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			INTRODUCTION

		

		
			“For we know that our patchwork heritage is a strength, not a weakness. We are a nation of Christians and Muslims, Jews and Hindus—and non-believers… We cannot help but believe that the old hatreds shall someday pass; that the lines of tribes shall soon dissolve; that as the world grows smaller, our common humanity shall reveal itself; and that America must play its role in ushering in a new era of peace.”

			— President Barack Obama, 2nd Inaugural Address, 2013

		

		
			Religion is one of the most powerful forces in human culture. Distorted religion can stimulate hatred and drag martyrs to the coliseum, burn “heretics” at the stake, light the crosses of the KKK, build concentration camps and steer planes into the World Trade Center. Conversely, healthy religion can unite people with a Higher Power and build magnificent cathedrals, mosques and temples where the devout can gather for fellowship and worship. Healthy religion is inclusive in that it breaks down prejudice and barriers among people. Healthy religion moves one to service of others: the grieving, the poor and the homeless. It moves many people to assist the victims of monster earthquakes and storms and care for disabled children. 

			Scholars have never been able to discover the historical beginnings of religion. The evidence is lost in the sands of time. In addition, religion defies definition. It is practiced too diversely, is too divided both within each religion and among religions, and has such different cultural histories to ever be limited to one meaning. Religion is an extremely complicated phenomenon and must be described from many vantage points. 

			In this book, I will in part use the integral method devised by Ken Wilber to examine religion today from different perspectives. I will look at religion from the point of view of history, psychology, anthropology, sociology, science, literature and other disciplines. In four chapters I use Wilber’s four-quadrant model and examine religion from the point of view of the “I,” the “Thou,” the “We,” and the “It.”

			The Origins of Religion 

			Religion is uniquely human and does not arise from other species, no matter how intelligent or gifted they might be. Religion seems to arise from the unique human capacities to be open to the sacred. They often begin with some type of enlightenment or revelation to some human individual. Religions seem to be derived from the human capacity to question and search for meaning. Religions originate in the human awareness of the dignity of the self and others, out of a love and concern for the Ultimate Other that is the source of everything. They come forth from the human drive to have a meaningful life and to serve others. Religions also have their origins in the human capacity to feel deep emotions, “reasons of the heart,” that move us to faith and love. Humans seemed to be uniquely “wired” for religion so that they can experience and warmly relate to an Ultimate. Love and compassion are the centerpieces of most religions. Humans can stand in awe before the mystery of the divine.

			Humans are also uniquely social and thus religion has its origins in the need for community. Healthy religion brings people together to celebrate, mourn, ask for forgiveness and give thanksgiving. It offers a sense of belonging.

			And finally, religion finds its source in the human drive to act, to transform the self and to serve the needs of others. It provides “ways of life” that as Abraham Lincoln put it, appeal to “the better angels of our nature.”

			The great originators of religions, the outstanding seers and prophets were human beings like all of us. Their human capacities disposed them to be the receptors of unique revelations that could be shared by other human beings; revelations that in part showed some aspect of limitless divine truth as well as ways to live out these truths in a community. 

			The Components of Religion

			Religions are usually made of a number of components: revelations, founders, sacred texts, beliefs and interpretations, moral codes and rituals. Religions are usually based on unique revelations of divine or ultimate truths that are given to unique human individuals like the Buddha, Jesus or Muhammad, or to unknown seers and prophets. These receivers of revelations share these truths with others and thus become founders of religions. 

			After these revelations are shared, the truths the founders revealed were usually gathered into sacred text or scriptures after their death. Examples of such texts are the Hebrew Scriptures, the New Testament, the Qur’an or the Vedas. For many followers of religions these are the living Word of God, the laws that shape their lives. 

			Often out of these sacred revelations, beliefs, doctrines and moral codes are developed and these in turn are interpreted by commentators, thinkers or theologians. These interpretations open the door concerning the meaning of the teachings and mandates of the moral codes. Finally, religions develop their own rituals through which they may revisit their revelations, worship their Higher Powers, and share in the celebration of events past and present. 

			The “I” as Receptor and Participator of Religion

			The first quadrant in Wilber’s integral approach to religion is the “I.” The ancient Greek adage was “know thyself.” The “I” is such a central player in religion because it is the “I” that responds and relates to the Ultimate, accepts and believes the revelation of the religion, lives out the life that is advocated in the revelation and celebrates the rituals of a given religion. A genuine response is given by “the true self,” the self created by the divine, the self that is destined for the religion’s ultimate goal. 

			The more one knows about the self, the more one is able to participate in religion genuinely, inclusively and with the love and compassion which most religions advocate.

			Today we have many resources to help us understand the stages of development of the “I.” Erikson’s brilliant work on the stages of human development, Fowler’s classic work on the stages of faith development, and Kohlberg’s useful insights into the stages of moral development, as well as the more recent studies of “the emerging adult” have important lessons to teach about how and why each of us either relates to or rejects religion. These studies are also valuable in helping us better understand why individuals respond to religion differently as they mature.

			Recent studies of gender are also discussed and reveal how women and men relate differently to religion. The irony is not missed that often religions are predominantly led by men and yet often followed more intensely by women. 

			Finally, studies of “Personality Types” can shed light on why people relate to religion so differently. Understanding the Enneagram can explain how each of the nine personality types relates differently to religion, and insights from the Myers-Briggs Personality Profile can explain how different types respond to religions with their varying beliefs, practices and rituals. 

			The “Thou” or the “Other” in Religion

			The second quadrant deals with the “Thou” or the “Other.” Religion is a reaching out of the “true self” for the other, ultimately The Other. Many religions ascribe to some form of the adage of loving others as one loves the self. The more inclusive this notion of other is, the more genuine the religious response. 

			The United States, as well as many countries in Europe are encountering a growing diversity of peoples in their midst. Americans have long been trying to cope with a “melting pot” of Native Americans, Blacks, and immigrants from Asia and Europe. Now an explosion of Latinos is presenting a challenge to many Americans. Some react quite negatively to all this diversity, still imaging the United States as a “white Christian” country and reacting negatively to the growing diversity. They often ignore their own proximity to an Islamic mosque or a Hindu Temple as well as the large communities of Muslims or Hindus in their midst. The issues surrounding gays, lesbians, the transgendered or bisexual are also challenging to many religious people. An acceptance of homosexuals in the military, Boy Scouts, professional sports, the clergy, as well as approval of homosexual marriages is difficult for many religions to accept.

			Religions are struggling with old prejudices and biases. It is becoming clearer that authentic religion needs to be inclusive. This includes seriously routing out prejudice against others for their race, ethnic background, religion, gender, sexual preference or disabilities. One ray of hope here is that many young adults are more open to various lifestyles, cultures and religions. Better integration of the mentally or physically challenged into schools and sports has helped many of the younger generation be more inclusive.

			The “We” and Religion

			 The “We” quadrant focuses on society’s creation of culture, politics, globalization and social media and how all these dimensions of human social realities relate to religion. Culture is a broad notion, referring sometimes to family, neighborhood, city, nation or even the world. We derive so much of who we are as a people from all these realities. In the “We” chapter, we discuss the various shifts that have occurred in the culture of the United States, affecting each generation and their relation to religion differently. 

			Many cultural shifts have affected the religions in the United States and, conversely, religions have themselves played a role in these cultural changes. There are varying views about these interactions. We consider Paul Tillich’s approach where culture looks to religion for certain answers, and examine David Tracy’s perspective, wherein both culture and religion exchange both questions and answers and deeply affect each other. 

			The growing secularization of American culture has profoundly affected the separation of religion from life. Secularization has brought some serious opposition to religion and has seriously reduced religious practice in society. So-called “civil religion,” whereby a nation attempts to describe itself in religious terms, has also affected religious practice in this country. 

			In spite of all these difficulties, religion has enjoyed remarkable staying power in the American culture. Those who have predicted its demise have always been far off the mark. Even the unique separation of Church and State in this country, which some have used to attempt to exclude religion, has actually worked in religion’s favor. It has forestalled government interference with religion and has given religions the freedom to develop according their own lights. It has also provided strong laws against religious discrimination. 

			Neither has this separation of Church and the State prevented people of religion from having their say against injustice. Some outstanding examples include Cesar Chavez, who marshaled his Christian beliefs to gain justice for migrant farm workers, and Martin Luther King Jr., whose religious commitment galvanized efforts to gain civil rights for Blacks in the United States. Obviously, religion has also played an important role in the most recent political campaigns. 

			 Globalization, which has been intensified by the international linking of trade and economics, connections through the internet and social media, easy access to travel and other factors have accorded the social “We” a new global consciousness. 

			This new global awareness has enabled many to become more familiar with religions other than their own and has increased opportunities for interfaith dialogue as well as interfaith service of others. Churches and religions have begun to change their mission from one of conversion to one of service in partnership. Global consciousness has also focused a spotlight on the brutal abuses of the poor, women, children, refugees and the environment throughout the world and has moved religions to take action.

			The “It” - The Objective World and Religion

			The fourth and the final quadrant refers to the “It,” or the objective realities that are studied by scientists, evolutionists and environmentalists. Today the “It” is surrounded by many academic and religious questions. 

			Science and religion take different paths in their search for truth. Modern science deals with evidence, proof and demonstration and each of the individual sciences has its own methodology. Religion deals with ultimates that are veiled in mystery and therefore is based on faith in revelation, the power of symbols and rituals, and religious experience. Science offers proofs from its experts; religion appeals to the authority of God or a representative. Science is interested in progress and new discoveries while religion is often more interested in preserving and proclaiming. 

