.

Pechilis, Karen, and Selva |. Raj, eds. South Asian Religions: Tradition and Today. Routledge, 2013.

Rodrigues, Hillary. Introducing Hinduism. Routledge. 2006.

The Many and the One - Unity and Diversity
The Hindu tradition is remarkably diverse not only in
terms of languages and cultures of its followers, but also
in terms of the objects and ways of worshipping as well as =
authoritative sacred texts. This internal diversity is held |
together philosophically through the concept of Brahman
as the underlying reality of all existence. Thus, multiple
divine forms worshipped by various communities are
viewed as manifestations of one Ultimate. In addition to
popular deities such as Siva, Visnu, Durga (a form of the
great goddess) and elephant-headed Ganesa, natural
elements like the sun and rivers are viewed as divine
forms worthy of worship.

Women make offerings on the bank of the Ganges River in
Varanasi, India (2007). Wikimedia Commons, Dennis Jarvis
http://bit.ly/10QTC5W
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The ways of worshipping also vary greatly among Hindus.
Depending on the inclination of an individual, various channels of
religious experience are recognized as valid within the three
broad religious paths - knowledge (jriana), devotion (bhakti), and
action (karma). It is not uncommon to find one person devoted to
study of sacred texts, another to meditation, a third to daily
worship of images of the divine and the fourth dedicated to
serving people or animals in a single family. Other popular
devotional acts include pilgrimage to sacred sites that are
associated with religious narratives, fasting on certain days of a
week or month, and feeding holy people as well as the poor. Art is
also a vital channel of religious expression in the Hindu tradition.
Music, dance, and painting are pursued as paths for approaching
the divine not just by the specialists; they are incorporated in
religious lives of communities in acts such as singing of devotional
songs in community gatherings, festival dancing, and drawing
colorful designs at one’s door steps daily. Supporting aesthetic
expressions of devotion, many Hindu deities themselves are

Shiva as Nataraja, “The Lord of Dance.” Tamil  depicted engaging in artistic acts in myths and images.
Nadu, India, c.950-1000. In the collection of the

Los Angeles County Museum of Art. Flickr A corollary of the immense internal diversity within the tradition
E:f;t/"/';tcfyn;ln; ::é:;'arkwauno has historically been acceptance of diversity within a cultural

o milieu. Hindu communities have shared common ground with
followers of other religious traditions since ancient times. In the fifth century before the Common Era
arose Jainism and Buddhism in the heartland of the Vedic culture; a small Christian community has
flourished in South India since the early centuries of the Common Era; and Islam arrived in India in the
early phase of its spread. While the Hindu nationalist groups of India in more recent times have
engaged in conflicts with non-Hindu communities, at times turning violent, the long history of the
tradition has generally been that of coexistence with acceptance of difference.

Suggested Reading:

Eck, Diana. Darsan: Seeing the Divine Image in India. Columbia
University Press. 1998.

Eck Diana. India, A Sacred Geography. Harmony. 2012.

The Divine and the Human Feminine

Like all other aspects, the perspective on the feminine in Hinduism is
also complex and layered. One often finds contradictory currents in the
tradition. Traditionally the Hindu society has been patriarchal. Yet it is
also the world religion with remarkably strong presence of female

deities. Some goddesses like Lak$mi and Parvati are consorts of major

. . . ‘. K An image of the goddess Durga in
deities like Visnu and Siva; some are powerful independent goddesses  cajcutta, india (2012). Rajarshi Mitra,

who can turn fierce and destructive, especially against evil-doers. Some  Flickr Creative Commons
are worshipped widely in India with major temples and festivals; others Ntte://bitly/INwX7jb
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are regional goddesses worshipped as protectors of the specific locale. All are viewed as
manifestations of the great goddess praised in the Puranas. They are given the title of “mother” and are
associated with different aspects of life. Lak$mi, for example, is associated with prosperity; Saraswati
with knowledge and the arts; and Durga with protection. Many are honored with elaborate festivals
with distinctively regional aspects in various parts of India. The nine day festival for Durga for
example, is celebrated in Bengal in eastern India enthusiastically with elaborate structures raised at
street corners. In Gujarat, western India, the same festival is celebrated with group dancing in open
spaces for nine nights.

The power and status of female deities however, does not
translate directly in the empowerment of women in the
Hindu society. In sacred texts, often contradictory
injunctions and references to women are found, at times in
the same text. In some places women are praised as worthy
of veneration and men are asked to always keep them
happy; in some others women are referenced as full of vices
and unworthy of any freedom. In traditional patriarchal
milieu women’s lives have been carefully regulated in their
roles as daughters, sisters, wives, and mothers. Loyalty to
one’s husband has been considered so central to a wife’s
role that in higher castes, widows were not allowed to
remarry and in a few contexts even encouraged to climb
the funeral pyres of their husbands (in an act called sati
which was much publicized in European writings during
the eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries).

At the same time, Hindu women'’s lives have not been
without religious agency. Women have been important Women at prayer in Varanasi, India (2012). Sergio
participants in household rituals and life-cycle ceremonies. Carbajo, Flickr Creative Commons

They observe many rituals on their own using texts in their "tP:/bitIy/1UUPrYx

regional languages. Numerous examples of women poets

and saints (Andal 8th century, Mira, 16t century) as well as queens and warriors (Laksmibai of Jhansi,
19t century) are also found in the long history of Hinduism. These women are honored by the Hindu
society today and seen by young women as inspiration. Since the nineteenth century, numerous Hindu
women have made strides in all areas of knowledge and public life, even though in conservative circles
women’s lives continue to be regulated by restrictive norms.

Suggested Readings:

Kinsley, David. Hindu Goddesses: Visions of the Divine Feminine in the Hindu Religious Tradition.
University of California Press. 1988.

Leslie, Julia. Ed. Roles and Rituals for Hindu Women. Fairleigh Dickinson Univ Press. 1991.

Padma, Sree. Ed. Inventing and Reinventing the Goddess: Contemporary Iterations of Hindu Deities on the
Move. Lexington Books. 2014.
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Pintchman, Tracy. Ed. Women’s Lives, Women’s Rituals in the Hindu Tradition. Oxford. 2007.

Cycles of Time - Cosmic and Earthly

A notable feature of Hinduism, which it shares with other Indic traditions, is an understanding of time
as cyclical rather than linear. According to Hindu understanding, the creation goes through cycles of
existence and dissolution. The vast duration of time when the creation is in existence - spanning
trillions of years - is followed by dissolution when the universe is reabsorbed in Visnu who sleeps on
primordial waters. When Visnu awakes and creates out of himself Brahma, the deity who creates the
world, a new cycle of creation starts. There is no end of time and nothing is really completely
destroyed forever. Both creation and dissolution are alternate states in an unending cycle.

The vast spans of cosmic time are balanced by division of earthly time in small units within a lunar
calendar. Days are divided in auspicious and inauspicious blocks; specific days of lunar cycles are
marked for fasting and ritual performance, seasons are marked by festivals that are linked to
mythology and have regional flavors. The festival of Holi during the spring, for example, is celebrated
in many parts of north India with people throwing colors at one another and singing songs. The festival
also has a myth about a devotee of Visnu associated with it. Most festivals have motifs of dissolution
and re-generation incorporated in them. During the goddess festival, for example, an image of the
goddess is installed on the first day and submerged in a body of water on the last. Conceived in terms
of cycle of re-births, human life too is regulated with rituals. The three most commonly observed life
cycle rituals are giving of name, wedding, and cremation at death.

Suggested Reading:

Zimmer, Heinrich. Myths and Symbols in Indian Art and Civilization. Princeton Bollinger. 1992.
The Invention of Traditions

While communities following Hindu thought and practices discussed above have flourished on the
Indian subcontinent for at least three millennia, the concept of “Hinduism”—as a world religion, as a
unitary, coherent package of beliefs and rituals—emerged only in the nineteenth-century colonial
context via processes that have been much-debated in scholarship over the past three decades.

The term “Hindu” is derived originally from a Persian word indicating those who live “beyond the
Indus River.” It came to be associated with various regional, cultural, and religious identifications over
time. With the arrival of the British East India Company to Indian shores in 1608, and the gradual
expansion of Company control over trade, political rule, and education in subsequent centuries,
however, the meaning and significance of “Hindu” among European officials, missionaries, scholars,
and Indian intellectuals grew increasingly complex. In the late eighteenth century, the newly emergent
evangelical British Christian denominations took aim at the “idolatry” and “savagery” of “Hindoo”
practices, as missionaries failed to understand the significance of divine images or rituals of animal
sacrifice. Such contemporary visions of “excess” were countered by early Orientalist scholars such as
William Jones (1746-1794) with accounts of sophisticated philosophical wisdom from ancient Sanskrit
texts and H. T. Colebrooke (1765-1837) with exploration of Sanskrit works to understand the logic of
Hindu ritual life. Indian scholars such as Rammohan Roy (1772-1833)—influenced by his knowledge
of Islam, contact with British Unitarians, and his reading of Hindu texts—interpreted the Vedas and the
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Upanisadic Brahman from a monotheistic perspective, called for rational religious forms of worship,
and actively engaged in social reform. He was the first to use the term “Hinduism,” in 1816, to refer to
a coherent, pan-Indic set of religious ideals and practices.

Throughout the nineteenth century—and particularly following the transfer of power over much of the
Indian subcontinent from the East India Company to the British crown in 1858— terms “Hindu” and
“Hinduism” were increasingly incorporated in public discourses and nationalist movements. Two very
different approaches to Hinduism as it emerged in the nineteenth century are represented by Swami
Vivekananda (1863-1902) who represented Hinduism at the World Parliament of Religions in Chicago
in 1893 and Dayananda Saraswati (1824-1883), the founder of the Arya Samaj movement. Drawing on
the ideas of Upanisads, Vivekananda interpreted Hinduism as a religion of universal acceptance to
Western (mainly American) audiences and in India preached service to the impoverished millions of
the country. Saraswati also taught about equality of all human beings but he sought to define India as a
Hindu nation with its social and cultural forms rooted in the teachings of the Vedas. Saraswati’s
exclusive focus on the Vedas and Sanskrit provided a precursor to the twentieth-century Hindu
nationalist movements that interpreted “Hinduness” not simply in religious or cultural terms but
associated it emphatically with Indian nationhood.

Suggested Reading:

Dalmia, Vasudha, and Heinrich von Stietencron, eds. Representing Hinduism: The Construction of
Religious Traditions and National Identity. Sage, 1995.

Llewellyn, ]. E., ed. Defining Hinduism: A Reader. Taylor and Francis, 2005.

Pennington, Brian K. Was Hinduism Invented? Britons, Indians, and Colonial Construction of
Religion. Oxford University Press, 2005.

van der Veer, Peter. Imperial Encounters: Religion and Modernity in India and Britain. Princeton
University Press, 2001.

Interpreting Tradition and Redefining Identity

In the period following Vivekananda and Saraswati, with the term “Hindu” firmly established in public
discourses as a set religious system, the trends of interpretation, reform, and revivalism of pride in
ancient roots continued. The scathing criticism of “Hinduism” by European officials, missionaries, and
scholars who were steeped in enlightenment ideas of personhood and society and were often not
familiar with the underlying cultural presumptions of the Hindu society jolted many among those who
identified as Hindu into self-examination and/or defensiveness. The first led to social reforms; the
latter contributed to what is known as revivalism, leading eventually to Hindu nationalism.

The portrayal of Hindu social system as grossly unjust and its treatment of women as brutal led many
reformers to launch movements opposing practices such as “untouchability” and sati as well as
advocating widow remarriage, women'’s education, and their participation in public life. Some also
rejected image worship and embraced monotheism. Many leaders interpreted Hindu thought and
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practice to align them with “modernity” as they perceived it in their encounters with Europeans. The
reforms initiated in this manner have been beneficial to the Hindu society to a considerable extent. By
the early twentieth century, a class of educated women had entered public life. Even though there is
still a long road ahead, a large number of Hindu women have made strides in social and political
spheres. In the religious sphere too, female spiritual teachers and priests have been getting
recognition. Similarly in the area of caste discrimination, while there is still a great deal to be desired
in the area of eradication of “untouchability,” caste hierarchy is gradually loosening, especially in the
cities.

In addition to reform, a corollary of interpretation of Hinduism as a tradition in the late nineteenth
century and early twentieth century India was a sharpened sense of distinctive religious identity
among its followers. In the millennia prior to widespread Euro-American contact and colonial rule,
religious identities throughout South Asia tended to be particular, context-sensitive, and fluid to an
extent. While most available sources for the study of precolonial India are overwhelmingly brahman—
presenting the views of elite males for the consumption by elite males—much evidence suggests that
“Hindu” identities were far less fixed than they would later become. To be a devotee of Siva, for
example, marked one a “Saiva,” but did not imply in any way that Visnu, the goddess, and other divine
beings were irrelevant. The medieval bhakti poet-saints sing the praises of multiple deities, even while
recognizing their favorite as supreme. Large temple complexes contain shrines to all major divine
beings—often including the Buddha and the Jina (Jain teacher)—and the medieval inscriptional record
reveals patterns of royal patronage that cut across religious boundaries without notice.

In the colonial context of encounter with European powers steeped in Enlightenment ideals of
personhood, separation of church and state, and democracy, forms of identity began to change, and
new forms began to emerge. In the mid-nineteenth century, when the new British Raj (empire) sought
to enumerate colonial subjects on the basis of religion, specifying their religious identities caused great
confusion. A number of people checked both “Hindu” and “Mohammedan” in early versions of the
census. Gradually however, the term “Hindu” as an identity marker grew stronger during the struggle
for independence from the British rule.

The British Partition of Bengal in 1905 into Hindu-majority and Muslim-
majority areas generated a merging of religious and national identities. The
All-India Muslim League was founded the following year - 1906 - to
promote Muslim interests. In 1914 Hindu Mahasabha, a political
organization to promote Hindu interests was established. From 1920s
onward when the freedom movement picked up momentum, many
Muslims feared that an independent India would be dominated by Hindus
and the seeds for the 1947 Partition of the Subcontinent into the
independent nation-states of India and Pakistan were sown.

Three figures with Hindu backgrounds played significant roles in the
religio-political discourses during this period and have had far-reaching
influence in shaping independent India: 1) Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi y
(1869-1948), 2) Vinayak Damodar Savarkar (1883-1966), and 3) Bhimrap ~ "'2hatma Gandhi, photographer

unknown. Wikimedia Commons

Ramji Ambedkar (1891-1956). http://bit.ly/1F2xANO

11
69



2015

Gandhi, perhaps the most globally celebrated Hindu of the twentieth century, honored by the title
Mahatma or “Great Soul” (1869-1948) by many, invoked explicitly Hindu rhetoric throughout his
public career as an advocate for non-violent resistance to the British rule and an independent India
focused on the needs of the poorest and most disenfranchised. His satyagraha—Iliterally “grasping for
truth”—campaigns promoted a vision of relative truth (sat or satya) rooted in the needs to those
whom he sought to help; for Gandhi, such political activism was simultaneously a religious endeavor,
involving firm commitments to the Hindu values of ahimsa (non-violence) and self-suffering (tapas or
tapasya). Always ecumenical in his quest for an independent India focused on democratic and
economic self-sufficiency, he sought to transform Hindu society from within by promoting the causes
of the marginalized. Under his leadership, women and members of non-elite castes entered public life
in large numbers. He also strove to end the practice of “untouchability” and was often bitterly opposed
by high-caste Hindus including some of his close relatives. While drawing on Hindu rhetoric in his
speeches, Gandhi held to an inclusive understanding of Hinduism. In his ashrams (communes), hymns
from diverse religious traditions were sung. He envisioned an independent India where many religions
would coexist as branches of a single tree. Soon after India’s independence, on January 30th 1948,
Gandhi was killed by an associate of the Hindu nationalist organization RSS (Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh) who saw him as endangering Hindu interests and favoring Muslims.

Since Indian Independence, many Gandhi-inspired religious and cultural organizations have continued
to advocate for peace and social justice using the techniques of satyagraha and ahimsa. The Chipko
Andolan began using Gandhian methods in the early 1970s to protest rampant deforestation in the
Himalayan foothills. Its participants literally hugged trees to protect them from being felled. The Self-
Employed Women’s Association (SEWA), founded as a women'’s trade union in Ahmedabad in 1972,
continues to employ Gandhian principles of non-violence and economic self-sufficiency in its many
programs for poor women. Gandhian techniques of nonviolent resistance and his advocacy for peace
have inspired activists not only in India but in many parts of the world.

During the early twentieth century (alongside national
independence movements informed by ecumenical views of leaders
such as Gandhi) Hindu nationalist movements flourished in which
Vinayak Damodar Savarkar emerged as an important leader. His
influential 1923 pamphlet “Hindutva: Who is a Hindu?” introduced
the notion of Hindutva or “Hindu-ness” into Indian public
discourses. Here Savarkar argues for Hindutva as a unifying cultural
and political force that unites the people of India and forms the basis
of its authentic nationhood. Savarkar’s use of Hindutva to
encompass all of Indian culture, religion, and politics is championed
today by a closely allied set of political and cultural organizations
known as the Sangh Parivar. In public discourses on religious
conflicts in India, the ideology of Hindutva is often a key contributor.

