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Introduction

This book is about creating religions. It’s intended for conworlders, RPGers, writers, creators of games or movies, but also for anyone interested in what religions are and where they came from.
 
If you want something quick, turn to the next chapter, and we’ll get you a fast but not clichéd religion, tabletop-RPG style.
Pitfalls
 
When people don’t think about it much, they’re likely to come up with a close imitation of one of these three things:
 
	the Catholic Church




	the Roman/Greek pantheon




	a mad cult





 


This might get you through an RPG campaign, but it’s simplistic and likely to be full of unrealistic bits— like a conlang created before you read the Language Construction Kit. It’s also a poor basis for roleplaying or writing, as most likely neither you nor your players/readers will feel any connection to the religion, and can’t use it to understand motivations.
 
As with languages, the solution is to learn more about the diversity of human religions, where they come from, what they enable people to do, why they persist.
Why do it?
 
A religion is one of the best things you can create to give a conculture reality and meaning. You can’t make a map without starting a language, and you don’t have a culture without a religion.
 
A religion is how people organize their thoughts and their lives. It gives them a value system, probably different from their neighbors. It literally structures their days, weeks, and years. It gives them tools to talk about morality, mortality, their own minds, and the universe. It offers help for things people would like to control but can’t. When life is hard, which is often, it offers comforts and hidden reserves of strength.
 
In modern times, many of these things come from something else, such as science, politics, or personal value systems. At the least, I’d remind you that if you’re creating a premodern world, those things didn’t exist in their modern form. Also, that the obvious rejoinders didn’t exist either: you could not disprove origin myths with archeology or fossils, and there was no other source of philosophical knowledge… except other religions.
 
If you’re not religious, you’re probably objecting that it’s oppressive and foolish. I hope you’ll have a more nuanced view by the time you finish the book, but for now I’ll just say that yes, oppression is part of the picture. But doesn’t your world need villains and conflicts?
 
Saying that religion influences the world is like saying the sun is bright. Let’s get more specific.
 
	Religion provides your conlang with swaths of vocabulary: important values and concepts, religious paraphernalia, interesting metaphors, names, greetings, the calendar, swear words.  



	Religious institutions are important economic units. They pioneered methods and technologies which secular institutions later adopted.




	Religions inspired pilgrims— which meant travel, trade, inter-communication, and sometimes warfare.




	Religions come with systems of law, which underlie secular laws. 



	Religions inspire scholarship; they are often the first client for writing systems or printing, the first amassers of books, the first to pose what we’d now call scientific or philosophical questions.




	Seemingly obscure problems of praxis can lead to scientific inquiry. E.g. religions may be very interested in timekeeping, and thus astronomy, clockmaking, and mathematics. Islam requires knowing the direction of Mecca, which led to its medieval domination of astronomy.




	In many cultures the largest building in town was religious— which meant it encouraged everything from architecture to stonemasonry to sculpture to music. 



	Religions provide identity. This could mean oppressing minorities; but it also gave the minorities the solidarity they needed to preserve themselves. Sects or cults could act as a continent-wide social support network.




	Religions produce deep motivations, which means they build stories. Why would your main characters leave their life and go off into the wild on a quest? Greed only takes you so far; religion gives a reason to pursue a goal for years.




	Religious prohibitions may seem arbitrary, but they can be important for social or economic reasons. If you have to eat fish on Fridays, fish has to be distributed. If you can’t drink alcohol, that might destroy an entire industry… or simply drive it underground. If you can’t charge interest, that requires creating alternative financial instruments.




	Religions inspire revolt: it was often the only grounds for objecting to a tyrant or a foreign ruler. Abolition, the civil rights movement, and the Indian independence movement were deeply tied to religion.




	Religions often impose common cultural customs; but they are also a key source of social criticism. They provided a basis for denouncing the king and the rich man, and supported love, wisdom, and spirituality as opposed to raw power.




	If you have any interest in poetry, or mysticism, or expressing your own values, this is the area to let loose. In general, the more of you that you put into a religion, the more real and meaningful it will be.







What’s a religion?
 
For purposes of this book I take a broad view of religion. I’m not going to define it, because I’m a linguist at heart, and definitions are misleading and arbitrary.  Religions are like Wittgenstein’s analysis of “game”: they do not all follow a formula or have one key thing in common. Like a family, they are a constellation of related features.
 