			Obviously, there will always be contentions between such disparate approaches to reality. Modern science and Christianity have clashed over such scientific discoveries as Galileo’s proof that the earth was not the center of the universe, as well as Darwin’s teaching on evolution. Recent scientific discoveries of contraceptive and reproductive methods have especially been challenging to Catholicism. On the other hand, there have been many contemporary efforts to initiate dialogue between scientists and religious thinkers. Pope John Paul II and the Dalai Lama are two outstanding examples of religious leaders who were open to modern science. 

			Science has made great strides in studying the universe. These studies have greatly interested many religious thinkers and have moved them to rethink their theories about creation. Modern perspectives on evolution have also intrigued many religious thinkers. The Jesuit Teilhard de Chardin was a pioneer in integrating cosmology and evolution with Christian beliefs. Teilhard’s vision still stands as a milestone for those wanting to integrate religion and science. At the same time, many religious fundamentalists still accept the biblical versions of creation and reject modern scientific views on the cosmos and evolution. 

			Recently, many churches and religions have also turned to scientific findings on ecology. Religions have become duly concerned about issues such as climate change, air and water pollution, waste, endangered species, the destruction of the rainforests. Religions have turned their values and beliefs about action against environmental destruction and have even banded together to resist such devastation. 

			Spirituality

			Spirituality should be at the heart of religion in that it involves the practices and prayers that nourish the life of the spirit and creates openness to the experience of the divine. Unfortunately, spirituality has often become separated from religion, even to the point where many people today claim to be “spiritual but not religious.” Many have made that choice because they claim that their religion actually became an obstacle to their spiritual freedom and growth. 

			Today, there is a great interest in spirituality; in the experience of the divine within; in searching for the “true self”; in various forms of contemplation, yoga, meditation, simple living, and transformation; and in serving others as a means of spiritual transformation. 

			Many Christians have reclaimed their religion as a spiritual way of life modeled after the gospels. They look to their religious leaders, often with frustration, for modeling and guidance in leading such a life. Some find their own religion lacking in this regard and have integrated teachings from other religions such as Buddhism and Hinduism.

			Faith

			“Faith” evokes various meanings. It can refer to “the faith” or the contents of a religion’s tradition. It can refer to the trust one puts in another person or in one’s God or religion. Faith can also be a process of believing that can deepen or be lost. Faith is also relational—a commitment to someone, or to one’s God or religious community. 

			Humans have a unique capacity for faith, in that they can make decisions such as to establish a friendship, join a community or join a movement. Human faith is all about trust in the self and others and the commitment and action that arises from that trust. Faith comes from the mind, the heart, the will. It is distinguished from beliefs, which are more formulations in which one places trust. 

			Religious faith is unique in that it puts one’s trust in a Higher Power, the divine, a God. Christians view religious faith as a gift since it is inconceivable that humans could make such a leap toward Mystery on their own. Biblical faith is often seen as trust in God’s revelation, saving power, call toward union, and fidelity to divine law, good living and open-hearted service of others. Many Christian writers over the ages have offered treasured insights into the meaning of faith. Ultimately, Christian faith is trust in Jesus Christ as the “way, the truth and the life.” (John 14:6) Other religions have their own perspectives on the nature of faith and these will be explored in this text.

			Dealing with Diversity

			It becomes more and more difficult today to live in a “religious ghetto” cut off from other religious traditions. Even the most traditional religions such as Orthodox Jews and the Amish Christians are finding it challenging to keep to themselves and not be influenced by the other religions and cultures around them. 

			Just the normal acts of shopping or going to sports events or school puts one in touch with atheists, agnostics or followers of most of the world religions. We encounter varied beliefs in Gods and Goddesses, different views on the afterlife, and a wide variety of celebrations and rituals.

			Since authentic religion is to be inclusive, there exists a new challenge to become informed about other religions, open to their truths, willing to celebrate with their followers, and eager to dialogue with them in a spirit of openness and respect. All religions are being called to break out of their traditional declarations of possessing the exclusive truth and way to salvation. This is not an easy transition to be sure, but one that requires consideration in the interest of world unity and peace. 

			Religion and Social Issues

			Religions often do not have a good track record when it comes to social issues. Religions have often tended to be insular and world denying, identified with “the haves” rather than “the have-nots.” Religions have often been patriarchal and discriminatory toward women. Religions too often have supported and even initiated wars. Until recently, religions have not been concerned about social justice, gay rights or protecting the earth and its many species and resources. 

			All of this is beginning to change. Religions have come to realize the desperation of the poor throughout the world and have begun to take serious steps to assist the poor throughout the world. One only has to watch the CNN Heroes program each year around Thanksgiving to discover heroes from many of the world religions that are dedicated to the poor and social issues. 

			Women’s rights have become paramount in many of the world religions. Male dominance is being challenged as the norm and women’s voices are being heard from White feminists, Black Womanists and Latina Mujeristas. Religions are being confronted with gender equality and women’s rightful place in religious administration and ministry. 

			As mentioned earlier, religions have often been instigators of violence, among their own members as well against each other. In present times there is still strong animosity and violence between Sunni and Shia in Islam, between Muslims and Jews in Israel, between Christians and Muslims in Egypt, to name only some of the conflicts. Catholics and Protestants still struggle in Northern Ireland, 

			Muslim Taliban members kill moderate Muslims in Afghanistan and Muslim Janjaweed slaughter Black Africans in Darfur.

			At the same time, hope shines through the work of so many religious peacemakers in modern times: Gandhi, Thomas Merton, Dorothy Day, Dan and Philip Berrigan, Cesar Chavez, Archbishop Romero, Martin Luther King, Jr., Archbishop Tutu, Thich Nhat Hanh, Aung San Suu Kyi, Eboo Patel and the Dalai Lama, to mention only a few. 

			Peacemakers have risen up in all religions, reminding their members that their traditions call for love and compassion, non-violence and a respect for the sacredness of all life. Religions are coming to realize that they have the numbers, resources and cherished traditions to make a difference in a world plagued with violence. 

			Religion today seems to be heading into a new era of soul searching. Religions are called to accommodate and serve a rapidly changing world. Religions are challenged to absorb all that has been discovered about the self, the other, the “we” of society and culture and the findings of modern science about the “it.” Religions are challenged to reexamine their texts and traditions and discover new ways to strengthen a healthy sense of community, and create deeper faith and a stronger spirituality. They are faced with calling their faithful from passivity to action for justice and peace. 

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 1. The Origins of Religion

		

		
			God has no religion.

			— Mahatma Gandhi

			This is my simple religion. No need for temples. No need for complicated philosophy. Your own mind, your own heart is the temple. Your philosophy is simple kindness. 

			— Dalai Lama XIV

		

		
			Religion seems to exist to link humans with ultimacy, whether that ultimacy be called nirvana, the divine, the ultimate mystery or God. This reality is referred to as “ultimate” because it is beyond comparison and outstanding to any other reality. Religions trace their origins to a time when human individuals received some kind of revelation or enlightenment from this ultimate source or Creator. Often, as in the case of the Buddha, Mahavira, Moses, Jesus, Muhammad and Nanak, we know who originally received the revelations. In the case of other religions, such as Hinduism and the indigenous religions of the Americas or Africa, the original founders remain anonymous, but we assume they were ancient sages, gurus or shamans. In this chapter, we will examine the basic human traits that facilitate the reception of such religious revelations, as well as some of the traditions that were received. In the human capacity to receive revelation from the ultimate reality, we find the very origins of religion.

			The crux of any study of the origin of religion is whether or not the spiritual, transcendent, or ultimate reality actually exists. Is the holy or sacred real or is it illusionary as Freud proposed, a mere projection as Feuerbach posited, or some kind of narcotic for the masses as the Marxists indicated? “Theology” starts with the approach that the Ultimate does exist and then proceeds to teach and interpret a particular religious tradition where that belief is a given. “Religions studies” takes a more scientific view of religion and whether the approach is psychological, anthropological, biological or neurological, commonly no position is taken as to whether any one religion offers “the one truth.”

			Here we have chosen a middle way. We will explore religion as a human response to revelation, and rather than take the side of any one religion, we will examine the traditions of established religions objectively. In these religions, the acceptance of the ultimate reality is a given and is deemed acceptable to human needs and aspirations. Each of the world religions grows out of a specific revelation and develops a tradition trusting the truth of that revelation or enlightenment. Communities are formed, beliefs established, sacred texts assembled and rituals are devised. A religion then becomes a dynamic movement attracting numerous followers.

			A Brief History of the Search for Religion’s Origin

			The search for the origins of religion began in earnest in the 19th century and was stimulated by the discovery of evolution. In the following section, there is an overview of some of the main scholars who contributed to this search. 

			Charles Darwin (1809-82) shook up Western religious thinkers in the 19th century. First of all, his theory of evolution through natural selection and species adaptation, as presented in On the Origin of Species (1859), seemed to eliminate any need for a Creator. Then, in his book The Descent of Man (1871), Darwin dropped another bombshell when he proposed that humans descended from ape-like pre-human figures. Darwin’s positions, as well as the 19th century’s new emphasis on the widespread application of the scientific approach, shook the very foundations of religion and prompted many attempts to discover the origins of religion and many challenges to the authenticity of religion itself. Let’s take a look at a sampling of these theories.

			Herbert Spencer (1820-1903) accepted the theory that the human species evolved to the point where it could not only dream but could reflect on dreams and be affected by them. He proposed that religion arose from the human ability to leave the body in dreams. He thought that this awareness led to the belief that ancestors could be experienced in dreams and worshipped alongside other prominent figures who were viewed as gods. Edward Tylor (1832-1917) accepted Spencer’s view, then focused on a belief in the continued existence of “souls” and proposed that religion began with “animism:” the primitive assignment of souls both to animate and inanimate objects. James Frazer (1854-1941) offered the view that religion began with magic, and when magic failed, primitive humans turned to a belief in spirits as a basis for religion. He maintained that in the modern era, science now replaces magic and religion as a means of understanding reality. 