In addition to the movements for freedom and social reform led by
members of Hindu high-castes, a number of Dalit communities also ~ Ambedkar as a student (1911),
sought to gain social recognition and economic rights for photographer unknown. Wikimedia
. . . Commons http://bit.ly/INx3Cm9
themselves. Some gained them through education made available to
them by Euro-American Christian missionaries. Some acquired them
12
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through legal means. The most well-known Dalit leader of pre-independence India was B. R.
Ambedkar. Even though he had the privilege of elite education at Columbia University through
scholarships (one of which was offered by an Indian king) he remained dedicated to the rights and
dignity of the members of “untouchable” communities all his life. After independence, as the first law
minister of India and the chairman of Constitution Drafting Committee, Ambedkar contributed greatly
to the guarantees it offers for basic human rights to all Indian citizens. The Indian constitution gives
freedoms of religion and expression; and it renders illegal “untouchability” or any form of
discrimination on the basis of caste. It is important note that close to his death in 1956, Ambedkar
converted to Buddhism along with his followers initiating a new chapter for that tradition in India.

Suggested Reading:

Bondurant, Joan V. Conquest of Violence: The Gandhian Philosophy of Conflict. Princeton University
Press, 1958.

Hansen, Thomas Blom. The Saffron Wave: Democracy and Hindu Nationalism in Modern India.
Princeton University Press, 1999.

Michael, S. M. Dalits in Modern India: Vision and Values. Sage Publications, 2007.

Zelliott, Eleanor. Ambedkar’s World: The Making of Babasaheb and the Dalit Movement. Navayana, 2013.
Post-Independence India

The day of independence for which literally hundreds of thousands of Indians had fought, came with
unimaginable tragedy and pain when the British left an India partitioned into two nations - the Islamic
State of Pakistan and secular India. This was the second major fragmentation along religious lines after
the 1905 partition of Bengal within the British Empire. The mass migration of an estimated fourteen
million people was unprecedented in human history and the violence that ensued took the lives of
between 200,000-500,000 people. The sad and complex effects of the event continue to unfold in both
India and Pakistan, often in the form of religious violence. With India and Pakistan maintaining a tense
peace, and violence couched in terms of Hindu-Muslim riots
or Hindu-Christian clashes often dominating global media
headlines, it comes as a surprise that such religiously
infused large scale communal conflict was hardly known on
the subcontinent before the colonial period. In the
encounter with European colonial powers, notions of
religion and identity shifted dramatically to create the
tense sectarian landscape of modern South Asia.

Within India, Hindu nationalist ideology has gained
currency in some groups with important political
implications. For example, followers of Hindu nationalist ‘

ideology destroyed the Babri Masjid (built by the Mughal Eh"d’e" ce'jb’a‘ts Ht",'ikill:d_i;‘/fflll}imik:“edia
Emperor Babur in 1528) in Ayodhya in 1992 because they ommeons, User: Patricihttp://bItIy/1LNQPax
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claimed that the mosque stood on the site of the Hindu god Rama’s earthly birth. This act led to Hindu-
Muslim violence in cities throughout India. In 2002, communal violence in Gujarat in western India
took hundreds of lives; a majority of them of Muslims. In the wake of these incidents of violence, the
definition of “Hinduism” as a tradition with distinct boundaries that developed during the colonial
period and informs the Hindutva rhetoric of the Sangh Parivar has grown increasingly exclusive in
some sections of the Hindu society. Yet as many academics point out, the actual events mask the
complex undercurrents of socio-economic rivalries reinforcing and politicizing the boundaries of
identities. Participants in the destruction of the Babri mosque, for example, were mobilized through
rallies across India to collect bricks to build a temple to Rama at the mosque site in Ayodhya. A
number of these participants tended to be urban, young, male, relatively high caste, under-employed,
and frustrated. They were keenly aware that with the legal provisions of affirmative action for the
underprivileged communities in education and employment, they were on uncertain and not
privileged grounds. The incidents demonstrate how insecurities of groups in a given context play an
important role in shaping their attitudes toward those whom they identify as the “other.”

An important challenge for Hindus in India today is to retrieve for contemporary times helpful
resources from its rich history of acceptance of diversity. Another is to make its contribution in
ensuring the implementation the provisions for equality of all - regardless of caste, gender, and
religion - incorporated in India’s constitution. At this time, these remain ideals to be achieved fully. Yet
in India’s multi-cultural milieu, a number of Hindu festivals and aesthetic expressions offer
opportunities for people of diverse background to come together forgetting the social barriers to a
great degree in the moment. These moments offer opportunities to build bridges.

Suggested Reading:

Ghassem-Fachandi, Parvis. Pogrom in Gujarat: Hindu Nationalism
and Anti-Muslim Violence in India. Princeton University Press,
2012.

Gould, William. Religion and Conflict in Modern South Asia.
Cambridge University Press, 2012.

Hinnells, John R., and Richard King, eds. Religion and Violence in
South Asia: Theory and Practice. Routledge, 2007.

“Hinduism in Ghana, 2012,” Y ouTube:
https://www.youtube.com/watch=2Zq-3A4xnxs

Hinduism Beyond India

Beyond the shores of India, Hinduism has flourished in South
East Asia in Bali as a majority religion for centuries. During the
colonial period, a sizable number of Hindus migrated to parts of
the British Empire - Africa, Caribbean islands, Fiji - as clerks, A Vedic fire ritual (2012), Mahat Tattva Dasa,
soldiers, merchants, and indentured (bonded) laborers. While Flickr Creative Commons http://bit.ly/1MrEfnf
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those with resources were able to keep ties with their communities and returned home after a period,
few indentured laborers had this hope. Many of them retained their religio-cultural heritage, but
radically transformed Hindu practices in their new homelands. Since the latter half of the twentieth
century, Hindus from various regions of India have migrated in large numbers to the United States, the
United Kingdom, and other European countries. While they have necessarily modified their tradition in
accordance with their new environments, they have also added to the richness of the cultural milieu of
their new countries. Some festivals and religious expressions that bring together diverse people in
India, also do so on these new shores. In addition to native Indians, a number of Westerners have been
following the Hindu tradition in various forms in different parts of the world. In recent years, a few
groups in some African countries have also accepted Hinduism as their faith expanding the horizons of
the Hindu world.
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Jainism Timeline

Distant Past. According to Jain tradition, the first practices.

through the twenty-second Tirthankaras (twenty- 499-427 BCE. Dating of Mahavira according to

four enlightened beings who emerge in the course current scholarship, which places the time of the

of a cosmic cycle to teach the path to liberation)

i o Buddha, a contemporary of Mahavira, a century
had enormous life spans and date back in time as

o i later than do traditional sources.

far as several billion years. Each Tirthankara has a

shorter life span than the previous one. The current 327 BCE. Alexander of Macedon invades
series ends with Mahavira, the twenty-fourth, who northwestern India, creating a power vacuum

is held to have lived for seventy-two years. exploited by Chandragupta Maurya of Magadha.

2600-1900 BCE. Advanced phase of the Harappan, 320-293 BCE. Reign of Chandragupta Maurya,
or Indus Valley, Civilization. Some Jain scholars ~ founder of the Maurya Dynasty, and held by one
perceive connections between the culture of the ~ Jain tradition to have been a Jain layman.

Indus Valley Civilization, as reflected in its According to one account, he left the kingship late
archaeological remains, and Jainism, suggesting  in life to become a Jain monk, dying of voluntary
that some items self-starvation at the Jain pilgrimage site of

depict Rishabha, or Adinatha, the first Tirthankara,
and speculating that Rishabha was an important
cultural figure for—and perhaps even a founder of-
this civilization (Parikh 2002).

1500-1000 BCE. Conventional scholarly dating of
the composition of the Vedas, which are the earliest
extant sacred writings of the Hindu traditions.
References to Rishabha and Arish t anemi in the
Rig Veda are taken by some Jain scholars to be
references to the first and twenty-second
Tirthankaras, respectively.

877-777 BCE. Traditional dating of the twenty-
third Tirthankara, Parshvanatha, held by both Jain
and non-Jain scholars to be an actual, historical
figure.

599-527 BCE. Traditional dating of Mahavira,

twenty-fourth (and last) Tirthankara of our current Rishabha

era. Mahavira’s given name was Vardhamana ShravanaBelagola (in the modern Indian state of
Jiatriputra. Mahavira is an epithet that means Karnataka). Some scholars suggest that this
“Great Hero,” and refers to his heroic ascetic account refers to the last Maurya ruler, Samprati
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Chandragupta, who lived around 200
BCE.

c. 200 BCE. Jains begin to migrate
beyond the northeastern region of

branch (which is located
predominantly in western India, in the
modern states of Gujarat and
Rajasthan) and their Digambara
branch (which is located
predominantly in Karnataka and
Maharashtra, though there have long

c. 1400-1500 CE. Life of Lonka Shah, Jain
reformer who rejected the worship of images

been northern Digambaras as well). This is also the
period of the composition of the oldest extant Jain

scriptural texts (murtipuja) and inspired two later aniconic

Shvetambara groups, the Sthanakavasis and the
¢. 100-200 CE. Life of Umasvati, composer of the Terapanthis.

Tattvartha Sutra, a summary of Jain teaching held
to be authoritative by both Shvetambara and
Digambara Jains. This is also the period of the

1867-1901 CE. Life of Rajacandra Maheta, a
spiritual adviser to Mahatma Gandhi. The
movement of his followers is known as the Kavi
Panth.

schism between these two Jain communities.

¢. 200-300 CE. Life of Kundakunda, important

Digambara philosopher and mystic. 1889-1980 CE. Life of Kanji Svami, founder of the

Kanji Svami Panth, a modern Jain movement also
c. 700-800 CE. Life of Haribhadra, Shvetambara

philosopher known for his pluralistic approach to

based on the mystical teachings of Kundakunda.

1970 CE. A Shvetambara monk, Chitrabhanu,
»becomes the first monk in modern history to break

non-Jain traditions based on the Jain teaching of

anekanta-vada, or “doctrine of non-one-sidedness.
the traditional ban on overseas travel in order to

1089-1172 CE. Life of Hemachandra, prominent  g,1054 jain values globally. He is soon followed in

Shvetambara philosopher, historian, and literary 1975 by Sushil Kumar who, in 1983, establishes

figure. Siddhachalam, a Jain center in Blairstown, New

1000-1200 CE. Period of major Jain temple Jersey.

construction and climactic phase of a Jain “golden 1914-1997 CE. Life of Acharya Tulsi, a leader of

age” of artistic, architectural, literary, and the Terapanthi Shvetambara Jains who pioneered a

philosophical achievement that began with socially engaged Jainism. He established Jain

Umasvati. Vishva Bharati, a center for the study of Jainism, in

76



Jainism |2012

the town of Ladnun, Rajasthan, and the anuvrat Kumar, albeit without running into conflict with
movement—an anti-corruption movement intended their monastic vows.

to inject Jain values into Indian and global politics. c. 1900-present. The Jain community becomes

In 1980, he established the saman and samani . . . e .
increasingly global, with Jain migration to various

orders of ascetics who were not bound by the parts of the world, particularly to Britain and North

traditional restrictions on travel for Jain monks and . .
America, and a growing number of temples and

nuns, to enable Jain ascetics to do the kind of o . . .
other Jain institutions being established outside of

global work pioneered by Chitrabhanu and Sushil India

Founder/Group History

Jainism is held by Jains to be a collection of made up of many sub-groups (including the
eternal and unchanging truths, and therefore, = Buddhists). The shared ideology of this

strictly speaking, to have no history, in the sense movement was one of asceticism, according to
of a definite beginning in time. Jains, in general, which freedom from suffering can only be
think of the history of their tradition in terms of achieved by liberation from the cycle of rebirth.

the “Universal History, which provides a This cycle is fueled by karma, which causes
description on a massive scale of the destinies, beings to experience the results of their actions,
enacted over a vast period of time, of the good and bad. Morally correct action leads to
twenty-four Jain teachers, the fordmakers pleasant experiences and immoral action leads
[called Tirthankaras], and their contemporaries to unpleasant experiences. Because one lifetime
(Dundas 2002:12).” Even the eon-spanning does not allow enough time to experience all
Universal History is a mere snapshot of atiny  these results, rebirth is necessary. This also
portion of the eternal sweep of time as explains why persons are born in such varied
conceived in Jainism. circumstances. Good fortune is due to good past

) ) actions and misfortune to bad past actions.
One can trace the history of the current Jain p

community to Mahavira and his predecessor, Even good action, though, produces
Parshvanatha-the twenty-fourth and twenty-  impermanent results, which are therefore

third Tirthankaras. Tirthankaras are twenty-fourultimately unsatisfactory. A state of true and
beings who emerge in the course of a cosmic lasting happiness only comes when one becomes
cycle, or kalpa, to re-discover and re-establish  free from the effects of karma. Such freedom is
the path to liberation from the cycle of karma  the goal of the shramana traditions. Despite the
and rebirth. differences that separate their approaches to
this problem, all share the idea that one must
remove oneself from society and from

Both Parshvanatha and Mahavira were leaders

of an ascetic movement that emerged in the

. ) . . conventional social duties and norms if one is to
northern part of India in the first millennium

. ‘o achieve perfect freedom, engaging in a life of
BCE. This shramana or “striver” movement was p gaging

ascetic practice and meditation.
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The ideology of the shramanas was distinct from order. They also rejected the Vedic ritual of

that of their chief rivals, the Brahmins, who

animal sacrifice, while retaining much Vedic

upheld the ancient Vedic tradition. In early Vedic terminology and continuing to honor Vedic

writings one finds no explicit mention of karma
and rebirth, or the ideal of liberation from
rebirth. These ideals, which the Brahmanical
and shramana traditions share, emerge in Vedic
literature only relatively late, in a series of
philosophical dialogues called the Upanishads,
composed in the same period in which the
shramana movement emerged. According to
Brahmanical belief, one measure of a person’s
spiritual evolution, and so proximity to the goal
of liberation, is that person’s social station, or

deities, such as Indra. It is simplistic to claim
that Jains and Buddhists “rejected caste,” as if
they were social revolutionaries; for both
communities continued to organize themselves
into castes, and Jains choose marriage partners,
for example, on the basis of caste to the present
day. It is equally simplistic to equate ancient
Brahmanical traditions with which Mahavira
and the Buddha contended with the Hinduism of
later centuries, and of today. For while Hindus
do maintain a strong sense of continuity with

varna-now widely known as “caste”-the highest the Vedic tradition, many of the practices to

caste being that of the Brahmins themselves. Thewhich the shramanas objected have also been

Brahmins are traditionally the priests of the
Vedic religion, and some of their rituals in

rejected by most Hindus (such as animal
sacrifice), and Hindu movements have emerged

ancient times involved the sacrifice of animals in through the centuries that have rejected the

a sacred fire. In the Brahmanical worldview, the
Brahmins are essential to maintaining the
cosmic order, for their regular performance of
Vedic ritual is key to upholding this order; and
only they are qualified to perform it. Shramana
teachers, on the other hand, held that caste was
a man-made institution created for the
maintenance of society, and not an indicator of
spiritual evolution. Anyone, of any caste, who
puts forth sufficient effort can achieve
transcendence of karma and rebirth and reach
liberation. Animal sacrifices, moreover, violate
the principle of nonviolence (ahimsa),
observance of which is vital to achieving
liberation. Shramana groups like the Jains and
Buddhists therefore rejected the notion that
birth caste had any relevance at all to the
spiritual life-though they did not reject the
institution of caste as such, as a form of social

identification of spiritual evolution with caste.
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Born into a royal family in the northeastern from place to place. According to Digambara
region of India known as Greater Magadha tradition, however, a Tirthankara, upon
(Bronkhorst 2007), at the age of 30, Mahavira achieving kevala jiiana, engages in no activity
chose to renounce his status in search of the whatsoever and teaches by means of a

path to liberation from cycle of rebirth and spontaneously emitted sacred sound called
freedom from suffering for all beings. After divyadhvani that is interpreted by his disciples
twelve years of gruelling and intense ascetic as verbalizable concepts.

practice, he attained a state of perfect freedom At the age of 72, Mahavira died at Pavapuri, in

and knowl_edge known as kevala jaana. the ancient Indian kingdom of Magadha, located

in the modern Indian state of Bihar.

In Mahavira’s lifetime, according to Jain
tradition, he established a fourfold community
of male and female ascetics and householders
that persists to the present. In the century
following Mahavira, this early Jain community
was but one of many shramana groups that
existed alongside one another and the
Brahmanical community in northern India. To be
sure, these communities were neither
hermetically sealed nor mutually exclusive. A
part of the cultural texture of South Asia has
long been the phenomenon of “open
boundaries” (Cort 1998), in which members of a
religious community easily frequent and
participate in the institutions, rituals, and
celebrations of others. A sense of religious

exclusivity has tended to be the preserve of the

Mahavira “professional religious”-that is, ascetics and
Over the course of the next thirty years, priests—-and is not even consistently observed
Mahavira developed a following of monks, nuns, among these persons.

and laypersons which became the nucleus of the In 327 BCE, with Alexander of Macedon’s attacks

Jain community. The Shvetambara and in northwestern India and the power vacuum

Digambara Jain traditions differ on the details of that these created among the leaders of rival

this period. The Shvetambara scriptures depict Indian states, a series of events was set in

Mahavira as a teacher of extraordinary wisdom, motion that would have profound consequences

but as a human being engaged in such for the shramana traditions. Taking advantage of

conventional activities as speaking and walking this power vacuum, Chandragupta Maurya, the
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king of Magadha, conquered much of northern
India, establishing the Maurya Dynasty.