Religions border on politics, philosophy, and culture, and the borders are swampy and disputed.
 
Elsewhere I’ve talked instead about “belief systems”, and a case can be made that modern ideological systems like communism and libertarianism are essentially religious. When we discuss things like mass movements (p. 166) and stickiness (p. 178) it’ll be useful to include both ideologies and religions. But in general religions worry about belief, ritual, and cosmology, while ideologies worry about politics and governance.
 
Western culture likes to divide off “religion” from “philosophy”. This originates in the Greek thinkers wanting to talk about God and the cosmos without dealing with the Greek pantheon. The divide didn’t make as much sense when Christianity took over (since that came with a philosophy), and it becomes distinctly unhelpful in China, where religions mix freely and it’s never clear if a sage is talking religion or philosophy.
 
Introductions to particular religions often say something like “X-ism is not a religion, it’s a way of life.” Well, there’s no clear border between religion and culture, either. All premodern religions are a way of life… and modern religions usually would really like to be one, too. What those statements really mean is that we now have competing authorities, and ways of life that are not centered on religion.
Myths about religion
 
As a teaser, I’m going to list things that people often think are true of all religions, but aren’t. See the rest of the book for explanations.
 
It has gods

 
It’s either monotheistic or polytheistic

 
The gods are omnipotent

 
The gods are wholly good

 
The clerics are a powerful, unified hierarchy

 
It has a list of required beliefs

 
It has rituals

 
It has priests

 
It has scriptures

 
Its primary purpose is to explain cosmology

 
Its primary purpose is to underline human power structures

 
It requires a knowing acceptance of falsehoods

 
It’s inherently oppressive

 
It requires temples (or the equivalent)

 
Everyone believes it zealously and uncritically

 
It’s intolerant of other belief systems

 
It’s slowly fading away

 
It provides a comforting afterlife

 
It’s required to make people behave morally

 
It improves people morally

 
A religion imposes the same morality and goals on everyone

 
You can’t belong to more than one religion

 
Only members of the pantheon are worshiped

 
It has the same beliefs and practices as a thousand years ago

 
Its zealots have the same beliefs and practices as a thousand years ago

 
It has the same beliefs and practices as a hundred years ago

 
It will stick with the same gods, at least

 
It’s focused on sin and guilt

Plan of attack
 
The first part of the book will talk about various features of religions: god or gods, cosmology, ritual, clerics, temples, spirituality.
 
Then we’ll get into how religion interacts with other things, including other religions, then language, culture, the modern world, and science.
 
Next, a chapter specifically for conworlders, explaining how to get going, what RPGs get wrong, and how your religion can inspire stories.
 
Finally I’ve given examples of two of my own conreligions, with commentary on why I did things as I did.
 
I plan to publish a companion volume of meaty introductions to a wide range of religions. Much of this material is already available in my history books: China Construction Kit, India Construction Kit, and Middle East Construction Kit. But the idea in this book is to go by topic, and not to enter deeply into any one religion (or a selection of them).
Choose what you learn!
 
Maybe your conreligion doesn’t look much like any earthly religion. That’s fine! This book is intended to give you a lot of new ideas and things to think about, but not to tell you what you can’t put in your religion.
Caveats
 
I should warn you that we’re going to talk about religion as observers and scientists, from the outside. That’s not to say that an inside view is unimportant; in fact I’ll urge you to consider what it feels like for your conculture to believe a religion. But we’re going to look at religion as I’ve looked at language in other books: as a toolkit we can take apart and redeploy in fiction.
 
That might be weird for both believers and unbelievers. For believers, because we’ll be looking at other religions, and possibly your own, with a close, comparative eye. For unbelievers, because we’ll be looking at something you may have longtime negative feelings about.
 
But I’d like to reassure everyone that I have no intention of lessening anyone’s faith, nor lessening anyone’s disbelief.
 
Think of it this way: creating a conreligion is like creating a character. It doesn't mean we endorse what that character does. At the same time, we (usually) want characters that are realistic, not wooden caricatures.
 
A conreligion, like a conlang, should be naturalistic, something possible in your world. To make such a thing it’s useful to look at earthly religions, learn what they’re doing and what options you have, and avoid caricatures and outright falsehoods.
 