			Bronislaw Malinowski (1884-1942) theorized that religion began as a function of human survival and served the purpose of calming anxieties in the face of life’s uncertainties and dangers. Emile Durkheim (1858-1917), one of the most influential scholars of religion, emphasized the social function of religion. Durkheim focused on religious symbols and how they reflect the social values of society. And finally, Claude Levi-Strauss (1908-2009) was a student of the design of the mind and was interested in how the human mind builds social structures. He studied religion as a cultural construct arising out of human biology.

			Each of these theories deeply affected how people viewed religion in the past and indeed, still affect the way many view religion today. At the same time, many contemporary scholars agree that most of these theories about the origins of religions are mere theories, with insufficient evidence to render them conclusive. We now must admit that we know little about human origins and even less about the historical origins of religion. As Robert Bellah, one of the most significant contemporary scholars on religion, points out: “Early history [of religion] is almost as obscure as the history of our earlier lineages, with only a glance over the shoulder, so to speak, at earlier members of our genus.”1

			More recent studies of religion have moved away from a concern over historical origins and have begun to examine religion as a phenomenon with specific characteristics, elements or functions. Gerardus van der Leeuw (1890-1950) sought to describe the essence of religion and studied religion as it was experienced and understood in various cultures. In his classic book, The Idea of the Holy (1917), Rudolf Otto (1869-1937) maintained that religion was an encounter with the “wholly other,” the “holy.” Mircea Eliade (1907-1986), a major contributor to the study of the origins of religion, took the position that religion is best understood in terms of how people of the past related to the universe as “sacred” and stood in awe and wonder before it. He wrote extensively on how religious people express their sacred history and interaction with gods in myths.2 Ninian Smart (1927-2001), a leading contemporary commentator on religion, highlighted the functionality of the phenomenon of religion and proposed that religion has many dimensions: ritual, doctrinal, mythic, experiential, ethical, social, artistic, and political.3 

			Many contemporary studies of religion examine the human person, and look at evolution, human biology, neurology, genetics, gender, and personality development. From this point of view, religion emerges out of human capabilities and needs for understanding the ultimate source and goal of all things. Following this approach, let’s examine the human species and its unique capacity for receiving religious revelation and organizing religions, and discuss the traits that facilitate the reception of these revelations.

			The Unique Capacities of Human Nature

			Human nature has evolved to the point where it has gone far beyond animal capacities in the areas of: 1. Cognition, 2. Emotion, 3. Socialization and 4. Conscious Action. The human person has an extraordinary capacity for cognition, which includes imagination and intuition. In addition to that, humans experience a wide array of emotion and can both reflect and move on their emotions in ways beyond the instinctual drives of animals. Humans are also social beings and can make commitments that allow them to form intimate relationships, social groups, and complex cultures. Finally, humans can act based on a guiding conscience judgment of what is right and wrong. These four unique traits allowed humans to receive the revelations that sparked religion. It is these same capacities that continue to allow religions to be received today. 

			1. Cognition 

			The human species is distinctive for its powers of cognition. Many other species go far beyond humans in strength, endurance, sense of smell, vision and hearing, even in bonding, but the cognitive brain gives humans a decided edge over all other species.4 Human brains have developed to the point where we not only can know as other animals can, but we “know that we know.” Humans have a deep consciousness and access to an influential subconscious. The human species can reflect, deeply understand and intentionally love. 

			The development of cognitive powers within the human species is astounding. There is no other creature in the universe (that we know of) with such powers to analyze, synthesize, develop a worldview, learn languages, problem solve, invent new things, design, and create. Humans are great “figurers.” The early hunters and gathers had to figure out many things, such as how to start fires, make tools, hunt dangerous animals, make clothes and build shelter. 

			In the last few centuries, breathtaking advances have been made in science, medicine, transportation, technology and space travel. Astronomers are attempting to observe what seem to be the infinities of the universe with new and powerful telescopes. Scientists have unlocked the mysteries of the atom and the genome. They have made astonishing advances in the medical field. There is no end to such discovery, for humans are constantly driven to further understand, question, and push back the curtains of the unknown. 

			Humans as Questioners and Searchers

			Karl Rahner, the renowned Catholic theologian, states that the humans are questioners and that as human “beings,” we want to know all about the reality that surrounds us. From the time we are small children, we are curious about what things are and why things happen. That searching and questioning continues throughout life, and the mature person is ever open to new perspectives and understandings. Human questioning usually includes ultimate queries like “where does all this come from?” and “who am I?” Rahner points out that questions like these can link us with the “truth of being” and help us understand everything that surrounds us. He maintains that each human person is a “spirit in the world” with a foot in both spiritual and material reality. Our “worldly existence” can indeed mediate an understanding of spiritual things.5 Rahner describes the human person as “an openness to being,” an openness to all truth, and ultimately an openness to Truth itself: God. 

			The human person is by nature a searcher for meaning, indeed a maker of meaning. There is a story of three men carrying stones to build a cathedral. The first man is a slave and to him, carrying the stone means drudgery and pain. The second man is a stonemason and in carrying the stone takes pride in his work and in making a living for his family. The third man is a pilgrim and carrying the stone means contributing to the building of a great house of God. For all three workers, carrying the stone has meaning, but only two of them find the kind of meaning that brings satisfaction and happiness.6 

			Meaning can be defined in terms of a number of areas: a. personal meaning and human dignity b. meaning of “the other” and c. the meaning of life. In the following section, we discuss each of these domains and how religion relates to them. 

			Personal Meaning and Human Dignity

			Human beings need to have personal meaning because without it, we can be subject to depression, psychosis and even suicidal desires. We need to maintain a certain personal dignity, a sense of being worthwhile, in order to be happy and secure. 

			When people are stripped of human dignity, they become de-humanized. The organizers of the Nazi concentration camps understood this well. They pulled prisoners from their homes, families, professions, jobs and possessions - all the things that gave their lives meaning. 

			In his classic book, Man’s Search for Meaning, Viktor Frankl writes of his experience as a prisoner at the infamous Nazi camp, Auschwitz. He explains that even in such horrendous circumstances, some people were able to hold on to their dignity and sustain meaning in their lives. For Frankl, the secret to maintaining human dignity was the ability to freely choose how one dealt with the circumstances, face the present as a test of inner strength, and set future goals in which to hope. One of Frankl’s key insights is that “it did not really matter what we expected from life, but what life expected from us.”7 It was his conviction that humans must shape their own fate, no matter what the circumstances. He quotes the classic statement by Nietzsche: “He who has a why to live for can bear with almost any how.”8

			Religion and Personal Meaning 

			Frankl points out that religion was often a factor in maintaining human dignity in Auschwitz. He wrote: “The religious interest of the prisoners… was the most sincere imaginable. The depth and vigor of religious belief often surprised and moved a new arrival. Most impressive in this connection were improvised prayers and services in the corner of the hut, or in the darkness of the locked cattle truck, in which we were brought back from a distant work site, tired, hungry and frozen in our ragged clothing.”9

			Elie Wiesel, who lost most of his family in the same concentration camp, pointed out that some Jewish prisoners lost faith in God for not keeping his covenant to protect them. The Jewish beliefs that had given purpose and meaning to their lives often collapsed and left many in a quandary of doubt and darkness. Other prisoners “put God on trial” all through the night, arguing for God’s innocence or guilt in this horror. In the end, God was pronounced “guilty.” But then, with typical Jewish faith, all recited the morning prayer.10

			Additionally, religious traditions have a great deal to contribute to personal meaning. Many of the religious texts and major religious figures tell believers what they should strive for and what they should value in their lives.

			Judaism

			The Hebrew Scriptures depict humans as being made in the divine image: “Let us make humankind in our own image. So God created humankind in his own image.” (Gen. 1:26-27) (There is a similar teaching in the Winnebago Indian religion, where it says that “Earthmaker” “took a piece of earth and made it like himself.”)11 Strikingly, the Hebrew texts also depict God in feminine images, as nursing and carrying her children “as a mother comforts her child…” (Is. 66:12-13)

			Hinduism

			In the Hindu tradition, God is “present within every living being.”12 This presence, which serves to make our existence more dignified, is called “the soul” and it is “through finding the soul that we become immortal.”13 Coming to knowledge of the soul “is to dwell in perfect light” because “the soul is God.”14 The Hindus scriptures also speak of the love that God has for all human beings, which gives dignity to each one of them: “I look upon all living things equally; I do not love one being more and another being less. But those who love me live in me, and I come to life in them.”15 

			Gandhi is perhaps the best-known Hindu of the modern era. He was a saintly man who worked diligently for the freedom of his Indian people from British domination. When he served them in South Africa and India, Gandhi constantly reminded his people of his belief that each person is a child of God so he could give them back the dignity that societal oppression tried to take away. Gandhi was a strong believer in human equality and dignity. He dressed like the poorest of the poor, lived simply, and took the cheapest seats on the train. Everywhere he went, Gandhi reminded people, including the rich and famous, of their human dignity and rights. In this way, he won over both the oppressors and the oppressed. 

			Buddhism

			The Buddha offered a unique perspective on human dignity. Where traditional religions often base human dignity on the belief that God created humanity and sustains them with divine power, the Buddha held that human dignity was based on independence and self-sufficiency. According to the Buddha, humans have within themselves all the resources they need to attain ultimate happiness. He taught that “You are a light for yourselves. You are to be a refuge for yourselves. Do not seek any external refuge. Hold firmly to the Way as your lamp. Hold firmly to the Way as your refuge. Do not look to anyone besides yourselves as a refuge.”16 For the Buddha, all people have the power to be the architects of their own consciousness. “By ourselves is evil done. By ourselves we pain endure. By ourselves we cease from wrong. By ourselves become we pure. No one saves us but ourselves, no one can and no one may. We ourselves must tread the Path; Buddhas only show the way.”17

			Buddha resisted the Indian caste system and insisted that people were equal and that all living things were precious. “Do no harm!” was Buddha’s commandment and was the basis for his strong commitment to non-violence (ahimsa). Loving kindness and compassion were the virtues he most wanted his disciple to acquire. 