The Maurya rulers tended to patronize the
shramana traditions (though, in keeping with
the “open boundaries” principle, were not

sects of Jainism: the Digambaras (predominant
mainly in the south, though there are
northwestern Digambara groups as well) and
the Shvetambaras (predominant exclusively in
the northwestern and western parts of India).

exclusive in this regard). This patronage resulted The next thousand years, after the Shvetambara-

in many material resources being bestowed
upon groups such as the Jains and Buddhists
(the latter group being the special object of
support by Chandragupta’s grandson, Ashoka).
Monastic institutions emerged and Jain and
Buddhist scriptural texts, heretofore passed on
orally, began to take written form.

According to one tradition, Chandragupta
himself was a Jain layman who spent the final
years of his life as a monk at the Jain pilgrimage
site of ShravanaBelagola, in the southern Indian
region of Karnataka. Recent scholarship
suggests that this story refers to Samprati
Chandragupta, the grandson of Ashoka and the
last Maurya emperor (Wiley 2004:51). This
story speaks of a famine in the northeastern
heart of the Maurya Empire which led many
Jains to migrate to the south and west, where
most Jains have resided since ancient times.
There are relatively few Jains today in the
original northeastern homeland of this tradition,
but many Jains in the southern state of
Karnataka and in western states such as Gujarat,
Rajasthan, and Maharashtra. There were also
considerable ancient communities of Jains in the
southern state of Tamil Nadu and the eastern
state of Orissa.

This famine and dual migration, separating the
Jain community into southern and western
branches, is sometimes cited as a major factor in
the subsequent schism between the two main

Digambara schism, were something of a “golden
age” for the Jain community, which flourished in
both the northwest and in the south. Unlike
Buddhism, and in contrast with the transmission
of Hindu traditions into Southeast Asia, Jainism
was not carried outside of India until the
modern period, due to the restrictions upon
movement imposed upon all Jain ascetics-who
are required to travel everywhere by foot and
are not permitted to travel in artificial
conveyances due to the harm that these bring to
tiny life forms. Within India, though, the Jains
became a highly prosperous minority
community. Having attracted, from an early
period, much of their following from the
merchant communities, Jains have tended to be
identified primarily as a business community
throughout Indian history. Despite their small
numbers, the wealth of the Jains, as well as the
respect commanded by the strictness of Jain
ascetic practices, led them to have an influence
upon Indian culture far broader than a focus on
numbers might suggest. The first millennium of
the Common Era was a period of prodigious Jain
achievement in literature, philosophy,
architecture, and visual art, with many famous
Jain temples being built during this period.
Temple building especially became, and remains,
a popular way for wealthy Jain laypersons to
earn religious merit, and the wealth that is
lavished upon these structures is the most
evident marker, for outsiders, of the wealth of
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the community as a whole (which otherwise
tends to discourage ostentatious displays of
wealth).

In the area of philosophy, prominent

contributors from this period include Umasvati,

the second-century composer of the Tattvartha

accepting approach to the teachings of Hindu
and Buddhist schools of thought (Chapple
2003).

With the multiple invasions of India by foreign
powers that begin near the end of the first
millennium of the common era and continue

Sutra, a compendium of Jain teaching that is held until the Mughal period (which begins in the

to be authoritative by both Digambara and
Shvetambara Jains. Basic Jain doctrines have
deviated remarkably little from Umasvati’s

fifteenth century), the fortunes of the Jain
community wane somewhat. The community
continues to be prosperous in pockets of India

presentation across the various Jain sub-groups, where their presence is accepted and their

and across the centuries. Most differences
among Jains, including the Digambara and
Shvetambara division, as we have seen, are

distinctive traditions tolerated; but the level of
intellectual and architectural production is
diminished from its earlier period of flourishing,

focused on the details of practice, rather than on and there are some Jain temples that fall prey to

issues of basic belief.

the destructive whims of the invaders.

Other important Jain intellectuals of this period The last couple of centuries have been

include Kundakunda, a Digambara figure whose characterized by major developments, such as

teaching includes a prominent thread of
mysticism. Kundakunda articulates a Jain

the emergence of a global Jain community (due
to greatly increased Indian migration and

version of the “two truths” doctrine found in the settlement abroad), the rise of charismatic Jain

Buddhist writings of Nagarjuna and in the

teachers teaching paths that emphasize lay

Advaita Vedanta tradition of Hinduism advanced spirituality and a highly individualized and

by Shankara. The “two truths” are a conventionalpersonal approach to Jainism, and the rise of

truth, that can be expressed in words and
consists of the basic worldview of the tradition
in question, and ultimate truth that is beyond
words, to which the worldview of the tradition
points only in an imperfect fashion.

Kundakunda is followed by Haribhadra (c. 700-
800 CE), who is part of a series of Jain
intellectuals who develop the “doctrines of
relativity.” According to these doctrines, the
nature of reality is irreducibly complex and
allows for a variety of interpretations. In the
hands of Haribhadra, this doctrine becomes a
justification for a remarkably pluralistic and

neo-orthodoxy-a highly rationalized way of
seeing Jainism as consistent with science.

A global Jain community gives rise to the need
for a more global monastic community to teach
and provide spiritual inspiration to
householders, as well as a sense of Jainism as a
universal tradition, with doctrines and insights
highly relevant to modern problems such as the
threat of nuclear war and environmental
degradation, as well as the ongoing issue of
conflict among the world’s religions. In 1970, a
Shvetambara monk called Gurudev Chitrabhanu
felt the need to spread Jain values globally and
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became the first monk in modern history to thoroughgoing asceticism of the “full” monk or
break the traditional ban on overseas travel, nun, are not bound by the traditional

attending a conference on the world’s religions restrictions on travel for Jain monks and nuns.
at Harvard University. He was followed by Sushil This enables them to do the kind of global work
Kumar, a monk who came to the US and, in 1983, pioneered by Chitrabhanu and Sushil Kumar
established Siddhachalam, a Jain center in New without running into conflict with their

Jersey. monastic vows.

The main temple at Siddhachalam retreat in New Jersey
Meanwhile, Acharya Tulsi, the monastic leader  Growing Jain communities in countries such as

of the Terapanthi Shvetambara Jains in the latter the US and Britain, in conjunction with

half of the twentieth century pioneered a increased Indian immigration, have also led to
socially engaged Jainism. He established Jain  the emergence of a new kind of institution not
Vishva Bharati, a center for the study of Jainism, generally found in India, but consistent with the

in the town of Ladnun, Rajasthan, and the ancient Indian pluralistic principle of and “open
anuvrat movement-an anti-corruption boundaries”: the “Hindu-Jain” temples. These
movement intended to inject Jain values into institutions serve both the Jain and Hindu
Indian and global politics. In 1980, he communities and allow for both predominantly

established the saman and samani orders of Jain [ndian groups to pool their resources in the
ascetics. These ascetics, whose lifestyles could  common cause of preserving their religious
be described as an intermediate step between  practice and culture in a land where both groups
the life of the Jain householder and the are a tiny minority of the total population (Long
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2009:4-13).

Charismatic teachers of the modern period who
have pioneered a very mystical, personal
approach to Jainism include Kanji Svami (1889-
1980), founder of the Kanji Svami Panth, which
is based on the teachings of Kundakunda, and
Rajacandra Maheta (1867-1901). Maheta,
popularly and respectfully known as SHrimad
Rajacandra, was a closer advisor to the young
Mohandas K. (“Mahatma”) Gandhi. Often called
“Gandhi’s Guru,” Maheta'’s teaching and example
had a profound impact on Gandhi’s thought-
particularly in regard to his emphasis on
nonviolence and the necessity of personal
transformation as integral to any effort to
change the world (Long 2009:78-79).

Doctrines/Beliefs

According to traditional Jain belief, the universe

understood as plural (Cort 2001:23).”

The primary aim of life, according to Jainism, is
the realization of the intrinsic divinity of one’s
own soul. Souls are intrinsically divine-
intrinsically joyful and perfect. However, this
divinity has been obscured through countless
time due to the effects of karma. In the Jain
understanding, karma is more than simply the
principle of moral causation found in other Indic
traditions, such as Hinduism, Buddhism, and
Sikhism. It is also the substance that forms the
mechanism by which this principle operates.
Karma, in other words, is a “thing” in Jainism: a
type of non-conscious, non-living “stuft” (ajiva)
that adheres to the conscious, living soul (jiva).
Karma is of different kinds. Some of it produces
unhappy experiences and some of it produces
happy experiences. The kind of karma one
attracts to one’s soul depends upon the action
one performs and the passion that accompanies

has always existed and will always exist. There isit.

no creator. But it would be a mistake to conclude Thjs s an important point. It is not only a good

that Jains are atheists, in the sense of not
believing in a higher power or non-material
reality. There is a concept of divinity in Jainism.
This divine reality is not a creator, however, but

or bad action that draws correspondingly good
or bad karma to the soul. The passion (raga) or
volitional quality with which one performs an
action is a central factor as well. Violent, angry

is the essence of the soul of every being. God, for passions that manifest in the form of harmful

Jains, is any soul that has become liberated and
has realized its intrinsic nature as infinite bliss,
knowledge, energy, and consciousness.

So is God one or many in Jainism? Again, God is
any soul that has achieved liberation. “Each of
these souls exists in identical perfection, and so
is indistinguishable from any other such soul.
Due to this identity of perfection, God for the
Jains can be understood as singular. Because
there are many liberated souls, God can also be

thoughts, words, or actions are the worst,
attracting the most obscuring and painful
varieties of karma to the soul. Peaceful actions,
aimed at alleviating suffering or doing good for
others, bring good karma to the soul. The
ultimate aim, though, is to be free from all
karma. One must strive, therefore, to act with
calm equanimity, and without anxiety for the
outcome of one’s action, in order to achieve a
state of perfect freedom.
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Jain moral and ritual practice is centered around marital fidelity for laypersons. And the vow of

cultivating such a state of equanimity, as well as
around purging the karma that currently
adheres to the soul. The moral principles of
Jainism are expressed in five vows. Persons who
take up the ascetic life, and who are therefore
aiming at achieving liberation in the relatively
near future, follow a version of these vows that

is as rigorous and intensive as humanly possible.

Laypersons, who may see liberation as a very
difficult and distant goal, and focus instead on
achieving greater well-being in the near term, in
the form of good karma (or a reduced karmic
load overall) will adhere to a less demanding
(though still quite rigorous) version of these
principles (though whether they actually
undertake them formally, as vows, varies a great
deal). The form of the vows taken by the monks
and nuns is called a mahavrata, or great vow.
The layperson follows the anuvratas, or lesser
vow. The five vows are:

1. ahimsa: nonviolence in thought, word, and
deed

2. satya: telling the truth

3. asteya: non-stealing

4. brahmacharya: restraint in the area of
sexuality

5. aparigraha: non-ownership, or non-
attachment

The great vow of ahimsa entails the very strict
practice of nonviolence that characterizes the
life of the Jain monk or nun, some of whom even
wear a muhpatti , or mouth-shield, to avoid
accidentally ingesting tiny life forms. The lesser
vow, on the other hand, entails no deliberate
killing of any living thing, and the observance of
a vegetarian diet. The great vow of
brahmacharya entails celibacy for ascetics, but

aparigraha entails no ownership of anything
whatsoever for ascetics, who do not technically
“own” the items that they use, such as the
ceremonial whisk, bowl, and, in the case of
Shvetambara ascetics, clothing. For laypersons,
the lesser vow of aparigraha involves living
simply and avoiding greed or extravagance in
regard to personal luxuries.

One might ask, if intention is part of what
attracts karma to the soul, why Jain ascetics are
so concerned with avoiding accidental harm to
living things. The answer is that, once one is
aware of the presence of tiny living things
throughout cosmic space, such as in the air one
breathes or the water one drinks, one becomes
responsible for not harming them. Clearly
intentional taking of life is far worse than
accidental harm. However, to do harm through
moving about in an unmindful fashion rises to
the level of deliberate harm if one knows about
this consequence of one’s behavior. A large
portion of Jain teaching consists of an account of
the myriad forms of life inhabiting the universe,
as well as the karmic actions that can lead to
rebirth in these forms. The mindfulness of the
living environment which Jainism inculcates has
led to a heightened interest in this tradition as a
potential resource for ecological thinking
(Chapple 2002).

Finally, Jainism has a sophisticated system of
logic addressed to the issue of the diversity of
worldviews in the form of its doctrines of
relativity (Long 2009:117-172). The basic
concept of reality at the heart of the Jain
doctrines of relativity is expressed in anekanta-
vada. Anekanta-vada literally means the “non-
one-sided doctrine,” or the doctrine of the
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complexity of reality.

According to anekanta-vada, reality is complex,
or multi-faceted. That is, all things have infinite
aspects. No phenomenon can be reduced to a
single concept, such as permanence or
impermanence. Philosophies like the Hindu
Advaita Vedanta tradition that emphasize the
reality of one permanent entity, claiming that all
change and diversity are illusory, or
philosophies like Buddhism, that affirm
impermanence and deny permanence, are “one-
sided” (ekanta). They emphasize one aspect of
experience at the expense of all others. Jainism,
however, emphasizes the validity of all aspects
of experience, and claims that an adequate
philosophical account of reality must include all
of these aspects, reducing none to the realm of
illusion.

This insistence on the both permanent and
impermanent aspects of experience seems to
originate in the Jain concept of the soul, or jiva,
which has a permanent, unchanging nature
(consisting of infinite bliss, energy, and
consciousness), and a constantly changing
aspect (the modifications of the karmic
accretions).

This doctrine is also rooted in the Jain belief in
the omniscience of Mahavira. The doctrine that
all things have infinite aspects is rooted, in part,
in the scriptural accounts of Mahavira’s
discourses, in which he addresses various
questions by referring to the many aspects of
reality, and the correspondingly many points of
view from which such questions could be
answered. The person, for example, is said by
Mahavira to be, in one sense, eternal (if one
emphasizes the unchanging nature of the soul),

and in another sense, non-eternal (if one
emphasizes the physical aspect of the person),
etc.

One implication, just mentioned, of
anekantavada, the doctrine that things have
many aspects, is nayavada, the doctrine of
perspectives. According to this doctrine, there
are as many ways of examining an entity as
there are aspects of it. Again, there is an eternal
aspect, which leads to its being defined in one
way, a changing aspect that leads to its being
defined in another, etc.) This implies the next
doctrine, syadvada.

Syadvada means, literally, "maybe doctrine,"
though a better translation is "doctrine of
conditional predication.” This doctrine, implied
by the other two, amounts, essentially, to the
claim that all claims can be both true and false,
depending upon the perspective from which
they are asserted. The truth of any claim is
conditioned by and dependent upon the
perspective from which it is made.

This doctrine is also called the saptabhanginaya,
or sevenfold perspective, because of its claim
that all claims have seven possible truth-values.
Depending on the perspective from which it is
affirmed, a claim can be: (1) true, (2) false, (3)
both true and false, (4) inexpressible (neither
true nor false, or both true and false at the same
time and in the same sense, in violation of the
principle of non-contradiction), (5) true and
inexpressible, (6) false and inexpressible, or (7)
true, false, and inexpressible. With the
understanding of truth operative in this
doctrine, one could conceivably reconcile the
conflicting claims of the world’s religions and
philosophies.
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Rituals

Jain ritual is tied closely to the broader Jain
worldview and is understood in Jain textual
sources as a form of meditation, aimed at
purging karma from the soul and cultivating a
state of equanimity that will prevent further
karma from entering. Seen from this point of
view, Jain ritual is integral to the moksha-marga,
or path to liberation. At the same time, however,
many Jains also conceive of their ritual practice
as conducive to well-being in the world: to
penultimate goals, such as health, wealth, and
long life for themselves and their families, and a
good rebirth (Cort 2001:186-202).

Superficially, many Jain rituals appear to have
the same structure as analogous Hindu rituals.
Like Hindus, many Jains practice the worship of
images, or murtipuja: namely, the image-
worshiping (Murtipujaka) Shvetambaras (who
make up the majority not only of Shvetambaras,
but of Jains worldwide), and the Digambaras.
Only Shvetambara Terapanthi Jains and
Sthanakavasi Jains refrain from image-worship.
Image worship includes such actions as
abhishekha, or anointing, in which pure
substances such as milk, yogurt, sandal paste,
and water are poured over the top of an image;
arati, in which lit candles or lamps are waved in
front of the image, usually to the
accompaniment of singing and the ringing of a
bell; and the offering of food to the image.

The rationale for Jain worship, however, is quite
different from that for Hindu worship. The

traditions-the ways in which the two traditions
conceive of divinity and the relations between
human beings and the divine.