In an introductory work, there are bound to be many statements which will make an expert leap up with a “Yeah, but…” Religions are big complex things, prone to divisions which are very important to insiders and baffle everyone else, and full of semantic distinctions without clear borders (what’s a “god” or a “priest”, who determines “doctrine”, what is “magic”, etc.).
 
A good warning from Roger Walsh: “Jumping from phenomenology (experience) to ontology (claims about reality) is always risky.” Statements about what “really happens” during (say) a shamanic trance are ideological on either side. But we can report what the shamans think they’re doing.
 
We’ll often be looking at things from two or four thousand years ago. Introductory history books often give the impression that we know exactly what happened and when; this is far from the case. Archeology provides the best evidence, but often can’t tell us what we want to know, such as ethnicity or the nature of a religion.
 
Literary sources must be very carefully interpreted, especially as they often contradict each other, make unsuppported claims about the far past, or appeal to things known to the authors but not clear to us.
 
Especially in this area, a quotation or a reference is not an endorsement. Sometimes a bad person is the one who came up with a good idea or quote.
Are you a…?
 
I expect some people won’t be happy till they know what I believe, and others won’t be happy when they do know that.
 
I’d put it in terms of what I’ve been: I was once an atheist, and then a Christian, and I’m now an agnostic. All for pretty long stretches of time.
 
This does have an advantage in religious studies, because I understand all three perspectives. I don’t take anything for granted, but I also don’t reflexively dismiss anything. Both religion and irreligion can make people put up mental walls, and I find that a foolish attitude. Religion is a fascinating thing, well worth looking at even if you don’t believe it, or only believe your own.
Conventions
 
This symbol ☑︎ highlights advice or decision points for conworlding— think of it as “check this.”
 
I write 17C for “the 17th century ce”; 17C bce for “the 17th century bce.” CE is Common Era, which is A.D. for Christians.
 
Technical terms are written in small caps. That’s a signal that you can re-use the term yourself, and also look up more information on it.
 
If I cite an author without introducing them, that’s a sign that you can find them in the bibliography.
 
If you’ve read my other works you will not at all be surprised that I try to cite terms as accurately as possible, diacritics and all. But there are too many languages involved to explain all the pronunciations. Some hints though:
 
	š č are pronounced like English sh, ch [ʃ tʃ]. You won’t go far wrong pronouncing Sanskrit ś ṣ as [ʃ] too.




	In Sanskrit, Latin, and Arabic, macrons (ā) indicate lengthened vowels.




	In Mandarin, diacritics mark tones: ā á ǎ à high, rising, falling-rising, falling. Roughly: sh ch j are like English; c z = [ts], h = [x], q = [tʃ], x = [ʃ]; pronounce zh like j.




	Yorùbá: ś = [ʃ], ẹ ọ = [ɛ ɔ], á a à = high, medium, low tone.




	Quechua q is uvular [q], ll is [ʎ].





 


Letters in brackets are in the International Phonetic Alphabet— see the Language Construction Kit or look them up online.
 
You can blip over the Greek words if you like; but if you don’t know the Greek alphabet, it’s not hard! Here are the classical (5C bce) phonetic values as given in W. Sidney Allen’s Vox Graeca. It’s fine to pronounce θ φ χ with their later values [θ f x] instead.
 
[image: Greek-alph.ai]

At the end of a word s is written ς.
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Who really knows? Who will here proclaim it? Whence was it produced? Whence is this creation? The gods came afterwards, with the creation of the universe. Who then knows whence it has arisen?

 
Whence this creation has arisen— perhaps it formed itself, or perhaps it did not— the one who looks down on it, in the highest heaven, only he knows— or perhaps he does not know.

 
—Rigveda 10.129, tr. Wendy Doniger





A quick religion

Although I’m in the business of writing book-length guides to things writers and gamemasters need, I recognize that sometimes you need something right now and just good enough.
 
☑︎ So, choose one from each of the following options. I’ve kept the options suitable for d4, d6, or d8.
 
I haven’t tried to be exhaustive, but I’ve tried to point out alternatives you might not be aware of. “God” in these questions should be taken broadly (the Supreme Being, your personal god, the gods in general, a divine sage, the spirit world, whatever).
 
Feel free to come up with different answers, or combine options. This chapter is meant to spark creativity, not limit it.
 
How many gods are there?
 
	None




	One




	Two. Three at most




	Many





 


Where did the universe came from?
 