			Islam

			Islam is similar to Judaism and Christianity in the belief that human dignity is partly based on the fact that humans have been created by God. The Qur’an offers a unique account of this: “We created them from an extract of clay; then we placed him as a drop of semen in a secure resting-place. Then we turned the semen into a clot; next we turned the clot into tissue; and then we turned the tissue into bones and clothed the bones with flesh. Then we reproduced him as a fresh creation.” 

			Another strong affirmation of human dignity (karamah) is found in the Qur’an, “We have bestowed dignity on the children of Adam...and conferred upon them special favors above the greater part of our creation.”18 Given this God-given human dignity, Islam takes a strong stand against discrimination for reason of race or religion. Islam also opposes oppression and injustice. 

			The Meaning of the Other

			Religions can provide not only insights into the meaning and dignity of the self, but also perspectives on the profound meaning of others. Martin Buber (1878-1965), in his classic book I and Thou, pointed out that people often reduce others to “It” rather than rightly seeing them as “Thou” (another fully formed human), and in so doing the human dignity and the meaning of the other are discounted. Once the lives of others are deprived of meaning, those others can be avoided, driven from their homelands or even killed without remorse. Once people become de-personalized, reduced to inferiority or the perception of being sub-human, they are deemed to be disposable. Human history is filled with examples of such de-personalizing. Once individuals are declared to be “enemies” or “inferior” or even “vermin,” they can be killed summarily. 

			In World War II, over 40 million people, including many women and children, were annihilated for no other reason that they were Jews, Slavs, Germans, Russians or Japanese. Since the end of this war there have been many more genocides in Cambodia, Iraq, Bosnia, and Africa.

			Religion and Assisting the Other

			The so-called Golden Rule in the Christian gospels — “Whatever you want people to do to you, do also to them” 
(Mt 7: 12) is taught in similar words in the sacred texts of at least eight other religions, going as far back as Confucianism. In ancient Chinese Taoism, the Tao, or the eternal energy in the world, the very offspring of heaven, is to be emulated for the way in which it benefits everyone by sharing with others. “The sage does not accumulate; the more he does for people the more he saves, the more he gives to people the more he has. The Tao of heaven benefits and does not harm.” 

			The Hindu religion has a strong tradition to “do no harm to others.” In the Bhagavad Gita, a key Hindu scripture, we read: “I shall describe the people whom I love. They have good will toward all living beings and are incapable of ill will. They are friendly and compassionate. They love friends and enemies equally.”19 

			Both the Jains and Buddhists follow “ahimsa,” which forbids doing violence to any living beings. The Buddha teaches: “I wish to remove the suffering of every living being, enabling all to move towards enlightenment… my concern for the welfare of others gains me greater merit than any act of worship.”20 The Buddhist mission is encapsulated in the following teaching: “Through my love and compassion, may all those who are currently suffering in body and mind, plunge into an ocean of happiness and joy.”21 

			A Meaningful Life

			While humans perennially search for meaning in their lives, there are different periods of history when this search became more intense, even frantic. An example of this is the calamitous period of the Black Death, where possibly 40% of the population of Europe was wiped out by disease. This was a period of anguish and questioning. Why all this suffering and death? Is this the end of the world? Can there be any purpose to life other than to die and be hauled off in a cart with other corpses? Where is God in all this? 

			The horror of the Black Death shook the Catholic Church to its foundations, challenged the faith of the masses, and moved many to such an obsessive fear of death and the punishments of hell that these fears still exist in some Catholics today.22 These fears drew many toward superstitions and turned followers to the practice of buying indulgences that promised to lessen the punishment for sin after death, (a practice later opposed by Martin Luther, who ignited the Protestant Reformation).

			In the aftermath of World War II, where more than 40 million people were killed including 12 million of whom were murdered in concentration camps, the faith of many was shaken. Great cities were leveled, Germany was bombed into oblivion, and atomic bombs devastated two Japanese cities along with their civilian populations. 

			Thinkers like Jean Paul Sartre, in works like Nausea and No Exit, declared that we must face the fact that life is without meaning (absurd) and that all worldviews, including religion, had failed to explain the meaning of life. During the same period, Albert Camus in his novels, The Stranger and The Plague, also explored the absurdity of life, but Camus urged people to rebel against life’s absurdity with courage and persistence.

			In our time, some post-modern thinkers maintain that there are no absolutes in life. They take a new contemporary look at language and culture and conclude that most of the classifications and “facts” that have been assumed to be true are no longer so. Post-modernists often challenge the traditional narratives about religion, history and even science, and subject these narratives to vigorous “de-construction.” Many post-modern thinkers focus on the role of language and culture and conclude that much of what we think of reality is socially conditioned, relative and subjective. Concepts like unity, identity, factuality and tradition tend to be replaced by diversity, plurality, doubt and challenge. 

			On a practical level, this trend toward relativity might contribute to the present wide spectrum of views on morality. Absolutes have commonly been relativized in most moral areas including sexuality, war and the practice of prolonging life. 

			Religion and the Meaningful Life

			Many religions set out through their beliefs systems and theological reflection to help people find what every human being wants in life — happiness. Happiness is interpreted differently among the religions. 

			For the Buddhist, happiness is freedom from suffering and from attachments to things that cause suffering. Happiness is freedom from the toxic desires and thoughts that poison one’s life. Happiness is living life the right way through good thoughts, words and actions, and in death being free from endless rebirths. 

			In Christianity, happiness is the blessedness that comes from exchanging love with God and serving others. The hope is that this happiness will continue through eternal life after death. 

			For the Muslim, happiness comes from being subject to Allah and faithful to the teachings that came through his prophet, Muhammad. The Muslim finds happiness and fulfillment in worship of Allah, prayer, and in the struggle (jihad) for justice. The hope is to be rewarded with everlasting happiness after death. 

			So far, we have explored the cognitive capacities of human beings and examined how religion attempts to provide answers to ultimate questions as a well meaning to personal, social and life issues. Now we turn our attention to a second human capacity, emotion, to see how religion is linked to this trait. 

			2. Emotion

			Emotions are a powerful driving force in human life. Emerging in the pre-human period, and still in some manner present in other mammals, emotions are key factors in human decision-making. Love can move us to commit to another person for life, or drive us to sacrifice our life for another. Fear can warn us of danger and save our life. Anger can move us to harm another or even take another’s life. Grief from the loss of a loved one can lay hold of us and paralyze us. Separated from cognition, emotions can move individuals to horrendous actions. As we shall see, emotions also play an important role in religion by moving devotees to worship, forge deep bonds in community and serve others. 

			Approaches to Emotion

			Emotions have been examined since the time of the ancient Greek philosophers. Socrates (469-399 BCE) linked emotions with the heart, blood and brain and emphasized their connection with morality. Plato (429-347 BCE) associated emotions with the immortal soul, which in turn affected the body. Aristotle (384-322 BCE) classified the emotions and linked them with both the body and cognition. Augustine (354-430 CE) linked emotions with the will and was wary of their guidance, since they can lead to good or evil.23 In the 19th century, many psychologists starting with Freud, confined their attention to the negative emotions of fear, anger, guilt, lust and anxiety. Charles Darwin stimulated much study of the emotions from the perspective of evolution. He focused on basic emotions such as fear, anger and rage from the point of view of survival and adaptation, and accented the physical and facial reactions of emotions. 

			In the 20th century, emotions have been widely studied by academics who often look at emotion from the point of view of animal behavior and cultural movements, as well as from the perspective of various disciplines like psychology or sociology. More recently, neuroscience has done extensive examination of emotions and been able to demonstrate that emotions arise in the limbic area of the brain. Science has also discovered the path of emotions, beginning with the senses giving signals through the spinal cord, then the response of emotions in the limbic system, and then (hopefully) proceeding to the frontal lobe to be considered by cognition.24

			Contemporary scholars have moved away from the Freudian view that emotions are infantile parts of the “id” as well as from the emphasis on negative emotions like anger, fear and hatred. Recently, much more attention has been given to positive emotions such as joy, faith, love, compassion, hope and forgiveness. Neurology especially has made major contributions with regard to the study of positive emotions. Studies have revealed that the human brain has not necessarily been constructed for heartless progress “red in tooth and claw,” as Darwin would have it. This shift has provided religion with an approach to emotion that seems much more positive and healthy.25 These studies also have contributed to the possibility of a new kind of religious leadership – one that leads by inspiration rather than by fear.

			The Study of Religion and Emotions 

			Blaise Pascal (1623-62), an important 17th century contributor to both the areas of science and religion, made this classic statement about feelings: “The heart has reasons, reason knows not of.”26 By this, he seems to have meant that while reason can tell us a great deal about the world, it is the heart (a common metaphor for the seat of feelings) that is the source of faith and love, which are the emotions that can lead us to the presence of God.27 Jean Vanier (1928-), who has provided homes that care for many mentally challenged people throughout the world, opens real discussions with “What is in your heart?” He has learned that the people he serves are much more in touch with their feelings than they are with their thoughts.

			The scientific study of the relationship between religion and emotion accelerated in the 20th century. Many previous studies looked at localized religious practices in very specific cultural areas and cannot often be applied to the role of emotion in the world religions. Today, there are many valuable studies of religion and emotion, but they tend to focus on morality, cognition and language. We are only beginning to uncover the integral and vital role emotion can play in religious practice.28 Some scientists have brought questions about religion and emotion to the laboratory, such as with tests that have shown how areas of the brain are altered by the emotions generated during meditation. 