For Jains, “God” refers to the liberated soul. Any
liberated being is divine-such as the
Tirthankaras-and all liberated beings are one,
inasmuch as all souls have the same basic
essence of infinite knowledge, consciousness,
energy, and bliss. These souls are not the
creators of the world; nor do they play an active
role in assisting Jains toward liberation, beyond
having, in the past, set forth the teaching and the
practice of the path and started a community to
perpetuate these. Honoring an image of a
liberated being, or Jina, through abhishekha and
arati, for example, is therefore, ultimately, to pay
homage to the divinity within oneself. It is a kind
of meditation and affirmation of one’s
commitment to the Jain path. And in the offering
of food, the most striking difference between
Jain and Hindu theology is illustrated. Hindus
offer food to a form of divinity and then
consume the food amongst themselves as
prasad, or grace, a symbol of the divine blessing
that comes from worship. Hindu worship, in
other words, is a kind of transaction, in which
the worshiper gives praise and thanks to the
divine, and the divine, in return, bestows
blessings. Jain deities, however, as wholly
transcendent beings, do not bestow blessings in
this fashion. Offering of food to Jain deities is
understood as a form of renunciation-of
showing one’s detachment from the things of
this world. Food offered to Jain deities is
therefore not consumed by the Jain community,
but must leave the community-usually as

differences between the two can be seen to arise charity to the poor from the surrounding

from the distinct theologies of the two

communities (which, in India, are usually
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Hindus) (Babb 1996).

Other Jain rituals are of a more explicitly
meditative nature, such as caitya-vandan, a rite
which involves prostration before an image and
the recitation of a variety of hymns and mantras
from Jain scriptural texts. After this prostration
and recitation, one stands in a meditative
posture that is distinctive to Jainism, known as
kayotsarga. In kayotsarga, one stands “with feet
slightly apart, arms hanging down and slightly
away from the body, palms turned inward, and
eyes fixed in a meditative gaze (Cort 2001:66).”
Liberated beings are often depicted in this
posture in Jain art, for it is believed to be the
position in which the Tirthankaras achieved
liberation. While in this posture, one silently
recites the Namokara Mantra, “the most sacred
and widespread of all Jain praises (Cort
2001:66).”

Namo arihantanam
Namo siddhanam

Namo ayariyanam
Namo uvajjhayanam
Namo loe savvasahunam

To which the Murtipujaka Shvetambaras add:

Eso parica namokkaro savvapavappanasano
Mamgalanam ca savvesim pa d hamam havai
mamgalam

This prayer is in the ancient Prakrit language of
the Jain scriptures. (Prakrits are ancient
vernacular forms of Sanskrit, from which
modern northern Indian languages like Hindi,
Bengali, and Gujarati are derived.) It means:

[ bow before the worthy ones [the Jinas or
Tirthankaras].
I bow before the perfected ones [all those who

have attained liberation].

I bow before the leaders of the Jain order.
I bow before the teachers of the Jain order.
[ bow before all the ascetics in the world.

The additional line recited by Murtipujaka
Shvetambaras means:

This fivefold salutation, which destroys all bad
karmas, is the best, the most auspicious of all
auspicious things (Long 2009:114-115).

The Namokara Mantra is recited in many other
contexts as well, in addition to caitya-vandan,
and could perhaps be analogized with the Lord’s
Prayer of Christianity. Many Jains perform
caitya-vandan daily, as well as samayika.
Samayika, or

equanimity,
is, of course,
aimed at
cultivating
this mental
state, which
is so central
to the Jain
path to
liberation. It
involves

practicing

meditation  pishabha (left) and Mahavir (right),
for a period first and last of the 24 tirthankaras.
of roughly Both depicted in keyotsarga.

48 minutes

(Wiley 2004:184). This 48-minute period, which
is known as a muhurta, is a traditional Indian
unit of time, and is used in Hindu contexts as
well.
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Organization/Leadership

persons willing to give of their time and energy
to ensure the smooth, continuous running of the
institution and the transmission of Jain values to

There is no single, central institutional authority younger generations.

to which all Jains subscribe. The most basic

religious institutional distinction is that between

ascetics and laypersons. Ascetics are generally

regarded as the ultimate religious authorities for

Jains, and as embodiments of the ideals of
Jainism. They are held in deep reverence by
most Jains, but they are also observed very

Issues/Challenges

Two main types of challenge currently face the
Jain community, one of which could be
characterized as internal and the other as

closely and the expectations of the laity that theyexternal.

uphold the standards of their chosen way of life Internally, there is sectarianism. The oldest

are very high.

schism in the Jain community is that between

Jain ascetics are organized into branches known the Shvetambaras and the Digambaras. This

as gacchas. Gacchas are generally of a
geographic character, though there are gacchas
that overlap particular regions. They are
generally distinguished by subtle differences in
ascetic practice. If a disagreement arises within
a gaccha over a question of practice, a new

schism, dating to roughly the second century CE,
is based on the interpretation of the vow of
aparigraha, or non-possession, which all Jain
ascetics take upon joining the monastic order.
Digambara Jain monks do not wear any clothing.
Their only possession is a small whisk made of

gaccha is usually the result. The likely origins of peacock feathers, which is used to sweep the

most gacchas today are such disagreements, as
well as geographic separation arising from the
wanderings of groups of monks from place to
place. Gacchas are further subdivided into
successively smaller groups that are known as
samudayas, parivaras, and sangha d as (Cort
2001:41).

In the modern period, particularly in the global
Jain community outside of India, one can note a
distinct rise in lay leadership, though there is
evidence of prominent householders having
always had an influential role in the wider Jain
community. The running of Jain temples has
always been largely a lay preoccupation, which,
in the modern period, takes the form of boards
of trustees made up of prominent donors and

ground where a monk walks or the space on
which he is about to sit in order to prevent the
accidental killing of insects. This, in fact, is the
origin of the term Digambara, or “sky-clad.”
Digambara nuns wear simple white robes and
are not permitted to practice aparigraha to its
logical extreme. Shvetambara, or “white-clad”
Jains uphold a tradition in which both male and
female ascetics wear simple white robes. They
see aparigraha as more of a matter of one’s
inward attitude or disposition, not requiring the
kind of radical renunciation that the nude
Digambara monk exhibits.

Their disagreement over the necessity of
monastic nudity results in other differences in
the teachings of these two communities. Because
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the Digambaras see monastic nudity as a
necessary pre-requisite for liberation from
rebirth, and because women are not allowed to
follow this practice, Digambara tradition teaches
that in order for a woman to become liberated,
she must be reborn as a man. Shvetambaras
reject this view, and indeed hold, on the basis of
their scriptures, that both Mahavira’s mother
and Mallinatha, the nineteenth Tirthankara,
were women who attained liberation. Partially
on this basis, the Digambaras do not accept the
validity of the Shvetambara scriptural canon.
These two groups of Jains also treat the images
used in the worship of Jinas, or enlightened
beings, differently, with the Shvetambaras
adorning the images that they use with various
decorations. Digambaras leave their images of
the Jinas unadorned, or “nude” (Jaini 1992).

The next major divisions in the Jain community
occurred in the medieval period. Lonka Shah (c.
1400-1500), a Jain lay scholar and calligrapher
who was copying the Shvetambara scriptures,
came to believe on the basis of his studies that
the use of images, or murtis, in worship violated
the principle of nonviolence: the central moral
principle of Jainism (Dundas 2002:246). His
efforts to draw Jains away from murtipuja, or
image-worship, inspired the emergence of two
Shvetambara groups: the Terapanthis and
Sthanakavasis.

nonviolence (due to the violence involved in
building a structure), as well as creating
attachment to a particular dwelling place.

Around the same period as the emergence of the
Terapanthis and Sthanakavasis from the
Shvetambara community, divisions emerged in
the northern Digambara community on the issue
of bhattarakas. Bhattarakas are monks
employed in a monastery to interact with the
laity and oversee administrative matters. In
order to avoid giving offense or drawing
unwanted attention to themselves when
interacting with the laity, bhattarakas do not
observe traditional Digambara monastic nudity,
and instead wear simple orange robes. Seeing
the use of bhattarakas as a violation of
traditional Digambara ascetic strictures, a group
of Digambara Jains formed a separate
community, known as the Terapanthis (who are
not to be confused with the non-image-using
Shvetambara community of the same name).
Those northern Digambaras who did not object
to using bhattarakas are called Bisapanthis. The
Digambaras of the south are undivided and use
bhattarakas.

A growing number of Jains, particularly outside
of India, decry intra-Jain sectarianism as
counterproductive to the more pressing goal of
promoting Jain values to the world at large. A
comment that one often hears is that it is

The Terapanthis and Sthanakavasis follow Lonkashameful for such a small community, especially

in rejecting murtipuja, distinguishing them from
the mainstream Murtipujaka (or image-using)
Shvetambaras. The difference between the
Terapanthis and the Sthanakavasis is that the
former use monastic facilities, whereas the
Sthanakavasis believe that dwelling in
monasteries, too, involves violations of

one dedicated to peace and nonviolence, to be so
divided by disagreement over practice and the
ownership of temple facilities and pilgrimage
sites. One means by which contemporary Jains
combat sectarianism is to develop institutions
that are explicitly non-sectarian, or of an “all
Jain” nature. Two such institutions are
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Siddhachalam, established in Blairstown, New Jainism is conceived by its followers (Chapple
Jersey in 1983 by the monk Sushil Kumar,and 2002:98-99). A growing number of scholars not
the International Summer School of Jain Studies, raised in the Jain tradition have also begun to

in India, which hosts college students, graduate see this tradition as an intellectual resource,

students, and professors from a variety of both for deep ecology and religious pluralism
countries and travels to a range of Jain (Chapple 1993 and 2002; Long 2009:117-72;
institutions, crossing sectarian boundaries and Tobias 1991). Regarding religious pluralism, the
giving students a sense of the rich internal Jain ideals most often invoked are the doctrines
variety of Jainism. of relativity mentioned above (anekantavada,

naya-vada, and syadvada). In regard to deep

Externally, a growing number of Jains see the
ecology, the Jain principle most often invoked is

challenges facing all of humanity-such as

. . . the teaching Parasparopagraho Jivanam, which
environmental degradation, war, terrorism, and g paropag J

. - . . . literally means “living beings helping one
inter-religious conflict-as issues to which a y & & ping

C . ) ) . another,” but that is generally translated as
distinctively Jain response is needed. Such a this- & Y

: . - interconnectedness or interdependence. “This
worldly orientation on the part of a religion that p

has traditionally been more about transcending principle recognizes that all life forms in this

the world than changing it - an “engaged universe are bound together by mutual support

Jainism” analogous, in many ways, to engaged and interdependence.” (Dr. Sulekh Jain, personal

Buddhism - marks a change in the way that communication).
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Preface: How to Read These Profiles

In these religion profiles, our focus is on particular
religious traditions with an emphasis on 1) their
internal diversity, and 2) the ways that the traditions
are always evolving and changing. Though we hope
these profiles provide helpful introductions, this
format is a bit misleading in that it can reinforce the
idea that religions exist and develop in isolation from
other social and historical forces, including other
religions. While reading these profiles, please
remember that religions always impact and are
impacted by political, economic, social, and historical
factors. Please see the Methods article for fuller
explanation of these intersections and the Country
Profiles for a demonstration of how to understand
religious influences in particular social and historical
contexts.

The Path of Awakening

In the sixth century BCE, a prince of India named
Siddhartha Gautama is said to have given up his
throne, left behind his family and his palace, and set
out into the forest to seek answers to the haunting
questions of suffering, disease, old age, and death.
Through this ardent search and his deep meditation,
he gained great insight. He became known as the
Buddha, an honorific title meaning the “Enlightened
One” or the “Awakened One,” and is considered by
many to be one of the archetypal spiritual pathfinders
of history.

Within his own lifetime, the Buddha attracted a
considerable following in India with his
understanding of the suffering of living beings and his
teachings about overcoming suffering through moral
living, meditation, and insight into reality. Some
followed him in the path of renunciation and became
monks and nuns. Others remained as laity, learning
from the Buddha’s teachings, honoring the Buddha,
and supporting the monastic community. While
Buddhism has its roots in India, reverence for the
Buddha and adherence to his teachings spread
throughout Asia, and today the entire world.
Buddhism can thus be considered a world religion in
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that it is not specifically tied to a particular people or land.

There are currently two major streams of the Buddhist tradition: the Theravada tradition of South and
Southeast Asia, including Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, Cambodia, and Laos; and the Mahayana tradition
of China, Vietnam, Korea, and Japan. The Vajrayana tradition of Tibet, a subset of Mahayana, is large
enough that it is sometimes recognized as a third major stream. While these streams are distinct, they
are not entirely separate and have continually interacted in Asia.

Prince Siddhartha: Renouncing the World

What we know about the life of the historical Buddha can be sketched
from legends. One of the most beautiful literary renderings of the story is
told by Ashvaghosha in the first century CE. Prince Siddhartha Gautama
is said to have been born in the royal Shakya family, some say in the year
563 BCE, in a place called Lumbini, which is located in present-day Nepal,
at the foothills of the Himalayas. At the time of his birth, seers foretold
that he would either become a great king or an enlightened teacher. If the
prince were to see the “four passing sights”—old age, sickness, death,
and a wandering ascetic—he would renounce his royal life and seek
enlightenment.

His father, the king, was determined that his son become a great ruler
and tried to shield Prince Siddhartha from these four realities of life.
However, at age 29, Siddhartha, with his charioteer, went out of the
protected palace grounds and, for the first time, encountered suffering,
which he understood to be an inevitable part of life. He saw four sights: a
man bent with old age, a person afflicted with sickness, a corpse, and a
Museum in San Francisco, wandering ascetic. It was the fourth sight, that of a wandering ascetic,
InSapphoWeTrust (2011), Flickr that filled Siddhartha with a sense of urgency to find out what lay at the
Creative Commons. 0 root of human suffering.

An Indian Buddha at the Asian Art

Siddhartha left the luxury of the palace. He studied and lived an austere life in the forest with the
foremost teachers and ascetics of his time. Yet, he found that their teachings and severe bodily
austerities did not enable him to answer the question of suffering or provide insight into how to be
released from it. Having experienced the life of self-indulgence in the palace and then the life of self-
denial in the forest, he finally settled on a “middle way,” a balance between these two extremes.
Accepting food from a village girl, he recovered his bodily strength and began a journey inward
through the practice of meditation.

Becoming the “Buddha”: The Way of Meditation

According to tradition, Siddhartha seated himself at the foot of a tree, which has since been called the
Bodhi Tree, the tree of enlightenment. He vowed to sit beneath that tree until he had attained deep
insight into suffering. As he sat through the night, a profound stillness settled upon his mind, like that
of a lake on a windless day. This stillness enabled him to see ever more deeply and clearly into the
cycle of grasping, clinging, and egotism found at the root of suffering.
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The demon Mara rose to tempt him and to attack him with arrows of
passion. Desire, fear, pride, and thirst rose to challenge his clear
concentration of mind. But Siddhartha placed his hand on the earth,
calling earth itself to witness his firm resolve. When the morning star
appeared, Siddhartha Gautama became the Buddha, literally the
“Awakened One.” He had woken up to the nature of the changing
world and the causes of suffering. This state of awakening was also
called nirvana, literally the “blowing out” of the fires of ego-centered
attachment which are the source of suffering.

Siddhartha is called Shakyamuni Buddha, the “Sage of the Shakya
clan” to make clear that this awakening is not uniquely his. Over time,
there have been other individuals who have awakened to the truth
and gained enlightenment, thereby becoming Buddhas. Among the
most well-known and widely venerated are Amitabha (Amida)
Buddha, Vairochana Buddha, and Bhaishajya-guru (better known as
the Medicine Buddha). Indeed, sometimes Buddhas are depicted by A Thai woman meditates in Bangkok,
the thousands, for the “Buddha nature” is the true awakened nature longtrekhome (2007), Flickr Creative
of all beings. Commons.

[t is said that, out of great compassion, the newly enlightened Shakyamuni Buddha set out to show
others the path he had followed so they might set foot on that path as well. After his awakening, the
Buddha taught in the cities and villages of North India for some forty-five years.

The Dharma: The Teachings of the Buddha

The Buddha's sermons and teachings pointed toward the true nature of
the universe, what is known within Buddhism as the Dharma. He gave
his first sermon on the outskirts of the city of Varanasi at a deer park
called Sarnath. This first sermon presents an overview of suffering and
the way out of suffering. It is called the “Four Noble Truths.” The Buddha
is often described as a physician who first diagnoses an illness and then
suggests a medicine to cure the illness. The “Four Noble Truths” follow
this pattern:

1. Life involves suffering, duhkha.

The “illness” that the Buddha diagnosed as the human condition

is duhkha, a term often rendered in English as “suffering” or
“unsatisfactoriness.” The Buddha spoke of three types of duhkha. First,
there is the ordinary suffering of mental and physical pain. Second, there
is the suffering produced by change, the simple fact that all things—
including happy feelings and blissful states—are impermanent, as is life
A 23" century statue of the “fasting  itself. Third, there is suffering produced by the failure to recognize that
Siddhartha” from the Swat Valley in no “I” stands alone, but everything and everyone, including what we call

Pakistan, British M - . :
current day Pakdstan, British Museum, 1 «sef " js conditioned and interdependent.
Wikimedia Commons.
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2. Suffering is caused by desire and grasping.