	It’s eternal




	A parent universe




	We put a bunch of primordial matter in a bottle and jeez, it just exploded




	The mind of God




	A committee




	Chaos




	Simpler stuff




	More complex stuff (things have gone badly)





 


Gods are most like…
 
	A king




	A loving parent




	A lover




	Humans, for better or worse




	Animals




	Aliens




	A clockmaker 



	A universal force





 


What are we to the gods?
 
	Cherished children




	Somehow necessary because of our worship




	Strange little pets




	Workers




	An obstacle




	Nothing





 


Divine morality is…
 
	Perfect and benevolent




	Evil




	Mixed, but well-meaning




	Whimsical





 


Can humans become gods?
 
	No, they are different ontological categories




	No, no more than you can become a zebra




	Yes, in cases of exceptional merit




	Sure, happens all the time





 


What do believers consider most important?
 
	Correct behavior




	Correct belief




	Correct ritual




	Self-realization





 


This world… what do we think about it?
 
	It’s all we have, and precious




	It’s all we have, but it’s crap




	The real world is that of the gods




	The real world is yet to appear





 


What happens when we die?
 
	We’re gone forever




	We get a new life in this world




	We get a new life in a new world




	We are absorbed into divinity





 


How do we feel about rituals?
 
	It’s immensely important to perform them correctly




	They are satisfying but not strictly necessary




	Let the priests worry about them




	Get rid of them if you can





 


Do the gods talk to people?
 
	Yes, all the time




	Yes, but rarely




	They did once, but not any more




	Maybe, but the saints or godlings can be chatty




	In dreams and oddities of nature




	Never





 


Where do the most significant religious activities happen?
 
	Alone




	With your family




	In a religious building




	In the wilderness





 


Our message is aimed at…
 
	The individual




	The family




	The king




	The community





 


What is the problem we’re trying to solve?
 
	Our sinfulness before God




	Why there is suffering




	To know God with passion and love




	Harmonious relations with other people




	What role we have in life and powers to do it




	Understanding the universe




	The prosperity of the state




	Turning into gods





 


What can a person do for particular merit?
 
	Go to temple every day




	A vow




	A pilgrimage




	A sacrifice




	Time in the wilderness




	Self-mortification




	Service to others




	Teaching





 


What’s the role of priests, monks, or other professionals?
 
	They should run society




	They are the only ones with a connection to God




	They’re the only ones who can achieve enlightenment in this life




	They are role models and teachers




	They are advisors to the king; the rest of us ignore them




	None, we’re all equal before God





 


What do we think about people leaving society?
 
	That’s the goal, really




	Those who can, to serve God, should




	It’s fine so long as they group together as a community




	It’s wrong; humans are built for society





 


What do we feel about other religions?
 
	They are evil




	They are imperfect reflections of our own faith




	They are like us, just with different gods




	They are all valid paths to the truth





 


Can others join our faith?
 
	Yes, it’s the most important thing in the world




	Yes, if they give up their former beliefs




	Maybe, if they marry one of us, which I may not approve of




	No, not allowed




	Why would they want to do that?




	Everyone is already part of it





 


What’s the worst human sin?
 
	Unbelief




	Lust




	Desire




	Oppressing others




	Any and all sins keep us from God




	Being made of matter





 


What do we think of kings?
 
	They are the successors or delegates of God




	The country’s prosperity derives from their character, good or bad




	They are useful to enforce morality and/or belief




	They’re just humans, and likely to be bad




	They are a necessary evil 



	AKAB: all kings are bastards





 


Let’s prohibit something.
 
	A particular food




	A style of clothing




	A type of art




	A certain animal




	Some sexual acts




	Exploitative professions




	Immoral books




	A class of people





 


What types of marriage are allowed?
 
	One spouse at a time




	A limited number of spouses




	Some other religion deals with that




	Not ours to judge





 


What’s the most holy thing you can think of?
 
	God, duh




	A particular saint or sage




	Our temple




	A loving family




	An artifact




	A quiet, beautiful forest




	An imposing desert plain




	The clouds or the stars





 


Who came up with this religion?
 
	God




	A spirit




	A sage (or prophet or avatar)




	A very wise animal 



	The people, I guess




	We’ve forgotten or never knew





 


If there was a founder, what were they before that?
 