			Scholars of religion and emotion vary in their views about the existence of the Ultimate Reality. Some scientists conclude that humans are wired to gain some advantage from religion, but maintain that this fact neither proves nor disproves the existence of an Ultimate Reality.29 Others view the relationship of religion and emotion as a “closed circuit” that excludes any belief in a transcendent reality. And, of course, there are still many who follow the lead of Freud and maintain that religion is an illusion, aimed at satisfying the childish emotions of helplessness and vulnerability. Finally, there are some scholars who maintain that the human emotional structures support the authenticity of religion.30 There are also those who are unimpressed with scientists meddling with the mysteries of life at all. As e. e. cummings put it:

			“while you and i have lips and voices
which are for kissing and to sing with,
who cares if some one eyed son of a bitch
invents an instrument to measure Spring with?31 

			Emotions in World Religions

			Religion has always had some connection with the emotions that has sometimes benefitted devotees, sometimes not. At times, emotions get separated from cognition and the result is religious frenzy or even self-destruction. Those who followed the infamous Jim Jones were controlled by fear of persecution from the outside world and were persuaded by the twisted Jones to drink poison cool aid to save themselves. 

			Historically, religions based on fear and domination tend to disappear.32 The religions that used such emotions have had to reform themselves in order be sustained. The prophets of Judaism often warned their people that unjust domination and fear-mongering would bring destruction to Israel.

			Judaism

			Recently, Jewish scholars have turned their attention to the role that positive emotions play in Judaism. It now seems clear that Judaism has always valued happiness, but not as a subjective feeling that lasts a short time. The happiness treasured by Judaism is the happiness of flourishing, thriving and experiencing well-being as a human person. It is a happiness that links virtue to living.33 The love and joy experienced in Judaism is more a satisfaction of being in covenant with God and in being faithful to Torah. Here, emotions are linked to the virtues needed to be faithful to the covenant: fidelity, patience and courage.34 

			Buddhism

			Dealing with emotions is a crucial part of the Buddhist tradition. Buddhism rejects the negative emotions of anger and hatred as toxic. Such emotions can lead to doing harm to others, which is inimical to the Buddhist commandment “to do no harm.” Buddhist meditation aims to eliminate these emotions from the consciousness. In addition, any other emotions that cause suffering, such as fear, anxiety, greed or other selfish desires are seen to be obstacles to happiness and are to be “let go” from the consciousness. 

			The emotions most valued among Buddhists are love and compassion. The goal of the way of Buddha is to free individuals from all that causes suffering and achieve loving kindness toward all persons and things through a righteous life. The Buddha proclaims: “Let us live joyfully. Let us form a community of love in a world full of hatred. Let us live without any kind of hatred. Let us live joyfully. Let us form a community of peace in world full of rivalry… Let us live on spiritual bliss, radiating spiritual light.”35 

			Christianity

			The Christian tradition has often been ambiguous toward the emotions. While Christian art and architecture has strongly appealed to the emotions (think of the magnificent cathedrals and the art of the renaissance), the Church has simultaneously been wary of emotions. Aquinas, who had enormous impact on Christian thinking, relegated emotions to the lower senses of the body, while seeing reason and will as the higher and more spiritual faculties. This emphasis often valued the importance of rational belief over emotional experience. The emotions were often left to the mystical or the devotions, which were not considered part of mainstream Christian tradition. Both the rational and emotional dimensions of Christianity were criticized by Martin Luther, who at one point declared that “reason is the devil’s whore,” and by some other original Protestant reformers, who along with Luther put stress on the centrality of “faith.”

			Feelings of hatred and prideful superiority over others drove Christians during the Crusades as well as during Colonialism, and even moved many Christians to support slavery. All of these movements were inimical to Christianity’s beginnings, which were founded on love, humility and the service of others.

			Among Christians there have been serious divisions that were often generated by fear, hatred and revenge. Such emotions separated Eastern Christianity from the West and Protestant Christians from Catholic. Negative emotions have brought long period of wars among Christians, as well as the tortures and executions of the Inquisition; all of which were in direct contradiction to the original teaching of Jesus concerning love of enemies as well as friends, and non-violent response. 

			Cardinal Suenens, who supported the introduction of Pentecostalism into modern Catholicism, described Catholics as “God’s frozen people.”36 Roman Catholic theology has also tended to be overly cerebral, as opposed to the theology of the Orthodox churches which is more inclined to be mystical and appealing to the emotions.

			In recent times, the Catholic reforms from Vatican II shifted many members from a morality based on fear of punishment to a faith in reconciliation, and from a God of fear to a God of love. Bernard Haring (1912-1998), the most renowned moral theologian of the time, shifted Christian morality from the legalism of church law to the “Law of Christ,” which is the gospel “law” of love. The Council advocated that Jesus be restored to the center of Christianity and be the role model of a loving life. Catholics were encouraged to see love as the centerpiece of gospel living and to respond to the suffering of the world with compassion. The Church was called to be in solidarity with people in need throughout the world: “The joys and the hopes, the griefs and the anxieties of the men of this age, especially those who are poor or in any way afflicted, these are the joys and hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the followers of Christ.”37 

			In Protestantism, the traditional emphasis has been on faith, beginning with Luther’s insistence on “faith alone.” The mainline Protestant churches generally have been resistant to emotional expression, whereas Pentecostal churches, as well as evangelical churches and Black churches, have been much more comfortable with emotional expression. 

			Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834), often called “the father of modern Protestant theology,” strongly linked emotion with religion in modern times. Schleiermacher placed the origin of religion in the consciousness, which he maintained had a sense of the Infinite and an understanding of the finite through the Infinite.38 He described religion as “the feeling of absolute dependence.” Schleiermacher’s association of religion and feelings had a great deal of influence on the subsequent Protestant experience.

			Rudolph Otto (1869-1937) also held that the origin of religion was linked to emotion. In The Idea of the Holy, Otto wrote specifically of the unique experience of the “numinous,” the mysterious presence of the Holy within the deepest realms of the soul. Such an experience inspires feelings of both awe and dread. He wrote movingly about such feeling: “The feeling of it may at times come sweeping like a gentle tide pervading the mind with a tranquil mood of deepest worship. It may pass over into a more set and lasting attitude of the soul, continuing, as it were, thrilling, vibrant and resonant until at last it dies away and the soul resumes its non-religious mood of everyday experience.” Otto further describes this experience as hushed, trembling, even at times wild and shuddering.39 

			Shintoism

			In Japan’s religion, Shintoism, there have always been deep feelings toward the “kami” (spirits), as well toward sacred land and leadership. In the 20th century this propensity was used to emotionally move the Japanese people toward imperial conquest. Shintoism was used to generate feelings of religious patriotism and devotion to a “divine Emperor,” and his advisors, who wished to build an Empire in the Orient. 

			There are several emotions that are central to healthy religion. We will focus on two: awe (wonder) and compassion. Love is a key emotion for many religions and will be addressed later under “socializing.” 

			Awe

			Traditionally, it has been the feeling of awe that has driven the religious experience. The experience of awe is fundamental to human experience. Here, we do not refer to the “shock and awe” of invading another country and terrifying and killing its people. Rather, awe is the wonder registered at the immensity of the Grand Canyon, the breath-taking beauty of Michelangelo’s Pietà, or the moving experience of a symphony by Mozart. We see this reverence for the sublime so clearly evidenced in the medieval gothic cathedrals. Awe, or wonder, is a kind of seeing, an “eye-opener,” an emotion that excites and transforms. We also see this emotion in children who are so easily moved by wonder to believe, to explore, and to dream. For adults who sustain their sense of awe, wonder can move them to understand their world more deeply, as well as to contemplate more deeply whatever person, place or thing that generates such wonder.40 

			Awesome Nature 

			For many, awe is experienced in nature. For John Muir, the great American naturalist, the wonder of nature moved him to be closer to the “godful beauty” of the world around him. It revealed the mystery of harmony in nature and brought him closer to the intelligent planner of all things, the origin of the harmony of it all. For years, the wilderness was Muir’s “university,” and the longer he marveled at nature’s wonders, the closer he came to their source. He wrote: “How interesting to trace the history of a single raindrop! Since the first raindrop fell on the newborn leafless Sierra, each drop is God’s messenger, angel of love sent on its way with majesty and pomp and display of power that makes man’s greatest shows ridiculous.”41 

			Ralph Waldo Emerson was another “natural mystic” who believed that he was transformed and given a new vision of life. He commented that when alone in nature “all mean egotism vanishes. I become a transparent eyeball; I am nothing. I see all; the currents of the Universal Being circulate through me. I am part and parcel of God.”42 Emerson believed that every person has the potential for such experience and needs but to be open to the awe before nature. For him, such experience serves to open us to the infinities of the universe, the depths of nature and enables our souls to “mingle with the Universal Soul.”43 

			Thin Places

			In ancient Celtic spirituality, there is reference to “thin places.” They believed that there exists a veil between the natural and the supernatural, the human and divine, the material and the spiritual. It was believed that in some places, that veil is so thin that one can be put in touch with “the divine presence,” the spiritual dimension of reality. Pilgrims still travel to places like Brandon’s Mountain, Dingle Bay, the Hill of Mara, the Knock Shrine and St. Bridget’s Well seeking an experience of the Holy in nature. 