The Buddha saw that the impulse to crave, desire, or grasp something one doesn’t have is the principal
cause of suffering. Because of the impermanence and continuous change of all that we call “reality,” the
attempt to hold on to it is as doomed to frustration as the attempt to stake out a piece of a flowing
river.

3. There is a way out of suffering.

This is the good news of the Dharma. It is possible to put an end to ego-centered desire, to put an end
to duhkha and thus attain freedom from the perpetual sense of “unsatisfactoriness.”

4. The way is the “Noble Eightfold Path.”

To develop this freedom one must practice habits of
ethical conduct, thought, and meditation that enable one
to move along the path. These habits include:

e Right understanding. Really knowing, for example,
that unwholesome acts and thoughts have
consequences, as do wholesome acts and
thoughts.

e Rightintention. Recognizing that actions are
shaped by habits of anger and self-centeredness,
or by habits of compassion, understanding, and
love.

e Right speech. Recognizing the moral implications
of speech. Truthfulness.

e Right action. Observing the five precepts at the
foundation of all morality: not killing, not stealing,

. . g . The wheel with eight spokes represents the Noble
not engaging in sexual misconduct, not lylng: and Eightfold Path in Buddhist art; a sculpture in Kanark,

not clouding the mind with intoxicants. India (2012), saamiblog, Flickr Creative Commons.

e Rightlivelihood. Earning a living in ways that are
consonant with the basic precepts.

e Right effort. Cultivating this way of living with the attention, the patience, and the perseverance
that it takes to cultivate a field.

e Right mindfulness. Developing “presence of mind” through the moment-to-moment awareness
of meditation practice, including mindfulness of breathing, mindfulness of walking, and
mindfulness of bodily sensations.

e Right concentration. Developing the ability to bring the dispersed and distracted mind and
heart to a center, a focus, and to see clearly through that focused mind and heart.
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The Sangha: The Buddhist Community

LW EITEW e Ty Those who followed the Buddha came to be called

AN e s *"kﬂ' i B %% the Sangha—the community of monks (bhikshus)
i = N | and nuns (bhikshunis). Those who became monks

and nuns underwent an ordination ceremony of

shaving their heads and donning robes to

' symbolize world-renunciation. They entered into

the homeless life of wandering monastics who

settled down in monasteries only during the

. months of the rainy season.

For some, the Sangha is the whole community of

the Buddha'’s followers. From the beginning, the
Ry — Buddha’s disciples included laypeople who

Paying respect to a monk in Thailand, Roberto Trm (2012), Flickr followed the Buddha’s teachings but remained

Creative Commons. householders.

Both the ordained and the laity followed the five precepts of basic ethics that are the foundation of
religious life. In addition, a more extensive code of monastic rules, the Pratimoksha, eventually
developed to govern the conduct of ordained persons.

The monastic and lay communities are interdependent. Even today, the laity receive teachings and
guidance from monastics, while the monastics receive food, clothing, shelter, and in some cases all of
their material requirements from the laity. Providing food and supplies to the monks is considered by
many lay Buddhists to be an act of “merit-making,” earning good karma for oneself or loved ones.

The Three Treasures

The “Three Treasures” of the Buddhist tradition are the Buddha,

the Dharma, and the Sangha. Throughout the Buddhist world,
Buddhists have these Three Treasures in common. To be a Buddhist
means “taking refuge” in the Three Treasures, that is, to put one’s
trust in them. Buddhists see as central to their lives the Buddha as AT T
well as enlightenment in general, the teachings of those who are =
enlightened, and the community that follows these teachings.

In the ancient Pali language the words of “taking refuge” are these:

¢ Buddham saranam gacchami. “I take refuge in the Buddha.”
e Dhammam saranam gacchami. “I take refuge in the Dharma.”
e Sangham saranam gacchami. “I take refuge in the Sangha.”

The Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha continue to provide
inspiration to Buddhists, but they are not understood in exactly the
same way everywhere. A Sri Lankan Theravada Buddhist might
insist that the Buddha was a human pathfinder, nothing more. A Vionks pather ot

. ] . ) onks gather at Tharlam Monastery,
Chinese Pure Land Buddhist might chant the name of Amitabha Kathmandu (2007), Wonderlane, Flickr
Buddha, seen as the eternal Buddha of Endless Light, with a prayer  Creative Commons.
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to be reborn in the Pure Land after death. A Japanese Zen master might shock one with the words, “If
you meet the Buddha on the road, kill him!” in recognition that grasping for the security of the Buddha
creates as much suffering as any other desire.

The Expansion of Buddhism

In India, Buddhism began to wane in the sixth and seventh centuries CE when devotional Hinduism
replaced Buddhism in the south and Hephthalite Huns invaded and sacked monasteries in the north.
By the thirteenth century, repeated invasions by the Turks ensured that Buddhism had virtually
disappeared. By this time, however, Buddhism was flourishing in many other parts of Asia. As early as
the third century BCE the Indian emperor Ashoka, a convert to Buddhism, is said to have established
the tradition on the island of Ceylon, or Sri Lanka. By the fifth century CE Buddhism had spread
throughout what are now Myanmar and Thailand. By the thirteenth century, one of the early Buddhist
schools, called the Theravada, “the way of the elders,” had become the dominant tradition of South and
Southeast Asia.

As early as the first century CE, Buddhist monks made
§ their way over the “Silk Road” through Central Asia to
China. By the seventh century, Buddhism had made a
significant impact in China, interacting with Confucian
and Daoist cultures and ideas. By this time the tradition
was also firmly established in Korea. In the sixth
century, the Buddhist tradition was also introduced
into Japan, where it developed in a milieu shaped by
both Shinto and other indigenous traditions. This form
of Buddhism that first developed in India and later

_ _ flourished in East Asia is known as the Mahayana, or
A Zen Buddhist “sand” garden in a Japanese monastery, Kyoto “Great Vehicle.”

(2010), Lars K, Flickr Creative Commons.

In the eighth century, Buddhism, shaped by the Tantric traditions of northeast India, spread to the high
mountain plateau of Tibet. There, in interaction with the indigenous Bon religion, and with forms of
Buddhism that had traveled to Tibet from East Asia, a distinctive and vibrant form of Mahayana
Buddhism emerged known as Vajrayana, the “Diamond Vehicle.”

These streams of Buddhism are differentiated to some extent by their interpretations of the Buddha
and the Buddha'’s teachings, the scriptures they hold in special reverence, and the variety of cultural
expressions they lend to Buddhist life and practice. It would be a mistake, however, to identify these
streams of tradition too rigidly with either specific ideas or specific geographical areas.

Theravada: The Way of the Elders

The Theravada, literally “the way of the elders,” is the school of Buddhism most prominent today in the
countries of Southeast Asia and Sri Lanka. As the name suggests, it regards itself as the school most
faithful to the teachings that have been passed down through the generations. In the United States,
Theravada Buddhism has had its greatest growth since the 1960s when Euro-Americans started
practicing vipassana, or “insight meditation.” At the same time, large numbers of immigrants from Sri
Lanka, Thailand, Cambodia, and other traditional Theravadin countries traveled to the United States.
The major characteristics of the Theravada can be summarized as follows:
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1. The Pali Canon, comprised of scriptures and commentaries written in the ancient Pali language, is
regarded as the most accurate source of the teachings of the historical Buddha. While other schools
have various other versions of the canon or a broader interpretation of what the canon includes, the
Theravadins believe that the Pali Canon is definitive.

2. The human and historical Buddha, the spiritual pathfinder, who lived 2,500 years ago in India is
emphasized. While other schools of Buddhism might focus on the teachings of another Buddha or
venerate multiple Buddhas, the Theravadins see Shakyamuni Buddha as central.

3. The ideal spiritual model of Theravada Buddhism is the arahant (arhat). Arahants, literally “worthy
ones,” are Buddhist practitioners who attain nirvana and have perfected their discipline such that
defilements and desires are extinguished.

Mahayana: The Great Vehicle

By around 200 CE, the beginnings of a new stream of the Buddhist
tradition were visible within Indian Buddhism. This stream can be
called the Mahayana, literally the “Great Vehicle.” In general, this
movement of monks, nuns, and laity can be characterized as follows:

1. As the name implies, the Mahayana came to think of itself as “great”
both in its interpretations of the Buddha’s teaching and in its openness
to a broader group of people, especially lay people. The

word yana means vehicle or raft which evokes the image of Buddhist
teaching as a raft or vehicle that can help one cross over the river of
suffering to the “other shore.” The Mahayana is, thus, the “Great
Vehicle.”

2. The Mahayana tradition is more flexible about the orthodoxy of
scriptures, regarding many new scriptures composed in the early
centuries CE as authentic teachings. A number of new scriptures—
the Lotus Sutra, the Avatamsaka Sutra, the Mahaparinirvana Sutra,and | __ Halifax, an American Zen Buddhist
the Pure Land sutras—focus on teachings such as the emptiness of all teacher in California, On Being, (2007),
phenomena (shunyata), the importance of compassion (karuna), and Flickr Creative Commons.

the universality of Buddha Nature.

3. The ideal religious figure in the Mahayana tradition is the bodhisattva, an enlightened being engaged
in helping others become free from suffering. The bodhisattva is motivated entirely by compassion
(karuna) and informed by deep wisdom (prajna). The bodhisattva ideal is often contrasted with the
monastic arahant (arhat) ideal, characterized by some Mahayana schools as being directed toward
self-liberation and thus as too egotistical.

Mahayana Buddhism was the first major stream of Buddhism in the United States, brought by the
Chinese and Japanese immigrants who arrived in the nineteenth century. Today, the two main
expressions of the Mahayana tradition, Zen and Pure Land Buddhism, have both Asian-American and
Euro-American practitioners. In addition, Korean and Vietnamese immigrants introduced their
cultures' expressions of Mahayana Buddhism in late twentieth century America and have steadily
gained their own followings.
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Vajrayana: The Diamond Vehicle

In the seventh century, a major movement within Mahayana
Buddhism arose. This stream of Buddhism, called the Vajrayana, is
most prominent in Tibet and its surrounding regions, although
forms of it are found in China and Japan. The Vajrayana, literally
the “Diamond Vehicle” or the “Thunderbolt Vehicle,” understands
itself to be an esoteric form of Mahayana Buddhism with an
accelerated path to enlightenment.

This Tibetan tradition sees itself as embodying both the teaching
and meditation practice of the Theravada monks, as well as the
teaching of the “emptiness” of all conditioned things that is
distinctive to Mahayana philosophy. Vajrayana is also called
Tantrayana, because it is based on the tantras, the systems of
practice which emphasize the indivisibility of wisdom and

iR

compassion, symbolized as the union of male and female. Musicians at Tharlam Monastery,

. . . Kathmandu, Nepal (2007), Wonderland,
Three terms characterize the practice of Vajrayana, each one of Flickr Creative Commons.

which has overt ritual meanings, inner psychophysical meanings,
and secret transcendent meanings:

Mantra—a syllable or phrase for chanting or meditation, containing
within it the sacred power and cosmic energies of a Buddha

or bodhisattva. The mantra literally “protects the mind” from
negative mental states by invoking these divine energies within
oneself.

Mandala—a “circle” or cosmic diagram for ritual or interior
visualization, representing various realms of Buddhas

and bodhisattvas and their cosmic energies in two- or three-
dimensional forms.

Mudra—a “symbol” or “ritual gesture,” made by the position of the
hands or body, and signifying the qualities and presence of various
Buddhas and bodhisattvas in Vajrayana ritual.

Since the Tibetan uprising in 1959, more than 100,000 Tibetan
Vajrayana Buddhists have become refugees in India and around the

% world. The Dalai Lama, Tenzin Gyatso is head of one of the four major
. lineages of Tibetan monks and led the Tibetan government in exile in
~ north India until 2011. At that time, the Dalai Lama proposed that the
political leadership of the Tibetan people be separated from the

A mudra displayed on a statue of the
Buddha at the Chuang Yen Monastery in o ! -
New York (2011). Dafyd Jones, Flickr spiritual leadership and that the political leader should be elected. A

Creative Commons. Harvard trained Tibetan legal scholar named Lobsang Sangay won the
election and became Prime Minister in August of 2011.
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Global Buddhisms

The Dalai Lama is undoubtedly the most famous face of
contemporary Buddhism and is considered a spiritual leader
among Buddhists from many different schools and traditions.
Tenzin Gyatso has traveled widely as a teacher, scholar, and
statesman promoting peace and nonviolence to a world
audience. The annexation of Tibet by the Chinese in the 1950s
and the subsequent establishment of the Tibetan Government in
exile in Dharamsala, India have inspired Free Tibet movements
around the world. Though the Chinese dispute this version of
history, global admiration and support of the Dalai Lama and his
message of peaceful coexistence is widespread and pervasive,
leading many to associate Buddhism with a universal and
uncompromising understanding of nonviolence. Other well-
known Buddhists representing a nonviolent understanding of .
Buddhism are the Viethamese monk Thich Nhat Hanh who The Dalai Lama (2009), Michael Thibault, Flickr
protested against the Vietnam War and continues to promote Creative Commons.

peaceful coexistence through his Center in France known as

Plum Village, and the American Buddhist nun Pema Ch6dron

who teaches about paths to individual spiritual enlightenment.

Other contemporary representations of Buddhism challenge the widespread association of Buddhism
with nonviolence. For example, the Buddhist 969 Movement in Myanmar has targeted the ethnic
Muslim Rohingya who are not recognized by the government and who comprise nearly one sixth of the
Muslim population there. The leader of the 969 Movement is a monk named Wirathu. He justifies the
ethnic cleansing campaign as a necessary protection of Buddhism, which is culturally aligned with
ethnic Burmese nationalism in a nation that has long struggled with power imbalances between the
dominant Burmese and other, smaller ethnic groups seeking integration or independence.

In Sri Lanka, a new form of Buddhist nationalism known as the BBS (Buddhist Power Force in
Sinhalese) has recently emerged following the end of the nearly 30-year civil war with the separatist
Tamil Tigers. Its leader Galagodaththe Gnanasara likened the defeat of the separatists to an ancient
Sinhalese victory and justifies ongoing violence in defense of (Buddhist) Sri Lankan culture. In this
same vein, he also promoted anti-Muslim rioting in 2014 in the southern villages. In both Myanmar
and Sri Lanka there are Buddhist monks and lay leaders who are challenging the violent expression of
Buddhism, but they are currently marginalized by other factions that are in positions of power. These
examples demonstrate how Buddhism, like all religions, is internally diverse and interpretations of the
tradition justify the full range of human agency.
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Sikhism Timeline

1469-1539 Guru Nanak was born.

1604 Sikh scripture was compiled by Guru Arjan.

1699 Khalsa was created by Guru Gobind Singh.

1708 Guru Gobind Singh made the Granth the Guru for perpetuity.
1799 The Sikh Empire was established by Maharaja Ranjit Singh.
1849 The Punjab was annexed by the British.