	God




	A prince




	Middle class, like a doctor, teacher, or merchant




	A worker




	A sinner




	A writer or scientist





 


What is our relationship to secular science?
 
	There is no conflict




	We accept science, so long as it keeps to the material domain




	“Science” had better defer to our special expertise




	All that people need to know comes from our teachings





 


Can an ordinary person attain the highest level of enlightenment?
 
	Only by God’s action




	No, only monks




	Yes, by special efforts




	Yes, anyone can





 


You’re fine so long as you…
 
	Get the very simple basics right




	Do your best




	Follow all the rules




	Explicitly trust in God 



	Are chosen by God 



	Don’t fall foul of whimsical, cruel fate





 






Making myths

Your comparative religion prof might not agree, but I’ll say it anyway: your religion needs some stories.
 
Stories are engaging, far more than list of beliefs or practices, such as we worked on in the last chapter. They’ll give an idea of what your founder or your gods are like, an indication of how people live, a chance to be poetic or mysterious or amusing.
 
Μῦθος ‘myth’, by the way, has a complicated history. Its oldest meaning is ‘speech’, as opposed to ἔργον ‘action’, but as early as Homer it was used for ‘story’. Later it contrasted with λόγος ‘word, reason’: fictional vs. true stories. Plato used it something like ‘parable’, a story which can communicate deeper truths while, as the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy puts it, is “not subject to rational examination by the audience.” Moderns use it both in the sense of ‘lie’, as in ‘mythbusting’, and as a higher register of story.
Your esteemed founder
 
☑︎ Not every religion has a founder; but if yours does, tell their story. (If it doesn’t, you’re missing an opportunity to add human interest… maybe there was a primordial king whose story you can tell, like Rome’s Romulus.)
 
	What were they before? 



	What did people think of them at that time?




	How did they get their ideas or revelation?




	What struggles were involved?




	What opposition did they run into?




	Who were their first converts?




	What problems did the community have?




	How did they die?




	Who took over after that?




	How did the religion get popular?





 


If my hints weren’t strong enough: put in conflicts. The founder may have doubts or fears. Their revelation may alienate their family or community. Other religions are likely to disapprove. The authorities may get involved. There may be internal conflicts which need the founder to act. Perhaps the founder is betrayed, or exiled, or martyred. Maybe they’re vindicated in their lifetime, maybe not.
 
(Pictured: a very elegant bronze statue of the Buddha, from 14C Thailand.)
 

 
On at least a few of these points, try to upturn expectations. Perhaps…
 
	The founder is not saintly, but kind of a nasty bastard. 



	Rather than an unknown, they’re royalty, or the priest of another religion. 



	The founder is not charismatic, but tongue-tied. 



	Instead of living in harmony, the original converts are a chaotic mess who understand nothing, and the founder leaves them. 



	The founder confronts the devil and loses. 



	Nearby religions are pleased with this new better teaching.





 


Naturally these events might be reversed later, but a little strangeness or unpredictability makes for better stories.
 
In fact, good teachers have always known this— thus most religions’ love of paradox. Why does God tell Abraham to sacrifice his son? Why does the Buddha tell us there is no soul? Why does the Zen master, seeing his monks fighting over a cat, kill the cat? Why does Martin Luther advise his followers to sin boldly? Often you have to unsettle the listener’s mind before anything new will go into it.
 
☑︎ Reading a religious origin story, there’s two things I want to know about. First, how the revelation happened. Was it a vision or dream or trance? Did a spiritual being appear? Was the founder meditating or studying, or in any way expecting this? If it was just the fruit of thought and experience, what was it based on? What did the founder feel during this: excitement, calm, skepticism, terror?
 
Second, what was attractive about the new religion? (See the chapter on stickiness, p. 178.) What was persuasive about it? What needs did it meet?
 
What was the founder’s (former) profession? It’s likely to affect the religion’s beliefs and metaphors. Muħammad was a merchant; as a result Islam, unlike many other worldviews, approves of trading and business. Stephen Prothero remarks that Confucianism is the perfect religion for teachers— it’s all about education, and leading people by hints and rational discussion.
 
Even the ‘realistic’, non-legendary parts of the story may be highly symbolic. E.g. Jesus undoubtedly went to Jerusalem for Passover— every Jew in Palestine would if they could— but his triumphal entry in Mark 11:7–11 is symbolic, representing his kingly role. Likewise, the Buddha may well have left his wife and son to pursue enlightenment, but it’s also a spiritual message about leaving worldly ties.
 