			Awe in World Religions

			In most of the world religions, awe is seen as “the opportunity to witness the divine.”44 

			Hinduism

			The Hindu tradition goes back five thousand years to when “the eternal law” (Sanatana dharma) was revealed in the Indus Valley of the Himalayas. In the sacred texts that resulted from these original revelations, we read the songs that were chanted during the sacred rituals of these people as they stood in awe before their divine gods and goddesses, seeking to be one with the absolute reality, Brahman. Here is a passage from one of these songs:

			“God is one. He rules all living beings from within their hearts. The world came from him at the beginning of time… There is nothing higher than God, and there is nothing separate from God. He is infinitely small, and infinitely large. He is the roots of the world, the trunk of the world, and its branches. God fills the world, and yet he transcends it. Those who know God, transcend sorrow and death. Those who do not know him, remain trapped by suffering. God wants us to know him. He prompts our hearts to seek him. His flame shines within us, showing us the way to him. By stilling the mind we can find him.”45 

			Buddhism

			The Theravada Buddhist tradition began about 2500 years ago with the enlightened revelation of Siddhartha Gautama, the Buddha. Here, the disciple does not stand in awe of the divine, nor does he or she ask for divine help. Instead, the disciple strives to achieve the awe or wonder experienced in enlightenment, the liberation from self and from all that causes suffering to the self or to others. 

			In deep meditations, the Buddhist acts as the architect of his or her own consciousness and makes constant efforts to purify the consciousness of all toxic feelings and thoughts. Living a life of righteousness in all things, the disciple lets go of all attachments and strives to be a loving, kind and compassionate person that does no harm. The disciple stands in awe and wonder before the ultimate goal, liberation (moksha). In the writings of the Buddha, we read about the awesomeness of this goal: “The traveler has reached the end of the journey! In the freedom of the Infinite, He is free from all sorrows, the fetters that bound him are thrown away, and the burning fever of life is no more. Those who have high thoughts are ever striving: they are not happy to remain in the same place… Who can trace the path of those who know the right of life and, rejecting over-abundance, soar in the sky of liberation, the infinite Void without beginning… Who can trace the invisible part of the man who soars in the sky of liberation?”46 

			Islam

			In the religion of Islam, the Muslim prostrates him or herself in awe and humility toward Allah, who is ascribed a number of beautiful and superlatives names: Totally Aware, All-Compelling, Evident, Subtle, Strong, Eternal, Merciful. This wonder moves the Muslim to deep gratitude toward God, deep desire for union, and fear of possible separation.”47 At the same time, Allah is beyond all imagining or symbols. 

			Compassion

			Many religions value the feeling of compassion for others. Religion reaches out to the other and thus enables people to be unselfish. The word compassion is derived from the Latin verb patior with the prefix con, and literally means “to suffer with.” Compassion draws us into the pain and brokenness of others; it moves us to cry with those in misery, grief or pain.

			Hinduism

			Hinduism recognizes the divine within the self and within others, as well as the interconnection of all things. This gives Hinduism a commitment to the sacred within all and moves its followers to compassion for all living things. A contemporary example of such courageous compassion is Anuradha Koirala, who won the 2010 CNN Hero Award. Anuradha is a Hindu woman who stands at the borders of Nepal and India waiting for the young women to get off busses who think they are getting jobs, when in fact they are being sold into the sex trade. She takes these naïve young women to her shelter, where she gives them food, clothing, education and safety. On other days, she actually goes into the brothels to extricate young women from the slave trade.

			Buddhism

			Compassion is a central emotion in Buddhism. Buddhist wisdom accepts the interconnectedness of all beings and is committed to bringing happiness to the self and others. The path of the Buddha is the path of understanding the suffering of others and moving toward them with compassion, which Buddhists see as energy for the heart. As we have seen, Buddhists are committed to “do no harm” (ahimsa) and to nurture and protect all living things. This combination of compassion for the oppressed and resolve to resist non-violently moved the great Hindu leader, Mahatma Gandhi to liberate India from the British. It was this same drive that moved Martin Luther King, Jr. to struggle for civil rights for Blacks in the United States. 

			Christianity

			Compassion is also an important emotion in Christianity. Jesus told his followers: “Be compassionate as your heavenly Father is compassionate.” (Lk 6:36) Here, God is the source of compassion, and human compassion is a participation in that divine feeling toward others. Jesus is presented as the epitome of such compassion, a person deeply moved by the blind, the deaf, and the diseased. The climax of his life is his compassion on all of humanity and his decision to offer his life for them. In his preaching, Jesus proclaimed his beatitudes, the solemn directives to his disciples to have compassion for those who suffer and to serve them. He also tells a story of the final judgment where people are rewarded or punished according to how they have shown compassion for the poor and oppressed. 

			Sister Ita Ford is a good example of the compassionate Christian. She is one of the four women missionaries who were raped and murdered by members of the Salvadoran military for siding with the poor refugees fleeing the civil war in 1980. When Sister Ita wrote home, she said that there was little she could do to change the horrible situation these people endured. She explained that all she able to do was walk with these poor people and share their lives and their pain. Ita was willing to risk her life for that, and eventually she paid the ultimate price for her compassion. 

			Judaism

			Compassion is also important to Judaism. Jews believe that they have been called to a covenant with their compassionate God who walks with them and cares for them. Psalm 23 proclaims: 

			“The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want….
Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: 
And I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever” (Ps. 23:1, 6)

			In the Hebrew Scriptures, God is portrayed as a role model for compassion and is sometimes compared to a mother caring for her child: “You shall nurse and be carried on her arm and dandled on her knees. As a mother comforts her child, so I will comfort you….” (Is 66:12-13) “Can a woman forget her nursing child, or show no compassion for the child of her womb? Even these may forget, yet I will not forget you. See, I have inscribed you on the palm of my hands.” (Is 49:15-16)

			AbrahamJoshuaHeschel(1907 – 1972) was a Polish-born American rabbi and one of the leading Jewish theologians of the 20th century. It was his conviction that “the greatest passion is compassion” and he wrote and spoke movingly against the horrors of the Holocaust, racism, and the senseless killings in Vietnam. 

			Islam

			Each day, Muslims are required to stand before Allah five times and recite the opening of the Qur’an: “All praise belongs to God, Lord of all worlds, the Compassionate, the Merciful, Ruler of Judgment Day.” This compassionate God is a model for the Muslim’s life as he carries out his or her day acknowledging and reaching out to the needs of others. 

			In 2011 the Nobel Peace prize was awarded to Tawakkul Karman, a 32-year-old Muslim woman and mother from Yemen who heads the human rights group, Women Journalists without Chains. Karman was been a leading figure in the protests against Yemeni President Ali Abdullah Saleh and his oppression of her people. When she heard of her award, she said: “I am very happy about this prize. This prize is not for Tawakkul, it is for the whole Yemeni people, for the martyrs, for the cause of standing up to (Saleh) and his gangs.”48 

			The Red Crescent, a Muslim assistance program, has worked for many years with the Red Cross internationally to promote humanitarian principles and assist people who face emergency situations such as natural disasters. They provide food, water, clothing and medical care to disaster victims worldwide.

			Native American Religions

			The Native American tradition also values the emotion of compassion, as is evidenced in this Winnebago creation story where the Great Spirit is portrayed as the compassionate Creator, a role model for how humans should reverence the earth and other human beings:

			“He began to think of what he should do and finally he began to cry and tears began to flow from his eyes and fall down below him. After a while he looked down below him and saw something bright. The bright objects were his tears that had flowed below and formed the present waters… Earthmaker began to think again… He wished for light, and it became light… Then he again thought and wished for earth and this earth came into existence…. He took a piece of earth and made it like himself. Then he talked to what he had created but it did not answer… So he made it a mind….. He made it a soul… Earthmaker breathed into its mouth and talked to it and it answered.”49

			We have looked at emotions and given some examples of the role they play in religion. Now we turn to the human capability to relate, and examine the role this social capacity plays in religion. 

			3. Socialization

			Humans are social beings and therefore can become psychologically impoverished and incomplete without relationships with others. In the ancient Hebrew book of Genesis, the Creator says: “It is not good that man should be alone.” (Gen 2:18) Even Aristotle described the human species as “social animals.” 

			Throughout evolution, humans carried on the social tendencies of their fellow animals and uniquely developed these social characteristics. Scientists point out that originally, survival was the main concern so the “selfish genes” developed for protection. Self-interest trumped the service of others. But, over the last 50,000 years, human strength and cunning developed and humans began to establish kinships and share in communities.50 Strong bonds with others developed for protection, effective hunting and gathering and for the care of the young. Gradually, the human social structures were shaped into families, tribes and then nations. 

			Belonging, attachment, loving and being loved in return are important priorities throughout our entire lives. Rejection, divorce, break-ups, and the death of loved ones usually cause humans great distress and anxiety. In the United States, we see some young people being tragically driven to suicide as a result of ridicule from their classmates. In China, some young workers in factories are taking their lives as a result of isolation, extended hours and pressure to produce. 

			It is widely accepted that supportive family members, marriage partners, friends, and even pets help people live long, happier lives and cope with stress. It is interesting to note that the so-called “millennial” generation that is now entering the workforce has come to appreciate this reality and often characterize themselves as people who place friends and relationships over their jobs, which is an attitude that distresses some employers. 

			Religion’s Social Dimension 

			Religions originate in human life and cultures and are linked with the social capacities of the human species as well as with their social structures. Religions have always integrated with the social structures that were in place at the time of their beginnings. At times, this was a tribal structure, as in the case of early Judaism 
(c. 1500 BCE), or Islam (700 CE). Other religions sprung up within already developed civilizations. Hinduism emerged from the ancient Vedic civilization in ancient northern India (c. 4000 BCE); Buddhism was initiated within the Indian civilization (c. 500 BCE); and Christianity emerged from the Judaic national civilization that was under the domination of the Roman Empire. (1-33 CE). Christianity seems to have emerged out of an effort to reform the people of Judaism, while Islam purported to reform both the people of Judaism and Christianity. By way of example, let’s examine the social dimensions of some of the important world religions: Judaism, Christianity, Islam and Buddhism. 