1873 The Singh Sabha Movement was launched.

1919 The Jallianwallah Massacre.
1947 The Punjab was partitioned.
1984 The Golden Temple was stormed.

2012 The massacre at the Sikh Gurdwara in Milwaukee occurred.

Founder/Group History

The word Sikh means “disciple” or “student”
(from Sanskrit shishya, Pali sekha). With their
spirit of adventure and entrepreneurship skills,
Sikhs have migrated from their homeland —
Punjab, the land of the five rivers — throughout
India and around the globe. There are today 25
million Sikhs. Evolving historically and
geographically between South Asia and West
Asia,
Sikhism is
currently the
fifth-largest
world religion. Its

origins can be
traced to Guru
Nanak (1469-
1539), and it

developed through his nine successor Gurus
within a rich pluralist environment of northwest
India. Sikhs believe in one Divine Being. Their
sacred space is called the Gurdwara. Their
sacred text is the Guru Granth Sahib, which is
the center of all their rites and ceremonies. Both
Sikh men and women keep the five symbols of
their faith given by their tenth Guru, Gobind
Singh (1666-1708), popularly called the “the
“five k-s” (see below, “the Khalsa”). Sikh men can
be recognized by their colorful turbans and
beards, and Sikh women by their neatly braided
and styled hair, by their long shirts (kameez),
loose trousers (salvar), and flowing scarves
(dupatta). The marker of their identity is the
surname “Singh” (for men) and “Kaur” (for
women). Sikhs greet one another (whether hello
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or goodbye) by joining their hands, and saying taboos associated with menstruation and
Sat Sri Akal (Truth is the Timeless One) childbirth. Criticizing the prevalent “dos and
Sikh religion began with the birth of its founder don’ts,” Guru Nanak opens the way for

Guru Nanak in 1469. Though there is not much celebrating an egalitarian and just humanity.
historical documentation, we learn about his life

The Janamskahis recount his revelatory

from the Janamsakhis (birth stories), which experience of the one Divine. After that, he

were orally circulated sometime after the . 1 . .

travels widely with his musician companion,
passing away of the Guru in 1539. Similar to the
narratives of Buddha and Christ, the

Janamsakhis show Guru Nanak as divinely

who was a Muslim. As Bhai Mardana plays his
rabab, Guru Nanak bursts into powerful verse

exalting ultimate reality, literally, Ikk Oan Kar

configured, whose knowledge and inspiration (One Being Is). His usage of the numeral one

were able to create a new religion. We hear , - . .
& affirms the Divine shared across religions. On his

about how most dangerous elements of nature )
& long journeys, Guru Nanak not only meets holy

r him h ra offering its sh ; ..
protect (such as a cobra offering its shade men from different cultures and religions, but

for the Guru to sleep), and are even controlled . : .
also has meaningful conversations with them.

by him (Guru Nanak stops a boulder hurled at

him with the palm of his hand). When he passed

away, the shroud that should have been covering

Once he climbs up a mountain where a group of
venerable holy men are sitting in a circle. Their

shaved heads, lengthened ear lobes, long

his body was simply hiding a bed of flowers, earrings (kan-phat, “ear split”), and ash-smeared

which both Hindus and Muslims then carried bodies indicate their arduous Hatha yoga

away to cremate or bury, depending on their . . .
Y Y, dep & practices and ascetic ideals. Guru Nanak begins

respective death rituals (Harbans Singh
1969:63-99).

to discuss with them their human
responsibilities. He urges them to return to the
From his birth to his death, the Janamsakhis normal social life, and perform their civic duties.
portray Guru Nanak as rejecting the prevalent = Wherever he went, people were impacted by the
confines of caste, gender, religion, and ethnicity content of his message, and the simple style of
only to underscore that all human beings are ~ his communication. Many began to call

equal. As a little boy he refuses to go through the themselves his “Sikhs” (disciples.).

rite of passage reserved for upper caste boys in Guru Nanak eventually settled on the banks of

his S}:)Clstﬁ'_lnSt:a}? of a.n exbternal}ljch;ead vxllornh the river Ravi. The first Sikh community grew in
on the bodies of the twice-born Hindu males, he _ . : .
hread V; fthe i lf'l_b ] this beautiful landscape with Guru Nanak at the

roposes a thread made of the inner fiber o ,
prop . . center. Men and women came to hear the Guru'’s
compassion for everybody. In words enshrined . o
o _ words and practice the values of equality, civic
in Sikh scripture, he even condemns the . : . . .
action, and inclusivity. Engaged in ordinary

customary practices that subjugated women — . . . .
yPp Jus occupations of life, they denied monastic

purdah (the segregation and veiling of women), practices and affirmed a new sense of family.

sati }(lu};per CITSS Wld(fm: ?b:llgal:ed ;0 burr; alive Their pattern of seva (voluntary service), langar
on the funeral pyre of their husbands), an (cooking and eating together irrespective of
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caste, religion, sex, or status), and sangat lineage by giving the surname “Singh” (meaning

(congregation), created the blueprint for Sikh ~ “lion”) to the men and “Kaur” (meaning

doctrine and practice. princess) to the women. In the new family of the
Khalsa everyone was to share the same name

The Tenth and worth. Their strong sense of identity was
and final amplified by the five external markers:

Guru, * Kehsa, uncut hair that denotes the way of
Gobind nature (men don a turban).

Singh, *Kangha, a comb tucked in the hair to keep it

tidy, in contrast with recluses who kept hair
matted as an expression of renunciation.
*Kirpan, a sword symbolizing self-defense and
the fight against injustice.

*Kara, a steel bracelet worn around the right
wrist. The steel of the bracelet represents
spiritual courage, and its circularity reminds the

wearer of the unity, infinity, and proximity of the

: R, L
\ it Divine.

established the Khalsa (Community of the Pure). * Kaccha , short breeches worn by soldiers at the

Through a radical choreography of social time of the Tenth Guru, stand for chastity and
equality, he concretized the Sikh ideal of the One p,ral restraint.

inclusive Divine. For the new-year celebrations

of 1699 in Anandpur, he invited men and Women] ust before he passed away in 1708, Guru

from far and near. He prepared a drink by Gobind Singh performed a unique phenomenon

stirring water in a bowl with his double-edged in the history of religion: he identified the sacred

sword while reciting sacred hymns. His wife, book as the living Guru, and so the Guru Granth

Mata Jitoji, added sugarpuffs, mixing the Sahib has been venerated for generations.

strength of steel with the sweetness of sugar.

The first five who took this amrit drink Due to internal battles in the Punjab, and

constitute the founding members of the Khalsa external invasions by Afghans and Persians, the

family. These initiates came from different period following Guru Gobind Singh was fraught

classes, geographic regions, and professions, but with enormous hardship for the Sikhs. However,

they sipped amrit from the same bowl. This was by the middle of the eighteenth century, they

: . became a major political force, and at the end of
a spectacular enactment of their spewing out

hegemonic structures and pledging to fight the century, they established a State of their

against social oppression and injustice for the own. In 1799, Ranjit Singh, the nineteen-year-

sake of liberty and equality. (Nikky-Guninder old leader of a Khalsa band, peacefully seized
Kaur Singh 2005:35-67). In Sikh memory, the

Guru also revoked the oppressive patriarchal

power in the city of Lahore. Guided by his
mother-in-law Sada Kaur (1762-1832), he
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integrated twelve warring Sikh bands into a
sovereign state, and was crowned Maharaja in
1801. Known as the Lion of the Punjab, Ranjit
Singh ruled for forty years. He created a
formidable army, and added Multan, Kashmir,
and Peshawar to his kingdom. His court
represented unparalleled pageantry and
brilliance. He wore the world’s largest diamond
(the Kohinoor) on his right arm. The Maharaja
remained a devout Sikh who built and renovated
many shrines. Even his foreign employees had to
live by the Sikh code: they had to wear their
beards long, and refrain from eating beef and
from smoking tobacco. After the Battle of
Waterloo, several soldiers who lost their
employment with Napoleon — including the
Frenchman Allard and the Italian born Ventura
— came to work for Ranjit Singh (Harbans Singh
1985:130-67). But just a decade after Maharaja
Ranjit Singh’s death, Sikhs lost their enormous
kingdom to the British. For a short period, his
wife Maharani Jindan (1817-1863) served as
regent for her son. She was famous for her sharp
intelligence and acute statesmanship, and the
British were in awe of her. Eventually they
imprisoned her, and her young son Dalip (1838-
1893) was converted to Christianity and exiled
to England. The Maharaja’s diamond was cut
down to fit Queen Victoria’s crown (Axel
2001:39-78). Generations of heroic Sikhs began
to serve the British Army, valorously fighting in
Europe, Africa, and Asia. Sikhs formed a major
part of the imperial army in World War 1.

After World War I, the amicable Anglo-Sikh
relationship underwent major changes. These
took place in colonial India, but they were
compounded by forces ignited oversees. The

on Sikh immigrants in Canada in the early
twentieth century disillusioned the loyal sons of
the Empire. Simultaneously, there was a
revolutionary awakening against British
colonialism brought about by the Ghadar
movement that had its genesis on the West coast
of the New World. The revolutionary ideas
shared through communication networks over
the continents, fueled the sentiments of the
Sikhs in colonial Punjab.

April 19, 1919 was a critical moment in the
transformation of Sikh attitude towards the Raj.
For their Baisakhi celebrations Sikhs as usual
had come to their sacred Golden Temple. Right
next to the shrine is an enclosed garden with
high brick walls, called the Jallianwallah Bagh.
Here a large crowd assembled for a peaceful
public gathering, despite the ban on such
meetings by the British authorities. When the
British Indian Army officer Brigadier-General
Dyer found out about it, he brought in his troops.
Standing at the narrow entrance of the
compound, he ordered his men to fire at the
large gathering of unarmed innocent men,
women, and children. According to official
estimates, nearly 400 civilians were Kkilled, and
another 1,200 were left wounded with no
medical attention. Dyer, who claimed his action
was necessary to produce a “moral and
widespread effect,” felt no remorse. Baisakhi
1919 intensified the urgency for India’s
independence. Sikhs changed from loyalists to
ardent nationalists. They wanted the British to
quit India. Twenty-one years later, a young
survivor of the massacre named Udham Singh,
went to London and assassinated Michael
O’Dywer at Caxton Hall. O'Dywer had been the

shabby treatment and the racist policies inflictedgovernor of the Punjab at the time of the
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Jallianwallah Bagh tragedy. Golden Temple under the orders of Prime
Minister Indira Gandhi. This started a chain of
events that led to Anti-Sikh riots, taking the lives
of three thousand innocent Sikhs. The

The homeland of the Sikhs was partitioned
along the Radcliffe Line hastily drawn by Sir
Cyril Radcliffe in 1947. Hindus, Muslims, and

. . , ity i ting th tructi f
Sikhs together had fought for their country’s COMMUNILY 15 EXpecting the construction ot a

memorial on the premises of the Golden Temple

independence from British rule. But as the

. to remember the militants and devotees killed
movement gathered momentum, the political

leaders could not agree on how their new power during Army’s "Operation Blue Star” in 1984.
was to be shared. The Muslims who had ruled  On August 5, 2012, an avowed white

India till the British took over, demanded their supremacist rampaged through the sacred space
own state of Pakistan. The Sikhs were for a of a diasporic Sikh community gathered for
united India. But if Pakistan were to be worship in Oak Creek, a suburb of Milwaukee.
conceded, Sikh leaders expressed their demand He shot innocent worshippers, killing six and
for a separate Sikh state with the right to injuring several others. Blinded by racism
federate with either India or Pakistan. From the against the “mud colored” and numbed by

time of Guru Gobind Singh, the concept of a “hatecore” music, he could neither see the
sovereign Sikh state has been imprinted on the richness in diversity nor hear the universal

Sikh psyche; “raj karega khalsa" (the Khalsa will melodies playing in the Gurdwara.

rule) is remembered in the daily liturgical

In the face of every tragedy, history documents a
prayer. Maharaja Ranjit Singh had concretized

renewed commitment amongst the Sikhs.
their aspiration. Now that the British were
leaving, they felt the Punjab should belong to
them again. If there was going to be a “ Pakistan”
and a “ Hindustan,” there also had to be a
“Sikhistan” (at times called “Azad Punjab” or
“Khalistan”). On the eve of British departure,
Muslim-Hindu-Sikh divisions gained enormous
force. The colonial policy of “divide and rule”
came to a horrific finale. Hindus, Muslims, and
Sikhs were seized by a mad communal frenzy. In
that blind rage, countless innocent men, women,

and children were murdered; their bodies, their

psyches, their families, their homes, and their - :
shrines were brutally dismembered. Doctrlnes/Bellefs

The year 1984 experienced the violent conflict Just before he passed away, Guru Nanak handed
between the Sikh community and the Indian his compositions to his disciple Lahina, and
State. During the first week of June, 1984, Indian appointed him as his successor. In this way the
troops stormed the most sacred shrine of message and mission begun by the First was
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carried through Ten Living Gurus. Concerned  create a peaceful mode of existence for his
about the needs for his expanding community, community and for future generations.

the Fifth Guru (Arjan) compiled the scripture in Literature, like all art, has profound influence in
1604. This 1430-paged volume includes not onlyshaping worldviews, attitudes, and behavior. In
the voice of his predecessor Sikh Gurus but also order to bring about a moral transformation in
that of the Hindu and Muslim holy men, many of their discordant society, the Gurus offered their
whom were harshly discriminated against only sublime verse, the gurbani. They did not give any
because of their biological birth into a low class. rules or prescriptions. In aesthetically uplifting
By including diverse voices, the Sikh sacred bookrhythms, their lyrics evoke love for the Divine
offers a paradigmatic expression of the collectiveand inspire people to act morally towards their
human spirit. Its universality is the hallmark of fellow beings.

Sikh identity.

Sikhs believe in the One Divine Reality (Ikk Oan

Poetic in its form, the Guru Granth Sahib _ o
Kar) permeating each and every finite creature,

expresses the spiritual longing for the infinite d simul l di 1 d
One. Rather than the languages of Sanskrit and and simultaneously transcending all space an
Arabic that had been used by the Hindu and

Muslim religious elite, it uses the vernaculars

time. The primary numeral One with its soaring
geometric arc is a universal modality that
everybody can tap into. This infinite One is

accessible to the masses. Guru Arjan’s goal was b d cender. It d Truth. and is th
to provide a deep insight into the nature of the cyond gendet. _t 1S hame ru.t -andisthe
creator of all beings. But more important than
the belief in the One, is the living of Truth.

Consequently, there is no division between the

Divine and how one might come to attain and
live with this understanding. He put most of the

verses into musical measures to enhance their

. . ) sacred and the secular, nor between religion and
aesthetic beauty. The artistic technique channels &

. o ethics.
the metaphysical Divine into the deepest human !

recesses. Sikh scripture begins with Guru

Nanak’s celebration of the infinite One. It ends Without prescribing rules, Sikh scripture

. . teaches readers and hearers to stay attuned to
with Guru Arjan’s analogy of the text as a platter, yart
which holds three dishes: truth (sat)

contentment (santokh), and reflection (vicar).

the universal Truth every moment. Such a
consciousness naturally produces ethical

. havior. Morality i fi '
Thus the Guru perceived the volume as behavior. Morality is not fostered in some

) . distant cave or once a week in a religious space,
something accessible and necessary for

. : rather it is practiced in the everyday nitty-gritt
everybody: it holds knowledge of the universal o P _ _ yday _y sritty
. ) acts, within the immediate world of family,
Truth, brings emotional sustenance to each _ e
o ) classes, sports, and profession. Human life is
reader/hearer, and promotes social interaction

with fellow beings through mutual reflection. precious. The world is good. Rather than shift

The ingredients were to be savored and attention to a heaven or eternity after death,
absorbed — not merely eaten or repeated like Sikh scripture draws attention on actualizing
- . moral, hetic, intell ], an iritual
parrots — so that their literary nutrients would oral, aesthetic, intellectual, and spiritua
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potential within this ordinary temporal and the highest respect. It is always draped in silks
spatial world. The common Sikh exclamation and brocades (called rumala), placed on quilted
“Waheguru” surges with the wonder and magic mats, and supported by cushions. A canopy
(wah+guru) of the Divine proximity felt here and hangs over it for protection, and a whisk is

now. waved over it by an attendant. Such cultural

Five psychological propensities are deemed symbols as the whisk and the canopy for royalty

affirm the sovereign status of the scriptural
harmful to the human race — lust, anger, greed, J p

. Guru. Men and women remove their shoes and
attachment, and pride. These are so called

L1 .y . cover their heads before they come in its
robbers residing within, who steal the precious y

morality with which humans are equally presence. Every morning the sacred book is

. . o « ceremoniously opened, and in the evenin
endowed. Their root cause is haumai, literally, “I- yop 8

myself." By constantly centering on the selfish folded together, and then carried to a special

"I" "me", and "mine," individuals are split from place for its nightly rest. Religious practices

e . incl ing an in fore it, and sittin

their Divine core; they are split from people _ C ude Se? _g 4 ; bohw g be Z_ ¢ tha dsitting
around them. This is when inequities and m 1ts. proximity (darshan); reading the passage
that it randomly opens up at as the personal

hostilities take over.
message for the day (hukam); singing its verses
These are overcome by hearing about the divine (kjrtan); remembering historical moments and
One (that is why scripture is so important), making wishes for the future while standing up
keeping that One constantly in mind, and loving pefore it (ardas); and savoring in its presence

that infinite One (Guru Nanak articulates this  the warm dish made of flour, sugar, butter, and
triple process: sunia, mania, man kita bhau).

Love opens emotionally clogged arteries and
fosters respect for and joy with fellow beings.
The Sikh theistic perception is relevant today:
only when we get a real feel for that oneness we
all share will we be able to live responsibly, and
implement our social, political, economic, and
environmental policies. If we align ourselves
with That One, we will take constructive steps
towards equality, healthcare, education, and

ecosystem for our global community. L

water (kar-‘psad).

Sikh sacred space is the Gurdwara (literally,
door/dwara to the Guru) with the scriptural
Guru as the focal point. In India and in diasporic

Rituals

Whether in shrines or at home, the holy volume .
’ y communities, Gurdwaras serve as resources for

is the centre of Sikh worship. It is treated with information, assistance, food, shelter, and
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fellowship. The Golden Temple emerging out of afrom the Guru Granth Sahib, the couple circles it

shimmering pool in Amritsar is the most
popular Sikh shrine. Its four doors symbolically
welcome people from all classes, faiths, and
ethnicities. The view of the building merging at
once with transparent waters and radiant
sunlight sweeps the spectator into a sensory
swirl. A visitor to the Golden Temple gets a feel
for Guru Nanak’s vision of the infinite One. And
its kitchen puts his perception into practice.
About 80,000 visitors daily eat meals prepared
by enthusiastic volunteers, and over weekends,
almost twice as many are served! The New York
Times calls it the “world’s largest free eatery.”

The four rites of passage mark significant events
in Sikh life. As always, the Guru Granth Sahib is
the presiding agent.

* Name-Giving . Children are named in
consultation with the sacred text. While its spine
rests on cushions, it is reverently opened at
random, and the child receives a name that
begins with the first letter appearing on the left-
hand page.