How much supernatural help does the founder get? Is their god always on their shoulder, smoothing their way? Do they have access to minor or major miracles? You can tell a good story either way, and after all a story about a deus can legitimately have a deus ex machina.
 
Personally my forte is para-scholarship, so I like to talk about who wrote the scriptures, and whether there are interesting variant manuscripts, and how plausible historians think the story is. But you can also simply write the scriptures yourself, from an in-universe, in-religion perspective. Or take the opposite approach: let the religion’s opponents give their version of the story.
 
A religion never simply repeats the ideas and practices of the founder forever. What changed later, and why? Did worldly success corrupt the leaders? What doctrines emerged later, and what difficulties does that cause for those reading the scriptures? It could be said that you haven’t made a naturalistic religion unless the founder would be somewhat appalled by what their religion became.
 
Later leaders, saints, and sages repeat the whole process. Go through the questions again, varying the answers. Again, there’s almost always hidden or overt differences in doctrine— Jesus and Paul aren’t saying the exact same thing, likewise Confucius and Mencius, or Muħammad and the first caliphs.
 
Etruscan religion had a minimalist but striking origin story: one day a man named Tages sprang out of a newly plowed furrow— having “the visage of a child but the prudence of a sage,” Cicero tells us. The Etruscans gathered to see this prodigy, and he instructed them on the methods of divination.
What the gods did
 
Then there’s myths proper, stories of how the world was created, of conflicts between the gods, mighty interventions in history, just-so stories explaining why things are as they are.
 
This sort of story is less common in monotheisms, but the Tanakh[1] includes plenty of stories: creation in Genesis, the flood, the trek to and from Egypt, Jonah and his fish, God and Satan’s strange bet in Job.
 
Polytheistic myths often have a wild, earthy quality that offends some (this is holy?) and charms others. They tend to appeal to people who like fantasy. The gods may be noble and brave and kind, such as Isis finding all the pieces of murdered Osiris and raising her son Horus; more often it seems they are petty, lustful, and full of conflicts. The monotheistic God, after all, generally has no sex life.
The story of Kumarbi
As an example of the wild and earthy sort of myth, here’s a Hittite-Hurrian myth.
 
The first god was Alalu, but he was deposed by his own son Anu. Anu in turn was deposed by his son Kumarbi.  Anu tried to escape, but Kumarbi grabbed him by the feet and bit off his genitals. This made Kumarbi pregnant, and he produced five gods, including Tešub who deposed him and became the chief Hurrian god.
 
But Kumarbi did not give up so easily. He had sex with a rock, producing a monster named Ullikummi, made of diorite. He attached it to the shoulder of the giant Upelluri, and together they made war on the gods. Šauška, Tešub’s sister, tried to distract the monster with sex, but it was unresponsive.
 
The gods had the idea of consulting Ea (Enki), who advised them to cut the monster off Upelluri’s shoulder with a divine tool, the same that was once used to separate earth and heaven.
 
Another myth has Kumarbi trying again, begetting a sea monster Ḫedammu which ravages humanity. Ea rebuked him: “Why are you destroying mankind? If you destroy mankind, they will no longer worship the gods. No one will offer bread and libations to you any longer.”
Two floods
We have at least one myth in both monotheistic and polytheistic versions, the flood story. In the Tanakh, God decides that humans are evil, and decides to wipe them out, along with all animals, “for I regret that I made them.” However, there is one righteous man, Noah; God tells him to build an ark, and save his family and a set of animals from the flood. After ten months the flood recedes and the mountains are visible. Noah sends out a dove daily until it returns with an olive leaf in its beak. He and the animals resettle the earth.
 
In the Akkadian version, there was at first no humanity: the lesser gods have to do the work, including creating the rivercourses. They go on strike, and Enki and the goddess Mami create humans to do the work instead, from clay and a sacrificed god named Ilawela. However, this creates a new problem: the humans are too noisy, and “the gods grew restless.”
 
Enlil and his court reduce the population using plague and drought; but Enki advises one man, Atraḫasis, to tell everyone else to cease all prayers and offerings. The gods relent.
 
Finally Enlil tires of the noise and decides to end humanity with a flood. Enki tells Atraḫasis to build an ark to save his family and the animals. In this version it’s a raven that’s sent out to scout. The Gilgamesh epic retells the story, and adds that Atraḫasis and his wife were rewarded with immortality.
 