			Judaism

			Judaism began in the tribal areas of present day Iraq. The biblical narrative tells of a divine call to a tribal leader, Abram, to a covenant with God which included the promise of his descendants becoming a future nation of people who would inhabit a “promised land.” The narrative continues to tell the establishment of the family of Abraham (his new name), their eventual enslavement in Egypt and their escape to freedom led by Moses, a central figure in Judaism. The “people of God” struggled through a long period in the desert and then settled in the land of Canaan, where they emerged as the dominant people. Gradually this people developed into a nation around 1000 BCE, a nation which was then divided into the Northern and Southern kingdoms. The people then experienced conquest, exile, periods of rebuilding, and then devastation and dispersal by the Romans. While many other religions of the period disappeared, “God’s people” stubbornly maintained their identity and religion. At times, they flourished as strong communities, faithful to Torah and gathered in their synagogues. At other times, they were forced into ghettos, persecuted in pogroms and driven into new exiles. In the 20th century, the Jews were threatened with extinction as 6 million of their women, men, and children were shipped off to death camps and murdered by their Nazi captors. The Jews now flourish in the State of Israel, which was established in 1948, as well as live in strong communities in the United States and in parts of Europe. Today, Judaism stands strong - still “the people of God” called to teach the world the fidelity of God’s promises. 

			Like all religions, the Jewish people have had their divisions. In modern times, Judaism has been divided into the Orthodox who strictly follow Torah, the Conservative who do some accommodation to change and culture, and the Reform who are open to modern customs and liberal interpretations of the Torah. In spite of their diversity, there is a foundational unity among Jews. As one scholar puts it, “what unites the most diverse groups within Judaism is first, an acceptance of largely hereditary membership of a specific social community, and secondly, an acceptance that this community originated because of belief in a divine vocation.”51 The strongest bond in Jewish religion is that of love: love of the One God and love of neighbor. The Psalms proclaim: “Behold, how good it is, and how pleasant, where brothers and sisters dwell as one.” (Ps. 133)The history of Judaism is the history of Yahweh’ s enduring love for the people he holds in covenant, as well as the return of that love by his people.

			Jews have strong social bonds among themselves and have been especially wary of criticism or opposition since the Holocaust. “Never Again” has become their international motto, and Jews world-wide keep a watchful eye out for signs of anti-Semitism. Practicing Jews devoutly celebrate Sabbath at home with their families, as well as with the communities in synagogue. Tradition says that to form a “synagogue” there must be at least ten males gathered, and in solemn community the faithful celebrate the High Holy Days of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, as well as Passover and other feasts. 

			Today, Jews are also recognized as an ethnic community, some of whom are “secular” non-practicing Jews, even atheists. Jews now have their own nation of Israel where there are over 5 million Jews. An equal number live in the United States and there are significant Jewish communities in Europe, Russia and South America. There are small communities of Jews in African and Asia. 

			Christianity

			 The fledgling Jesus movement in Jerusalem attempted to follow their Jewish faith and the discipleship of Jesus, but eventually they were thrown out of the Temple and persecuted by local Jews for their “heretical” beliefs that Jesus was the anointed one of God, the Messiah. Emboldened by a Pentecost experience of the Spirit, these disciples grew from frightened and confused followers to become inspired missionaries. Small communities of both Jews and Gentiles began to spring up in Antioch, Derbe, Lystra, Colossae, Ephesus (in present day Turkey), Corinth, Philippi, Thessalonica, Athens, and in Rome. 

			These communities met mostly in secret in house churches and shared meals and Eucharist together. They were known for their sharing, their love for each other, as well as their devotion to Jesus Christ. Led by both women and men, these communities, in spite of persecution, continued to thrive and spread throughout the Middle East and North Africa. Paul the Apostle wrote to the community in Rome that Jesus had told his disciples to “love one another as I have loved you” and he urged them to strive to be loving and caring communities. Acts, a biblical narrative of the early church, describes the early Christians as “the multitude of those who believed were of one heart and one soul; neither did anyone say that any of the things he possessed was his own, but they had all things in common (Acts 4:32). In his letter to the Philippians, Paul appeals to a strong sense of community: “If therefore there is any encouragement in Christ, if there is any consolation of love, if there is any fellowship of the Spirit, if nay affection or compassion, make my joy complete by being of the same mind, maintaining the same love, united in spirit, intent on one purpose.”(Phil. 2:1-2) Tertullian (160-220 CE), an early Christian writer, pointed out that in his day people would say “see these Christians, how they love one another.” 

			In 313 CE, the Roman Emperor Constantine converted to Christianity and soon the movement became the official religion of the Empire. Through the work of early missionaries, Christianity spread and eventually became a global religion. It suffered serious divisions, first East from West in 1054, then with the Protestant Reformation in the 16th century. The Protestant movement rejected the centralized institutional model of church centered in Rome and emphasized the local congregational model, with a strong emphasis on local community identity and autonomy, especially in the Baptist and Congregational churches. The Catholic Church divided into dioceses and local parishes, but did not allow much local autonomy. A strong sense of community was sustained in monasteries and convents. 

			At the Vatican Council II (1962-65), the Catholic Church described Christians as “the people of God.” This more populist description of church changed the self-identity of many Catholics. Previously, the word “church” tended to refer to the official church and its hierarchy of pope, bishops and clergy. Now the meaning of “church” could range from the global community to the local parish congregation and also refer to the family, the very real “domestic church.” The Catechism of the Catholic Church explains that the church began in households and that today it resides in “the priesthood of the baptized” as exercised by all family members.52 

			With Vatican II’s stress on ecumenism, there has been much dialogue among the churches and congregations and a stronger feeling of community among Protestants and Catholics. Intermarriage has also further bonded members of different faiths. Many Catholics today have a stronger identity with their parish community and experience more participation in Catholic liturgy.

			Taizé is good example of a Christian community that has had significant effect on the world, especially among young people. Founded in 1940 by Brother Roger, a Protestant, it is an ecumenical community with its center in Taizé, France. Today it is a monastic community of 100 monks from different faith traditions, dedicated to prayer and meditation as well as peace and social justice. Each year, over 100,000 young people make pilgrimages to Taizé to catch the inspiration of the monks, as well as to study, pray and learn how they can make a difference in the world. 

			Today there are 2.5 billion Christians throughout the world, living in every country. The strongest revitalization of Christian communities is now in countries that were once dominated by strongly anti-religious Communist regimes in Vietnam, China, and the former Soviet Union. 

			Islam

			Muhammad (570-632), the prophet of Islam, began to have his revelations from Allah in Mecca. Neither he nor his teachings were well received in Mecca, so Muhammad and his early followers had to flee (the hijira) to Medina, where he formed the first Muslim community or nation (ummah).

			Muhammad’s vision of community was unique. There would be equality, even gender equality, and women could now inherit from their husbands and could maintain their own dowries throughout the marriage.53 The community would pray together in the mosque and members were bound to give alms that would be distributed to the poor and needy. After Muhammad’s death, the Ummah expanded explosively and grew to be the largest empire in the world.

			The Islamic community, like most religions, has been subject to divisions. The most serious breach occurred early on over a dispute over who should succeed the Prophet. The Shia maintained that the leadership should be passed to blood relatives, while the Sunni held that the leadership should be selected from competing individuals. To this day, this heated and often violent dispute goes on within countries (the Sunnis and Shia of Iraq) and between nations. (the Sunnis of Iraq and the Shia in Iran).

			Buddhism

			The central chant in Buddhism is: “I take refuge in the Buddha; I take refuge in the Dharma (teaching); I take refuge in the Sangha (community).” Early on, the Buddha surrounded himself with a community of monk followers. They lived an ascetic life of celibacy, fasting, abstinence from alcohol, simplicity, and prayer. The monks generally ate only once a day and they only ate food offered to them while doing the rounds begging. They were to avoid any kind of violence, were in fact not to harm any living being, and were to avoid any harmful speech. They did not sleep in comfortable beds. They studied the teachings of the Buddha and instructed the laity through example and teaching. Later, the Buddha was persuaded to also ordain nuns, who would also follow the ascetic life. The commitment to monastery or convent living, however, need not be permanent. 

			The Buddhist laity were to see the monks as role models and when the monks came begging for food, they would put food in their begging bowls and thus gain merit. At festivals, the laity would bring the monks cloth for new robes, as well as food and the other necessities of life.

			The first major division among the Buddhists came early on, and it was over the role of the monastics over and against the role of the laity. The Theravada tradition held that the monks and nuns lived the life of perfection and the laity was to be seen as outsiders existing to serve the monks as a way of gaining merit. Eventually, there was a strong reaction to such exclusivity and the reactionary movement called itself “Mahayana” (greater raft). In this more inclusive model, both the laity and monastics were able to seek perfection. Here, Sangha included monks, nuns and laity, and all were called to be examples to each other and to reflect to each other the peace, joy, kindness and compassion of the Buddha. 

			Thich Nhat Hanh (1926-), a renowned Mahayana monk from Vietnam, offers his version of that tradition. He shows that the Buddha taught that there is a very safe place within everyone that is an island of the true self. Everyone, monk or lay, can go within that place during the storms of life. All people, (monks, nuns and laity) can take refuge in that place. It is there that one can find his or her true home, ancestors, and the three “Jewels” of Buddhism: the Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha (community). Here, all have access to Buddhahood and the search of nirvana or liberation.54

			Thich Nhat Hanh states that it would be a distortion to see Buddhist community life as escapist. The monks and nuns live simply and in seclusion and deprive themselves so as to avoid distractions such as pleasure, greed, hatred or delusion. Their ascetical life and their meditations serve to purify them of toxic thoughts, emotions and actions and move them to live lives of loving kindness and compassion. Hahn insists that Buddhism should be an engaged Buddhism, very much involved in world issues. 