* Amrit Initiation. This is the Sikh initiation rite,
which essentially reenacts Guru Gobind Singh’s
historic birth of the Khalsa. It marks devotion to
the faith and ideals of equality and justice.
According to the Sikh Ethical Code (Rahit
Maryada), “Any man or woman of whatever
nationality, race, or social standing, who is
prepared to accept the rules governing the Sikh
community, has the right to receive amrit
initiation.”

* Wedding. The Sikh rite of marriage is called
Anand Karaj (“bliss event”). No words or
gestures are directly exchanged between bride
and groom. As the wedding hymn (lavan) is read

four times. After each circling, both bride and
groom touch their foreheads to the ground in
unison, a gesture of their acceptance of each
other with the textual Guru as their witness and
constant companion. During the fourth round,
the congregation of family and friends showers
the couple with petals.

* Death. Sikhs cremate their dead. The body of
the deceased is carried on a stretcher by the
closest male relatives and family friends to the
funeral ground. Following ancient customs, the
eldest son lights the funeral pyre. The ashes and
bones (called phul, “flowers”) are collected by
relatives and immersed in the flowing waters of
a river or stream. In the home of the deceased,
family members take solace from the reading,
hearing, and the physical presence of the Guru
Granth Sahib.

The inspiring gurbani provides sustenance for
the Sikhs. The Gurus were prolific. A segment
from each feeds the community on a daily basis.
Below are a few examples.

* Guru Nanak's Japji is the morning hymn. It is
recited at the break of dawn when the mind is
fresh and the atmosphere is serene. Described as
the ambrosial hour in the Japji, dawn is
considered most conducive to grasping the
singular Reality named as Truth at its outset.
The hymn launches readers into a deeper
intensity through the realms of Dharam, Gyan,
Saram, Karam and Sach — Earth, Knowledge,
Aesthetics, Action, and Truth. This fivefold
journey is not an ascension into some higher
regions beyond life and the world, but rather, a
pulling of the Divine into the human situation.
That One is known by refining moral,

intellectual, aesthetic, and spiritual capacities.
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Thus life is lived in the truest sense — freely and community. The Guru invites his

expansively — as it would be in Sach Khand, the
Realm of Truth. The Name of the Absolute is no
different from experiencing Truth. This first
prayer in the GGS encapsulates the fundamental
philosophical and ethical beliefs of the Sikhs.

* Guru Angad’s Shalok at the end of the Japji is
recited several times during the day by the
devout. It is found on p. 8 and p. 146 of the GGS
(the term divas changes slightly to dinas in the
latter). It presents a memorable scene in which
the “entire universe” (sagal jagat) with its
variegated and complex multiplicity “plays”
(khele) in the lap of “day and night, the two
female and male nurses” (divas rati dui dai
daia). The Japji hymn constitutes a remarkably
organic textual body: while its prologue
introduces the infinity of Be-ing, its epilogue
resonates humans and nature cozily nestled

contemporaries: “come beloved saints let us talk
about the ineffable One — avaho sant pirario
akath ki karo kahani” (#9). The poetic
expression is the revelation of the unfathomable
One. The sacred word (sabad or bani) is the
fusion of content and form. The glittering Truth
is the Divine, so is the true verse (sachi bani #
23). And just as “the Divine itself is diamond,
itself jewel (ape heera rattan # 25)), “the Guru’s
word is a jewel studded with diamonds — Guru
ka sabadu ratanu hai heerai jitu jarau” (# 25).
The dazzling joy of the Guru is an effect of the
aural brilliance. Guru Amar Das artistically
conveys that the language itself is the Divine
subject and the very source of his ecstasy.
Overall, the Anand hymn makes the
reader/hearer sensitive to the sensuousness of
spiritual poetry and inspires them to re-

together on the Body of the metaphysical One. It experience the full physicality, dynamism, and

also exemplifies how the different Gurus becomeelan vital of the Gurus’ words. The music the

a unanimous voice, inspiring readers both with
spiritual joy and with the motivation to interact
truthfully — in tune with the One Truth, their
creator.

* Guru Amar Das’ first five and final stanzas of
Anand Sahib are recited during every ceremony
and rite of passage, and also incorporated into

Guru hears is delivered from anahad — the
"soundless sound!" This subtle self-producing
sound, or what is called "unstruck sound,”
vibrates constantly in the universe. But one
becomes aware it of by hearing (sunia) the
sacred melodies. The Guru’s verse raises human
consciousness and evokes the desire for the

the daily Sikh evening prayer (Rahiras), enabling Divine.

each Sikh to refine their inner dynamics.
“Anand” means bliss, and “sahib” denotes its
revered status. The full Anand hymn has 40
stanzas, which constitute pp. 917-22 of the GGS.
Both individually and collectively, the Anand
Sahib plays a crucial function in Sikh life. Guru

* Guru Ram Das’s verses are also part of the
evening prayer Rahiras and the nightly Kirtan
Sohila. The fourth Guru extends the message of
non-egotistical love: “sakat hari ras sadu na

jania tin antar haumai kanda hai -- the deluded

do not know the taste of the elixir of love, they

Amar Das shares his blissful experience in order are pierced by the thorn of ego.” The selfish “me”

to motivate others. Indeed, the Anand hymn is
intended to reach out and transform his

and “mine” not only prick the individual like a
thorn but also injure relationships with others.
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* Guru Ram Das’s Lavan composition is also
compelling. It solemnizes wedding nuptials in
Sikhism. Here the Guru expresses the union

difference!” (43) The ninth Guru’s usage of
animal similes is very effective: “worship the
divine single-mindedly, just like the faithful dog”

between the couple as a passage into higher and (45); but “when there is pride in the heart,

higher circles of existence. The four stanzas of
“Lavan” (meaning “circle”) describe a journey
that begins with the resolve to do righteous
action. In the second circle the mystical melody

pilgrimages, fasts, charities, and other acts are
as futile as an elephant’s bath” (#46). Guru Tegh
Bahadur’s poetry is touching in its brevity and
simplicity.

is heard within the depths of the self. In the third* Guru Gobind Singh’s Jaap is recited in the

circle, that feeling surges higher and the self

morning and is an essential part of the Sikh

becomes fully absorbed in the Divine love. As theinitiation ceremony. It is a poetic offering to the

fourth round commences, the divine sweetness
begins to pervade the entire self and unites the
individual with the Infinite Self. The union

Divine. In 199 couplets, it is a spectacular
profusion of divine attributes that flashed on
Guru Gobind Singh's artistic consciousness.

between a couple is endowed with macrocosmic Interestingly, the Guru ends at couplet 199

significance.

* Guru Arjan’s Mundavani is the finale to the
GGS. Part of daily liturgy, it envisions the Granth
(as discussed earlier), as a platter with three
dishes: truth, contentment, and reflection.
Tasting is vitally important to the cognition and
experience of the Divine, and to the
development of individual morality.

* Guru Arjan’s Sukhmani, a composition almost
2,000 lines in length, is artistically superb as
well and very popular. Sukh means peace and
mani could be either pearl or mind (from the

rather than at a round figure to signify that there
is no culminating point. The outpouring of
words saluting the Infinite Reality is extremely
quick. The Guru exalts the animating and life-
generating One who flows through and
interconnects the myriad creatures: "namo
sarab dese namo sarab bhese — salutations to
You in every country, in every garb” (Jaap:66);
again, "ki sarbatr desai ki sarbatr bhesai — You
in every country, in every form" (Jaap:117). Like
Nanak's Japji, Guru Gobind Singh's Jaap rejoices
in the presence of the Transcendent within the

word man), so the title can be translated as Pearlglorious diversity of the cosmos: "You are in

of Peace or Mind of Peace. The entire hymn
extols the importance of Name.

* The Ninth Guru’s shaloks come towards the
end of the GGS. These 57 couplets were

water, You are on land — jale hain thale hain"
(Jaap:62); "You are the sustainer of the earth —
dhrit ke dhran hain" (Jaap:173), and repeats
with a slight variation, "dharni dhrit hain —

composed shortly before the Guru’s execution in sustainer of the earth you are" (Jaap:178). Like

1675. They are prominent in the bhog ceremony his predecessors, the Tenth Guru recognizes the

with which each reading of the GGS concludes.
Like his predecessors he too praises those who
enshrine the Divine in their selves because
“Between the Divine and them, there is no

One as the universal vocal and kinetic rhythm:
"You are the language of all languages —
samustal zuban hain" (Jaap:155). The poetry of
the various Gurus is an aesthetic medium for
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absorbing the infinite Being brought forth in
Guru Nanak's Japiji.

Organization/Leadership

In keeping with its egalitarian philosophy, there
is no priesthood and no established class of
clergy in Sikhism. Under the British, the overall
governance of Gurdwaras passed into the hands
of the Mahants (clergy cum managers), who did
not care much for Sikh sentiment.
Misappropriation of funds and deviation from

gurdwara lands, promotes research and
publication on Sikh religion and history. It
arranges visits of Sikh pilgrims to the historical
shrines in Pakistan. It presents Sikh interests or
grievances to the government. (Harbans Singh
1985).

Gurdwaras abroad are autonomous entities
administered by the local congregation. An
executive board is elected in each gurdwara.
Under legally approved constitutions, trustees
are appointed along with management
committees. Members from the congregation

Sikh norms became common practice. The Sikhs volunteer to serve the gurdwara with their

wanted to free their Gurdwaras from the

individual talents. The Sikh Ethical Code (Rahit

recalcitrant Mahants so they could manage them Maryada) provides the necessary guidance to

collectively and utilize their incomes for the

conduct their religious, social, and community

education and well-being of the community. The affairs.

Sikh Shromani Gurdwara Prabhandak
Committee (SGPC) was constituted on
November 15, 1920 with 175 members to

manage and reform Sikh shrines. The removal of

Hindu images, icons, practices, and ideologies
was crucial for the SGPC. Sikhs fought battles
against the Mahants and the British
administrators to take control of their

gurdwaras and re-establish the Sikh essentials in

their sacred spaces.

The SGPC consists of elected representatives of
the Sikhs. This statutory body continues to
manage Gurdwaras in the Punjab, Haryana,
Himachal, and Chandigarh, and serves as the
liaison with Sikh organizations and Sikh
communities around the world. It collaborates
with the Shiromani Akali Dal, a political party
representing the Sikh masses. The SGPC also
manages schools and colleges, runs free
kitchens, manages agricultural farms on

Staring with the founder Guru who travelled
widely from his home in the Punjab, a dynamic
movement to and from the homeland has been a
vibrant aspect of Sikh history. In general the
phenomenon of Sikh migration is traced to the
British annexation of the Punjab in 1849. Sikhs
were privileged because of their loyalty to the
Empire, their martial strength, and their
religious values, including their condemnation
of tobacco (Ballantyne 2006:72). The first Sikhs
to be recruited by the British for the police force
came to Hong Kong in 1867, and until 1952 they
continued to serve in the Island’s police and
security forces. The first Gurdwara in Hong
Kong, designed by an English architect, was built
for Sikh soldiers in 1901. At that time, the
largest Gurdwara in Southeast Asia was built in
Penang during the year of Queen Victoria’s
Diamond Jubilee (1897) and was named after
the Queen. Thousand of Sikhs had come to
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Malaysia as employees of the British or as
workers on the Malayan rubber plantations and
dairy farms. From Hong Kong and South-East
Asia, Sikhs started to migrate to Australia in the
1880s, and across the Tasman Sea, to New
Zealand, and lured by stories of sugar-cane
fortunes, still farther to Fiji (McLeod 1997: 251-
62). They came to Australia to work as hawkers
and sugar cane cutters. In recent years however
the number of Sikhs in Australia has grown
considerably: teachers, doctors and computer
software professional are arriving at a quick
pace. The Sikhs who migrated to China, the
Dutch East Indies, and the Philippines left few
traces, but significant groups remain in
Singapore, Malaysia, and Thailand.

Following the same pattern of army recruitment,
Sikhs migrated to various colonies and
protectorates of East Africa. Many were hired in
1895, when the British established the East
African Rifles, a military base force with its
headquarter in Mombasa. Two years later, more
Sikhs were brought over by the Empire to put
down the mutiny by Sudanese troops. Sikh men
constituted a large proportion of the labor
imported from the Punjab for the construction
of Uganda Railways project during the late
nineteenth century. Most of them were artisans.
They built their first Gurdwara in East Africa in
Kilindini in 1892. Once Kenya gained Freedom in
1960, many Sikhs—even second and third
generation—were forced to leave due to the
“Africanization” policies. There was a major Sikh
exodus from Uganda after Idi Amin gave his
orders for an immediate expulsion of 80,000
Asians in August, 1972.

Ironically, Sikhs migrated to other parts of the
Empire before coming to the Mother country.

The exiled Maharaja Dalip Singh (1838-1893) is
said to be the first Sikh settler in Britain. Since
Britain had that special place in the colony’s
imagination, other Sikh Maharajas, travelers,
writers, students, soldiers and even some
workers came to the island. The majority of
them were visitors. The first Gurdwara in Britain
was founded in Shepherds Bush in 1911. Besides
the transient group of princes, soldiers, and
students, the Bhatras were the earliest Sikh
presence on the British Isles and also the first to
settle permanently. Expert in their traditional
occupation as hawkers, they spread to northern
England and Scotland, going from door to door,
selling clothing in remote areas. They filled the
need created by the migration of Jewish
peddlers from Europe to the U.S. With their
commercial success, Bhatras today are
prominent owners of market stalls, shops,
supermarkets, and wholesale warehouses. The
community is credited with the building of many
Gurdwars. Wartime labor shortages in Britain
opened up doors initially closed to people of
color, and Sikh pioneers immediately took
advantage. The harrowing Partition of their
homeland in 1947 when countless Sikhs lost
their lives, homes, jobs, and land, pushed them
to search employment elsewhere. The British
Nationality Act of 1948 passed in response to
India’s independence gave the citizens of the
commonwealth the right to settle and work in
Britain. Sikh men flocked to work in foundries
and textile mills, providing cheap labor in a
depressed postwar economy.

The census of 2001 listed 336,179 Sikhs in
Britain, and they are influential in all spheres of
British life. Many have firmly established their
roots, as the community is now in its third and



Sikhism |2013

fourth generations. 56.1 percent of the Sikhs are first "passenger" Sikh migrants to the North
British born. In the rest of Europe there are American Continent. They usually came by boat
about another 100,000 Sikhs. Germany has the through Hong Kong, and disembarked either in
largest community with 25,000, followed by Vancouver or Angel Island (the Asian equivalent
Belgium and Italy around 20,000 each. Ukraine, of Ellis Island on the West Coast). Since India
Greece, France, Spain, Denmark, Sweden, and Canada were both British dominions, visa
Switzerland, the Netherlands, Norway, havea  was not required for travel to Canada, so

few thousand each. (For these population Vancouver was the preferred destination. Along
statistics, see Singh and Tatla 2006:32.) Sikhs  the way, they would stop in Hong Kong,

come to Europe primarily to work and earn receiving support from the local Gurdwara.
money, and each time they visit their families =~ Upon arrival, the migrants rapidly moved to
and friends in India, their suitcases are bursting Southern California to work on farms

with expensive gifts. Their success stories throughout the Sacramento, San Joaquin and
seduce others to make their way to the West. ~ Imperial valleys, or settled in Washington,

The discovery of the vast oil reserves and the Oregon, and British Columbia to work on lumber

sudden wealth it brought to the Middle East in
the early and mid 1970s opened up another

industries and the Pacific railway. The new
immigrants were hard working and accepted
front for Sikh migrants. The new infrastructures lower wages. There was an influx of Sikh
migrants between 1905 and 1908. They were
able to build their first Gurdwara in North

America in 1909 in Vancouver, followed by

and construction projects attracted thousands of
Sikhs. From laborers to high skilled engineers,

off they went to work in Dubai, Oman, Saudi

Arabia, Bahrain and Iraq. Though exact figures another in Victoria.

for Sikh migration are unavailable, it is The local population was threatened by labor
estimated that currently there are 60,000 to competition from the robust low-paid

175,000 Sikhs in the Gulf States. The numbers newcomers. In 1908, Canada passed the

may have been higher earlier. The Middle East Continuous Voyage Act, barring people who
has frequently served as a stepping-stone for  could not travel on a continuous voyage from
migration to the West or the Far East. their native land to Canada. This law put an end

The first Sikhs to visit the New World were Sikh to migrations from the Punjab. Nevertheless, a

Lancers and Infantry in the Hong Kong Regimentgroup of determined Sikhs tried to fulfill the

who came to Vancouver, British Columbia, after legal obligations, and chartered a Japanese ship,

celebrating Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee in Komagata Maru. Collecting 376 passengers from

London in 1897. They were lured by the farming Hong Kong and Shanghai, they arrived at

. i ia h ith th ' fj
opportunities of the New World, and dreamt Victoria harbor, but with the exception of justa

about settling here. While a severe famine in the handful, the Canadian Immigration Officials
would not allow them entry. After a protracted
legal battle, the Komagata Maru was forced to

return home, only to be met by a hostile police

Punjab drove them out, advertisements by
steamship companies and recruitment to work
on the Canadian Pacific Railroad attracted the
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upon their landing in Calcutta. This incident of
the Komagata Maru charred the psyche of the
proud British subjects. Acclaimed film director
Deepa Mehta is presently making a film on the
tragedy of the Komagata Maru.