The Akkadian version in some ways makes more sense: the conflict is between gods; Enlil has one agenda and Enki has another. In Genesis there is only God, and he both resolves to destroy humanity and saves it. As Jack Miles points out, though, the merger of gods is a big reason why the Tanakh’s God is so memorable: external conflicts have become internal ones.
 
The Atraḫasis story is also clearer on the idea that the gods need humans in some way: to do work, to offer sacrifices. On the other hand, the motivation for the Flood— humans are noisy— is a good deal less satisfying.
Creation
 
In the beginning the Universe was created. This has made a lot of people very angry and has been widely regarded as a bad move.

 
Douglas Adams, The Restaurant at the End of the Universe
 
Creation is something you can do without, simply by making the universe eternal. Hinduism and Buddhism work this way, though sometimes they suggest that the world is periodically re-created.
 
Science has come down in favor of the Big Bang, 13.7 billion years ago. Some cosmologists suggest that ours is just one universe among many, but these theories are no more testable than creation by Viṣṇu.
 
Neither religions nor scientists can quite answer the ultimate question: how does something arise from nothing? Both agree, at least, that what we see arose from something simpler. This may be the mind of God, or chaos, or a vast ball of unimaginable heat and density.
 
Polytheisms are often surprisingly remote from the creator. For instance, Zeus is not the creator; he’s the son of Cronos, the son of Uranus, the son of Gaia. One Akkadian myth, the Theogony of Dunnu, has six or more generations before Enlil and Enki. Another, Enuma Eliš, answers the question of what the earth and sky were made of: from the body of the goddess Tiamat, overthrown by Marduk.
 
In Egyptian mythology, what was present at first was Atum the creator god, and the primordial ocean Nun. But Atum’s children somehow exist within him, and wake him up. Nun tells him to lift his daughter Maat (‘truth, order’) to his nostrils and inhale, to rouse his heart. A similar process of rousing the heart is necessary for the recently deceased to begin their afterlife. Atum creates the dry land and the other gods, but the primordial chaos is still out there, with monsters that periodically have to be defeated.
 
A monotheist God can answer the next question— why the universe was created. In the Qurʾān, God explains that “I was a hidden treasure… I created the creation so that I would be known.”
 
At some point a god, not necessarily the creator of the earth, creates humans. As we saw in the flood story, this is rarely a matter of pure art; the gods need us somehow.
 
In Yorùbá religion, the world (ayé) was created by Olódùmarè, and humans by Ọbàtálá. But the gods were in their own world, ọ̣̀run, separated from ayé by a chaos which even they found impenetrable. However, Ògún plunged into the chaos and came back with the one element that could defeat it, iron. He then hacked a way for the other gods to follow.
 
This myth neatly recognizes the gulf between gods and humans, and as a bonus enshrines the transforming power of ironworking.
 
In Benin, the story is that the Creator sent his four sons to the world, inviting each to take one thing. The older ones chose things like wealth, wisdom, or magic. The youngest found only a dirty snail shell filled with sand. But this was fortunate, because the mortal world was nothing but ocean. The youngest god broke open the snail shell, forming the dry land— centered on Benin.
 
Another version of this story: Olódùmarè sent sixteen sons to earth, plus his daughter Ọ̀ṣun. But the sons ignored her. She merely waited; but “nothing they did was straight… healing failed to take place… the rain did not fall.” They finally consulted Olódùmarè, who told them that they must include Ọ̀ṣun in their deliberations. She agreed, but only when her son Èṣù was born. The myth turns out to be a pointed reminder of the importance of women.
The End
 
Stories of the End are less common: to most religions, there’s no reason the universe can’t keep going forever.
 
The Christian idea is that at some point God will wrap up the Earth and remake it. This time it’ll be perfect. The good will be resurrected and be happy forever; the evil will (depending on your theology) be destroyed, punished, or redeemed. (By the way, Greek ἀποκάλυψις, source of ‘apocalypse’, doesn’t mean ‘catastrophe’ but ‘revelation’.)
 