			In the Mahayana tradition, the layperson can pursue the Buddhist values at home as well as on visits to monasteries or convents, where they learn from spiritual guides. This way, the sangha as a whole “benefits the world with the opportunity for generating abundant, auspicious, purifying ‘merit’.”55 As the Buddha teaches: “Let us live joyfully. Let us form a community of peace, in a world full of rivalry… Let us form a community that possesses nothing. Let us live on spiritual bliss, radiating spiritual light.”56

			With the collapse of the Soviet Union and the improved freedom of religion in Communist countries, the number of Buddhist monks and nuns has increased in China and Vietnam. There has also been a marked increase in the ordination of Buddhist nuns throughout the world.

			The Dalai Lama stands as an excellent example of Buddhist social ideals. Though loyal to his community in Dharamsala in India, where he has lived in exile from his beloved Tibet since 1959, the Dalai Lama has been a citizen of the world. He is well-known for his gentle compassion to people of all nations and religions. He has tirelessly circled the globe and has diligently shared the Buddhist message of non-violence, peace and kindness to countless numbers. 

			4. Conscious Action

			Humans are distinguished from other living beings by their power to reflect before they act. While our cognitive faculties are drawn toward the truth, our faculties of desiring and willing are drawn toward the good. The powers of cognition, imagination and volition move humans to accomplish the seemingly impossible. Humans are actors and doers; they have created great art, music, literature and architecture. 

			Religions and Action

			Religions are commonly driven to vigorous action by their beliefs and values. Most religions have one form or another of the “Golden Rule.” Long before Christians said “Do to others what you would have them do to you,” Confucius said “What you do not want for yourself, do not do unto others.”57 According to this universal wisdom, if you want respect, care and love, then respect, care and love others. If you want help when you are in need, help others in need. If you want compassionate care when you are suffering, disabled or sick, then do the same for others.

			Religions as Ways of Life

			Religions often teach a way of life that will transform the followers and move them toward the religion’s ultimate goal, whether it be union with the divine or some state of ultimate freedom. 

			Judaism

			Judaism calls upon its followers to be faithful to God’s law (Torah), to honor their covenant with God, and to live lives of love and justice. At the heart of Torah is love of God and neighbor. The commandments call for having no gods before the one God, showing mercy toward those who love God and keeping his commandments, honoring parents, and avoiding adultery, theft, false witness and coveting one’s neighbor’s house or wife. (Ex. 20:1-17).

			The Hebrew prophets vehemently provided a corrective to Jewish actions. Isaiah proclaimed that the Lord God stands in judgment of those who oppress: “What do you mean by crushing my people, and grinding down the poor, when they look to you? Says the Lord, The God of Hosts.”(Is. 3:15) Isaiah also confronted those who were unjust to the defenseless: “Woe to those who enact unjust statutes and who write oppressive decrees, depriving the needy of judgment and robbing my people of their rights, making widows their plunder, and orphans their prey.”(Is. 10:1-2) The prophet Jeremiah praised the person who defended the vulnerable: “Because he dispensed justice to the weak and the poor, it went well with him. Is this not true knowledge of me? says the Lord.”(Jer 22:16)

			Christianity

			Jesus uniquely identified himself as the “way” to salvation when he said “I am the way, the truth and the life.”(Jn. 14:6) He asked his followers to love others in the same fashion as he had loved them. He called them to “learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart.”(Mt. 11:29) In the famous Sermon on the Mount, Jesus taught the beatitudes, a description of the good life that has moved countless people, including Dorothy Day and Gandhi, to courageous action. In this sermon, Jesus declared the blessedness of the poor in spirit, as well as of those who mourn, the meek, those who hungered and thirst for righteousness, the merciful, the pure of heart, the peacemakers, those who are persecuted for righteousness and those who are persecuted, reviled and falsely accused.” (Mt 5:3-11)

			Sikhism

			The Sikh religion is a latecomer as religions go. It was established in the 15th century in the Punjab area of northern India. Sikhism is based on an amazing revelation to Guru Nanak. Its message is simple: meditate on the Holy Word of the One God, recognize human equality and serve others. The central temple in Punjab is the Golden Temple, where over a hundred thousand pilgrims go daily to listen to the chanting from the scriptures, honor God’s name, and serve others. Attached to the Temple is a large area where volunteers serve meals to all of those who come. It is estimated that free meals are served there to 50,000 people each day. At all the Sikh Temples around the world, the same events take place: people listen to the Word of God, the sacred texts of Nanak and other gurus, and then meals are served to all who show up. It is simple way of connecting the importance of the Word with serving others.

			Buddhism

			There are many other examples of how religions point the way to fulfillment, goodness and happiness. There is the Buddhist way, which seeks liberation from suffering of the self and others by letting go of attachments to those things that cause suffering. Buddha taught that the goal was loving kindness and compassion and that the way was living a life of righteousness in all areas of human life, from understanding, speech, action to livelihood, effort, mindfulness and concentration in meditation. A Buddhist poet described this passionate way of service in a touching fashion: “May I be a balm to the sick, their healer and server until sickness come never again; May I quench with rains of food and drink the anguish of hunger and thirst; May I be in the famine of the ages their drink and meat; May I become an unfailing store for the poor, and serve them with manifold things for their need.”58 

			Other “ways” 

			There is the way of Islam, with its five pillars of belief: creed, prayer, fasting, alms, and pilgrimage to Mecca. Muslims are required to prayer five times a day, fast during Ramada, regularly give donations to the poor and at least once in their lifetimes make their way to the sacred city of Mecca. 

			There is the way of Taoism, which puts the individual in touch with the Tao, the universal energy or dynamic being in the universe, and calls disciples to live their lives in harmony with this Force. There is the way of Confucius, which is dedicated to human excellence and the human virtues of generosity, sincerity and kindness, duties to family and friends and commitment to the community; all guided by “the heavens.” It is a selfless and humane way dedicated to the dignity of the self and others.

			International Religious Service organizations

			The call of religions for action has led to the development of many religious organizations committed to service of others. There are a number of international religious organizations. The Parliament of World Religions is an international organization that was founded in 1993. The Parliament gathers leaders of world religions every four years to engage in vigorous interfaith dialogue and to make resolutions for service throughout the world. The last meeting was held in Melbourne, Australia in 2010. Resolutions were made to address action in the areas of ecology, the assistance of indigenous peoples, the availability of water and food to the poor of the world, and the promotion of projects involving peace and justice.

			Another impressive international interfaith organization is the Alliance of Religions and Conservation. Prince Philip of England founded this group when he invited religious leaders from around the world to discuss ecology at Windsor Castle in 1995. ARC now works with 11 faiths worldwide. These faiths and their networks embrace 85% of the world’s population - some 5 billion human beings. Each faith has pledged to draw a 7-year plan to deal with environmental problems in their areas. ARC has now been working on ecology for 16 years and has made a major contribution to improving the global environment. 

			The World Council of Churches was founded in 1948 and describes itself as “A worldwide fellowship of 349 churches seeking unity, a common witness and Christian service.” In the area of service, the WCC participated in the struggle against apartheid in South Africa and supported efforts to bring about an end to the two decades-long civil conflict in Sudan. It also was involved in moves toward the reunification of North and South Korea, and the defense of human rights in Latin America during the decades of brutal military dictatorships in that region. Currently, it is working on the protection of religious minorities in Pakistan and advocating for the rights of refugees.

			Catholic Relief Services is an organization in the United States that has been extremely active in helping the needy worldwide. Founded in 1943 by the U.S. bishops, the agency provides assistance to 130 million people in more than 90 countries and territories in Eastern Europe, Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Middle East. The CRS has focused on emergency relief in the wake of disasters and civil conflict as well as long-term development programming in the areas of agriculture, community health, education, health, HIV/AIDS, micro finance and peace building. CRS embraced a vision of global solidarity and incorporated a justice-centered focus into all of its programming, using Catholic social teaching. 

			The Charter for Compassion is an impressive movement among world religions. Karen Armstrong, an expert in world religions, launched this effort in 2009. The movement and its charter aim to draw world religions to restore compassionate thinking and action in today’s world. It takes a position against hatred and contempt and calls religions to walk in the shoes of the oppressed with empathy and resolve to act creatively to meet the needs of our time. 

			Summary

			Efforts to find the historical origins of religion have not been successful, so scholars have turned to examine religions as phenomena. It is possible to look at the origins of religious phenomena, especially the so-called world religions. Generally, these religions originate when a human being receives a revelation or enlightenment. Following this approach, it is useful to look at human capacities that are receptive to religious phenomena and provide examples of how this is manifested in various religions. 

			The human species has four unique capacities that can connect with religious phenomena: cognition, emotion, socialization, and conscious action.

			
					Cognition enables humans to question, search, and find meaning in the areas of the personal, the other and life. Religious traditions can provide meaning in all three areas. 

					Emotion is a driving force in human nature and has recently gained more scholarly attention, especially the positive emotions. Emotions are integral to healthy religious experience, especially the emotions of awe and compassion that are the foundation of many religions. 

					Socialization is an essential human capability in that humans have social needs. Religions meet social needs of humans. They began with small groups of disciples, usually experience divisions, and, if they are to survive, spread and multiply in numbers. Religions often develop strong bonds within their communities.

					Conscious Action is a normal outcome of cognition and feeling. Humans are willful doers. Religion normally moves followers toward action, especially since religions characteristically provide models for a particular way of life. Today, religious individuals and organizations are providing vital service both locally and globally. 

			

			Religion seems to be the most authentic and effective when it offers support and nourishment for every aspect of the human person, with all our capacities and potential. 
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