American papers also started to report on the
tide of “Hindu invasion.” Unfamiliar with the
distinctive faith of the Sikhs, they gave them the
generic “Hindu” designation. Those who wore
the turbans, the marker of their religious
identity, were called “Rag Heads.” In 1907, there
were racist riots ("anti-Hindoo" violence) in
Washington, California, and Alaska. Sikhs were
included on the list of enemies of California's
Asiatic Exclusion League, formed in 1907. The
United States laws were repressive and

of the Ghadr paper was published from the
University of California in Berkeley declaring its
manifesto for a free and independent India with
equal rights for all its citizens. The Party
published several magazines and pamphlets,
and organized demonstrations and lectures to
raise public awareness against British Raj. Sikhs
on the East Coast lobbied the White House to
pressure Britain to accord freedom to India.
While many were actively engaged in such
activities, several Sikhs returned home to join
the Freedom Movement.

Those who continued to stay in the U.S. were
severely isolated from their families. They lived
like "bachelors," even though some had been
married back in India. Their expected temporary

discriminatory. In May, 1913, the California Alienabsence from the Punjab often became a lifetime

Land Act restricted the right to register land
only to American citizens. In 1917 Sikhs were
barred from entering the country. In 1923, they
lost the right to become naturalized. In the oft-

spent abroad. There were barely any Sikh
women in this early group of immigrants, and
the Sikh men often married Spanish-speaking
women on the western rim. Since couples

quoted Bhagat Singh Thind Case, the US Supremeapplying to the county clerk for marriage

court ruled that Asian Indians were not “free
white persons,” and therefore could not become
American citizens. It even took away the
citizenship from Sikhs who had already been
naturalized. Asian immigrants could not vote,
they could not own land, they could not become
U.S. citizens, and they could not sponsor their
family members.

The land of their dreams had turned into a
nightmare. Disgruntled with discrimination and
exclusion from basic individual liberties, many
began to leave the new world. The Sikh
population dwindled. Indians on the West Coast
started organizing for India’s independence. In
1913, the revolutionary Ghadar Party was

licenses had to look alike to be of the same race,
it was the Hispanic women who met the
requirement. Thus they created a bi-ethnic
community erroneously termed "Mexican-
Hindus" (also "Mexidus"). Some of their
descendants today are amongst the most
successful farmers, owning huge orchards of
walnuts, peaches, plums, and other fruits. The
film Roots in the Sand by Jayasri Majumdar Hart
offers a multi-generational portrait of these
Punjabi-Mexican pioneers.

Since the relaxation of immigration laws after
World War I, and especially after the
elimination of national quotas in 1965, there has
been a dramatic surge in the Sikh population,

formed, and lots of Sikhs joined it. The first issue both male and female, all across North America.
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This includes highly educated Sikh men and
women professionals. Political crises in India
have also impelled the increase in migrations
over the last few decades. In the 1980s, the Sikh
quest for an independent Khalistan led to a
tragic political situation, driving many young
Sikhs to North America. Another set is the case
of the "twice migrants" who were initially
settled in Uganda, Kenya, and Iran, but due to
political turmoil in their adopted countries,
families were forced to migrate, and many
settled on this continent.

There are about 250,000 Sikhs in the United
States, and the numbers are even higher for
Canada. In British Vancouver they constitute 2.3
percent of the population. Although the Punjab-
like terrain of California still attracts the Sikhs
(Yuba and Sutter counties form the largest and
most prosperous Sikh farming communities
outside India), recent Sikh migrants are highly

-

Saund, came to do graduate work in

urban-
based.
History was
made when
the first
Asian

American
won a seat
in the
United
States
Congress in
1956. A
Sikh, Dalip
Singh

However, he fought numerous discriminatory
laws against his people. In 1949, Indians finally
earned the right to become U.S. citizens, and in
1956, Saund was elected to Congress. In 2004,
Ruby Dhalla made history as the first Sikh
woman to be elected to a national parliament in
the western world. She was a Liberal Member of
Parliament for Brampton-Springdale ( Ontario,
Canada). There are several other North
American Sikhs now in the forefront of Canadian
and American politics. Sikh women arrive in the
New World not only on visas for wives, mothers,
daughters, and sisters, but also independently to
pursue education or enter a variety of careers.
Like their male counterparts, they are energetic
and enterprising, and highly successful in their
professions.

Clearly Sikh migrations have followed unique
patterns in different parts of the world, and have
differed greatly depending on the historical
moment. The different “pull” factors from the
host country and the different “push” factors
from home have been contingent on the shifts in
world economy and politics. The personality and
talent of each individual migrant contributes
greatly to the Sikh community’s diasporic
experience. Indeed, Sikhs have made their
homes in extremely different cultural and
religious landscapes. The recent revolution in
communications—travel, electronic mail,
telephones, and Skype—has eased the
homesickness factor. With satellite television
from India, they can enjoy their films and shows.
Star and Alpha Punjabi are available in several
countries. In metropolitan centers, community
members host radio and television programs.

mathematics at Berkeley, and eventually became With their boundless energy, hard work,

a successful farmer in the Imperial Valley.

entrepreneurship, and cheerful attitude, Sikh
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men and women have been highly successful.
They are a part of the transnational community
that promotes domestic social, economic,
political and religious networks. Consciously or
unconsciously, they live out their ethical maxim:
“kirat karni, nam japna, te vand chhakna—work
honestly, remember the Divine, and share the
goods.” Wherever they go, they adapt their
distinct Sikh norms and values to new
challenges.

Issues/Challenges

While providing exciting opportunities, the
global presence of Sikhs generates complex
challenges as well. To begin with, the distinctive
items of Sikh faith are often at odds with the
legalities of the host countries. In the early
1960s, England imposed a ban on wearing
turbans at the workplace, and so the large
population of immigrants working in buses,
trains, and the police force were not allowed to
maintain their formal identity. In the U.S., the
Army in 1981 banned “conspicuous” religious
articles of faith for its service members, and
after 9/11/2001, the transit authority required
workers wearing turbans to either perform
duties where the public would not see them, or
place an "MTA" logo on their headdress. In
France, the Law adopted in 2004 bans the
wearing of conspicuous religious symbols in
state schools, which includes the wearing of
turbans. Several Sikh boys were expelled from
schools in France for defying the ban. In Canada
in June, 2012, a Montreal-based soccer league

concern in schools and at airports. Sikhs have
been prevented from working at places that
require clean-shaven appearance for food safety
reasons. Wearing the kara has also been
problematic for restaurant food preparers.

But with their commitment, sincerity, and
tireless efforts, Sikhs are sensitizing their host
countries to their items of faith. And they are
succeeding. In 1969, Britain overturned the ban
on the wearing of turbans. In 2009, Queen
Elizabeth II entrusted two Sikh soldiers in
turbans to guard her, which is applauded by the
Sikhs as an acceptance of their articles of faith.
In France, Sikhs have reached a compromise,
which allows them to wear the keski, a smaller
version of the turban. In the U.S., Sikhs have
regained the

right to
wear
turbans in -
the Army l
(National [
Public
Radio
2010).
Capt.
Kamaljit Singh Kalsi, a doctor, and 2nd Lt.
Tejdeep Singh Rattan, a dentist, are successfully
serving in the US Army with their turbans, and
unshorn hair and beards. On May 16, 2012,
Washington D.C.'s Metropolitan Police
Department announced a decision to allow Sikh-
Americans to serve as full-time, uniformed
officers while keeping their articles of faith. New
York City now also allows Sikh traffic officers to

playing soccer. The Sikh symbol of the
ceremonial sword has been a matter of grave

blue in color as the MTA uniform. The Sikh
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American Legal Defense and Education Fund hate crimes in the U.S. In that first week of
(SALDEF), a national civil rights and educational backlash, a bearded and turbaned Mr. Balbir
organization based in Washington D.C. and the Singh Sodhi, a Sikh petrol |

Sikh Coalition that immediately came into pump owner in Phoenix,

existence in New York after 9/11/2001, are was murdered in blinding "
vigorously taking up the issue of wearing turban rage. Sikhs have been t s
in the workplace, carrying the Sikh symbol of  bullied in schools, v < M
the sword in public schools, and the religious  profiled at airports, L >
rights of Sikhs during travel at airports. This barred from workplaces, ;

young generation of Sikhs is committed to and targeted in hate Kalbir ":,:},{.,?_,:, Sodhi

[949 -"200]

ensure the civic rights of diasporic Sikhs in the violence - including the

land of liberty and equal opportunity. brutal massacre on August 5, 2012. Mainstream
Americans continue to be unfamiliar with the

Internalized stereotypes and prejudices pose an Sikhs.

even bigger problem. Sikhs have been victims of

For decades, enterprising Sikhs have been

hate crimes and mistaken identity on U.S. soil promoting the knowledge of their faith in the

since the late nineteenth century when they first West. The Sikh Foundation of America was
established in 1967 by Dr. Narinder Singh

Kapany. It has created Punjabi studies programs,

arrived to work on the railroad, lumber
industries, and farms. In 1907 there were racist

riots against these early immigrants in . L
.g _ _ y & and permanent Sikh Chairs in several
Washington, California, and Alaska. As .. . . .
prestigious American universities, as well as the

mentioned earlier, under anti-Asian laws, they first Sikh permanent art gallery at the San

could not own land or marry white people. Francisco Asian Art Museum in 2003. It is

Those who wore the turbans as a symbol of their . : :
y heartening to see second generation Sikhs

religion were called "ragheads.” As recently as pursuing the academic study of their heritage.

2010, Senator Jake Knotts made a remark The recent tragedies have brought about a

against South Carolina State Representative and :
profound awakening. Men and women are

Gubernatorial candidate Nikki Haley, daughter . .. . . .
initiating numerous projects in the areas of

of Sikh migrants: "We've already got a raghead madvocacy, education, and media relations. The

the White House, we don't need another ragheadprocess of healing for the Sikhs has been to

in the governor's mansion.") Anytime there is a . .
empower themselves and their community.

national tragedy, like the Iran hostage crisis, the

Oklahoma City bombing, or 9/11/2001, Sikhs

are immediately mistaken and targeted. With

Organizations and institutions like the Sikh
Council on Religion and Education, the Sikh
Research Institute, the Kaur Foundation, the
Sikh Art and Film Foundation, SikhLens, Chardi
Kala, the Jakara Movement, and the United Sikhs
are relentlessly working to increase awareness

their beards and turbans they are confounded
with
those terrorists seen in the media. After 9/11

more than two hundred Sikhs became victims of and understanding of the Sikh religion. Another
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vital organization, the Sikh Feminist Research  tried to circulate information about the Sikh
Group, seeks to promote and sustain Sikh faith. Sikhs and non-Sikhs together offered their
feminist research, praxis, and activism. It condolences to the families of the victims, and
collaborates with academic institutions to raise prayed for the speedy recovery of the wounded.
awareness about the egalitarian values of the  They joined together in candle-lit vigils all
Sikh Gurus and seeks ways of putting it into around the country. Sikhs celebrate major events
action. Likewise, the EcoSikh movement brings a of their host countries. Over Thanksgiving, food
Sikh perspective to the challenging is cooked in Gurdwaras and then distributed to
environmental issues facing the globe. In variousthe hungry and the homeless.
contexts, diasporic communities are organizing
workshops and conferences, and producing Sikhs confront inter family and inter-community
books, visual materials, and films. While they arechallenges as well. How to maintain Sikh
raising awareness about their religion, history, identity in the new world? In a society where
culture, and tradition, they are simultaneously everybody dresses alike, speaks the same
working to make our world a better place for all language, and values individualism, it is difficult
of us. to keep the Sikh format, maintain Punjabi
language, and prioritize traditional cultural
As we are witnessing, their concerted efforts are values and behavior. It is admirable that for their
steadfastly producing results. In 2010, the Texas faith little boys in braids or buns withstand
State Board of Education unanimously passed anteasing from their peers. Parents have to work
amendment to its curriculum to include hard to convey, preserve, and transmit their
information about Sikh culture and religion in  legacy in a new dominant culture. Volunteers at
social studies and history syllabi. In California, Gurdwaras teach Punjabi language, Sikh history,
the history and social studies framework for and kirtan. The goal is clearly articulated by the
schools will include teaching about the religion, Khalsa School program at San Jose Gurdwara: “to
history and culture of its Sikh immigrants. Sikhs instill love for Sikh religion, its beliefs, values
and non-Sikhs are doing innovative research in aand customs among young Sikh children.” Many
variety of areas: literature, history, philosophy, Gurdwaras organize youth camps, which provide
gender studies, post-colonial theory, religious knowledge, social bonding, and athletic
performance theory, popular culture, artand  training. These camps are remarkably
architecture. Sikh and non-Sikh communities are transnational, for they bring together children
coming together. After the Milwaukee tragedy, from North America, Europe and India. Here
deep empathy poured out for the Sikh prayers, kirtan, langar are combined with
community. The media showed great sensitivity. canoeing, horseback riding, and chats over
Rather than the excitement of Olympics or that marshmallows around bonfires. Sikh camps
of Rover landing on Mars, CNN continuously have played an integral role in creating and
covered the tragic happenings in Oak Creek. maintaining strong social networks.
Newspapers, radio, and TV across the nation
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The diversity in the Sikh population itself
complicates the picture. In the early days when
the number of Sikh immigrants was small, they
attended the same Gurdwara. It did not matter
whether they were young or old, pioneer or
newcomer, clean-shaven or amrit-initiated,
communist or Akali in their ideology. Often the
weekly gathering would take place in a home or
in a rented place. The first Gurdwara in the

social networks keep that spirit alive and link
their practices. Entering a Gurdwara in Patiala
( India) is the same as entering the one in
Richmond ( Virginia). With the same hymns,
language, langar meal, Sikhs spatially connect
with their communities everywhere, and even
temporally with their past and future
generations. The liturgical patterns remain
uniform as they follow the Sikh Ethical Code.

United States was built in Stockton, California in Recent history documents a very important and

1912. It was not only a religious hub, but also a

interesting moment: a nineteen-year-old

storm center for political activities of the Ghadar Gursimran Kaur and two other women in a

Party. Today there are about 40 gurdwaras in
California alone! The San Jose Gurdwara
overlooking the Bay is the largest in North
America. When there were few immigrants, a

youth slate of 18 were elected to the
management committee of one of the largest
Sikh gurdwaras in North America (the Guru
Nanak Sikh Gurdwara in Surrey, British

potentially disparate group of Panjabis would be Columbia). These visionary youngsters plan to

spontaneously bonded. But today even minor
differences within the burgeoning Sikh
community tend to produce major factional
conflict. Divisions pertaining to class, clan,
education, politics, and economic structures
from the sub-continent get easily transported
into the new land and get rigorously reinforced.
As Inderpal Grewal (2005:26) exposes,
transnational connectivities have their own
devices and power assemblages to foment
differences.

Whether in the Punjab or abroad, Sikhs are not
homogenous by any means. Differences in
education, age, profession, gender, beliefs,
practices, (some keep their external symbols,
some do not), political and social interests,
reflect their manifold diversity. The social
environment of their host country has its own
impact. But there is a fundamental Sikh spirit
that is shared by all. The transnational ties and

develop programs to combat drug use and gang
violence, and hold workshops on Sikh scripture
and ethics in English so that the younger
generation can understand their heritage. At the
top of their agenda is gender equality and
fighting domestic violence (Matas 2009). With
such an enterprising younger generation, Sikhs
will fully live out their Gurus’ egalitarian
principles.

To conclude, there is a new confidence amongst
diasporic Sikhs that empowers them with an
identity that is equally American, British, or
Canadian as it is Sikh. Musicians, novelists, short
story writers, fashion designers, film makers, are
exploring their Sikh heritage as well as creating
new arabesques with other cultures they
encounter in their lives. Sikhs are proud citizens
who celebrate their traditions with great
jubilation at numerous cultural and academic
venues. And they are making new ones. The air
is especially abuzz with excitement around
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Baisakhi, the Sikh New Year (in the spring), and their religious processions, Sikhs confidently

for Guru Nanak’s birthday (in the autumn). Huge carry both the Nishan Sahib and the Stars and
Sikh processions with colorful floats carrying  Stripes—symbolic of their simultaneous

the Guru Granth Sahib, and depicting different allegiance to their faith and their new country.
aspects of Sikh life, are becoming a familiar sight Sikh men and women have become significant
in metropolises all over the world. On November players on the global field. Their home is now in
16, 2009, Guru Nanak’s birthday was celebrated their new countries; they no longer have the

in the White House for the first time. Sikh sacred myth of returning to the Punjab. Securely settled
music was performed by ragis, who were in different regions of the globe, they are making
brought in from the Golden Temple in Amritsar, vital contributions to their adopted countries;
and hymns were sung by two American Sikhs  simultaneously, they are funding educational,
from the Happy, Healthy, Holy (3HO) tradition. medical, and business infrastructures for their

For the Sikh community it was a powerful fellow Sikhs in India. Their regional religion
affirmation of their own identity and of their from the Punjab has indeed become a World
presence in the United States of America. In Religion.
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