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Cultlre and Civilization i4or.ld ReliEion-Int'oduction

Befween fortV and sixty thousand yea.rs ago, homo sapiens sapiens had oome to
commonly bury their dead with grave goods such as bowls of food, tools and weapons.
They must have imagined that these things would be put to use in some afterlife. It
seems that they were religious: that they beli.eved that there was more to reality than tle
reat€rial universe. For as long as we've been fully human, as long as we've made rnusical
iaslnrments and arq probably as long as we've been able to spealq we've been religious.
A11 around the world, cultures and civilizations developed their own religious systems to
€xpress this impulse. For millennia, r'eligionwove together the strands of individual and
cornmunat life. Until the receat pasl it was diffiorlt to locate individuals, much less

civilizations, which were non-religious.

How do Eistorians Think About Retigion?
Historians have tended to avoid debates about the essence of religion Although

\re may privately be Christiafis or Buddhists or atheists, when we are speaking as

historians, we ile allowed to think only about things for which we have evidence.
Historians don't know what religion is in its essence, or whether otre religion is "right"
and another religlon "wrong." We can't confirm or reject miracles, orthe existence of
Crod, or test ideas aborrt the supernatural. But religion is clearly a powerful force in the
world that we can not ignore. How do we deal with it without going beyond our
evidence? Historians limit ourselves to thinking about what religious people have
thought orunitten or done. I[/e ask how religion funotions in the physical world, how it
influences human behavior, how it contributes to the organization of societies and is
erpressed through art and rnusic. We speak only of what we car provide evidence for.

When a religion makes a olaim about hislory, it does cros$ over into tenitory
u,h.ere historians must weigh evidence. Sornetimes we wi[[ agrec with the ancient texts.
For examplg ia t&e Bible, Abrahanr, the mythic founder of ludaism was reported to be
fromUr, an actual ancient Sumerian city. This was a plausible starting point for a Semite
of Abraham's time. Onthe other hand, atthough Jewish, Christian, and Muslim
fundamentalists teach that the earth is about fve thousand years old, historians trust the
physical. evidence that ind.icates that it is much, much older.

Historians are interested in the ways that religion structures the human
experience. Religious believers form organizations which infuse their beliefs into
everyday life by establishing sacred time, sacred space, sacred liturgy, and sacred
literature and culture. Lgt's go ttuough these one by one.

Sacred Time. According tothe historia^n, Howard Spodelc, each religion creates
its ovrn sacred calendar, linking the present with tbe past by comrnemoratfuB each year
the key dates in the history oftle religion and the life of its commudty. It marks dates
for the performance of special rifuals, celebrations, fasts, and commuaity assemblies.
Additiomll,v, membe.rs ofrelipous organizations create personal sacred celefldars tc
mark rites of passag*the great life cycle events of birth, puberty, marriagg maturity,
and deatL-so that each event has its own ritual observance. Sacred Space. Each
religion crates its own sacred geography by establishing sh,rines where miraculous
events are said to have occurred, where saints were borru taught, or died, and whele relics
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from the lives of holy people are venerated. The most sacred of these sites become
centers of pilgrirnaga Sacred Literature. Each reiigion shapes its own use of language,

art, and if literatg its own sacred literah.re. Sacred texts such as the Hebrew Bible the
GreekNew Testament, the Alabic Quran, and the Sanskrit Veda have anchored their
cukures for centuries, shaping the development of language, literaturg aad imagery.
Sacred Art. Religious beliefs always are expressed through art and music. Some of
these, such as the pyramids and the Sistine Chapel, are among the world's grcatest works.
The Sanctification of Falnily and Ancestors. Most religions link living generations to
those who have gone on before. Ttrough prayer and religious ritua1s, religious people
call to mind members of their cornrnu$ity and famity who have died.

Eistorians. Relieion. and Change Over Time
Religions develop through time. They change and evolve. Frequently, new

religions emerge from older ones. For this reason, historians think of religions as

belonging to different families. Judaism is the tree from which Christianity grew. And
from both Judaism aud Cttistianity, Islam later blossomed. Similarly, Buddhism sprang
from Hinduism.

The historical sociologist Ma,x Weber (pronouaced Vayber) dibcovered a regular
cycle of change that religions undergo. He noticed that many religions begra with &e
leadership of an inspirational, attractive, brilliant figure such as Jesus, Mohanrmad or
Buddha. Usually these leaders draw people to themselves through the force of their
personality, the freshness of their insights, and, the miracles tlat are attributed to thern.
He called this "charismatic leadership". But charismatic leaders generalty'die without
having built institutions to perpetuatetheir ministry. If nothing else happens, their
movements.die with them. But in the case of surviving religions, a nes, generation of
leadership crnerges, which Weber called "iostitutional leadership". These leaders
systematize the teachings of the charismatic leaders, create nrles, and build systems by
whichto form new leaders inthe movement. Inthe prooess of systematizing some of the
original creative spark is inevitably lost. But the structures that are built do preserue the
basics. The problem is tlat the brreaucratic religious leaders who oversee tiese
stnrctures generally lack tte creativity and flexibility to adap the faith to changing times.
If nothing changes, eventually the structure becomes lifeless and people fall away. But in
successful religions, new charismatic leaders emerge to restate ttre old faith in a ney{ way.
To survive for long a religious tradition needs a regular alteration between tlese two
kinds of leadership.
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The Maior Relisions of the Modern World

Examine this table of the world's major religions according to www.adherents.com

Sikhisnr O.4O%
New Religionists

1..70%

: -:ihism 6.00%

3 - r',ese Traditional
iei'gions 6.OO%

-: genous and
--rca i 6.00%

J udaism o'2Y8, 
r,o' is o. 1 o%

Confucianists O.LO%

Jainism 0.10%

Shinto O.1O%
Zoroastrianism

A.lOu/"

Christianity
33.00%

Hinduism
74.OOYo

lsla m
2L.OO%

on-religious
/Agnostic/

eist t6.AA%

l. Chrislionlty; 2.1 billion (33%ot world populollon)
2. lslom: 1.5 billion l2l%l
3. Nonreligious/Agnoslic/Athelst: t.l billion

(mostly Chino ond Russio) (16%)
4. Hinduism: 900 million {14%l
5. lndigenous ond lrlboL 400 miffion (6%)
6. Chinese Troditionol Religions: 394 mi[ion 16%l
7, Buddhlsm:376 million (6%)
8. NewReligionists: 103 million {l.Z}

Sikhlsm:23 million (lndio) l0.4%l
Judoism: l4 million (lsroelond the U.S.) 10.2%)

Boho'is: 7 mlllion (0.1)

Confucionists: 6.3 million l0.l%l
Joinism: 4.2 million (lndio) (0.17")
Shinto: 2.7 million (Jopon! (<0.1%l

Zorooshionlsm: 2.6 million
(lndlo ond West Aslo) (<0.t%)

9.

r0.

ll.

t2.

13.

14.

r5.
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