The Norse had a rather metal apocalypse, Ragnarök, described in the 13C Prose Edda and Poetic Edda. The giants invade the earth, Odin is killed by the wolf Fenrir, who is killed by Odin’s son Víðarr. Thor kills the enormous serpent Jörmungandr but also dies; Freyr dies fighting the giant Surtr. Heimdall and Loki kill each other. Finally Surtr destroys the earth in flames and the sun goes out.
 
However, this isn’t final: a new earth rises from the ocean, and a new sun rises, daughter of the old. Víðarr takes Odin’s mantle and Thor’s sons Móði and Magni take up Mjöllnir. Baldr returns from Hell. Two humans— Líf and her husband Lífþrasir— survive and repopulate the world, under the next generation of gods.
 
I hate to criticize the myths, but this is an area where modern literature does a much better job. We can vividly imagine several very possible and some impossible apocalypses, and we are naturally more moved by the end of our civilization or species than by that of the world itself. And for those who prefer those wintry visions, there are some fine works evoking the distant but terribly final heat death of the universe— e.g. Olaf Stapledon’s Star Maker.
 
It’s common to have the idea of a redeemer, who will not necessarily end the world, but set it right. Judaism has the Messiah, Islam the Mahdī. Many Quechua believe that the last Inca will return and restore the empire (Inkarri). Buddhists believe that the next Buddha is coming, Maitreya.
Heroes and gods
 
A culture often has stories about the gods (e.g. stories of creation, or the battles of gods and monsters), and stories about epic heroes (e.g. the Iliad, or Gilgamesh, or the Rāmāyaṇa).
 
Often these are a little more mixed than they first appear: the heroes may be offspring of the gods, or (as in the Indian epics) avatars of them. In Yorùbá myth, even major òrìṣàs may be divinized kings.
 
Students of mythology sometimes assumed that the gods are promoted heroes. Jaan Puhvel points out that the opposite process also occurs: the heroes recapitulate stories of the gods, or perhaps gods no longer believed are recycled into culture heroes.
Who wrote it?
 
☑︎ Who wrote the myths and stories down, and when, and why?
 
Sometimes it’s the founder, or people close to the founder, as with the New Testament or the Qurʾān. Such early reports will probably have more rough edges, things that are put in only because they happened, not because they reinforce the story’s themes. Paul’s letters are a perfect form for getting something quick from a busy man, but they also presuppose a highly literate culture.
 
Or, the accounts we have may be from many centuries later, such as those of the Buddha, or most of the Tanakh. These are likely compiled and edited by the  orthodox, and are polished and homogenized. Perhaps literary critics can tease out different strands of narrative that have been stitched together. The count of miracles and supernatural entities is likely to rise.
 
As an example, take two stories of sagely precocity. At 12, Jesus is taken to Jerusalem, but mislaid. His parents return to the city to find him.
 
And it came about that after three days they found Him in the temple, sitting in the midst of the teachers, both listening to them, and asking them questions. And all who heard Him were amazed at His understanding and His answers. [Luke 2:46f]

 
Compare the visit of the Buddha to a temple, as a child in Kapilavastu long before his enlightenment:
 
The sentient statues of the gods such as Śiva, Skanda, Nārāyana, Kubera, Candra, Sūrya, Vaiśravana, Śakra, Brahmā, and the guardians of the world, all stood up from their seats and prostrated at the Bodhisattva’s feet. Right then a hundred thousand gods and humans cried out in amazement and delight… A rain of divine flowers fell, and a hundred thousand divine instruments sounded without even being played.

 
Lalitavistara, tr. Dharmachakra Translation Committee
 
Finally, people may codify a religion that’s already on the way out. The Eddas, mentioned above, were written in the 13C. Descriptions of Aztec, Maya, and Inca religions were written down after the Spanish conquest. These accounts may have an elegiac tone, and all of these were influenced (it’s hard to know how much) by the surrounding Christian atmosphere.
 
The Tanakh was compiled during the Babylonian exile, when the Hebrew kingdoms had been destroyed. As we’ll see, the strict monotheism of the exiles was imposed on the far messier history of Canaan; and since the kings were gone, they could be freely criticized.
 
Some questions to ask about the writers:
 
	What’s their agenda? Just to tell the stories, to teach morality, to get the founder’s doctrine down, to record a lost tradition?




	Who are they against?
The writers may be concerned to refute false notions, or to explicitly condemn another faction or religion.




	If they’re writing in a later period or location, what aspects of the stories are difficult for them? They may or may not supply explanations or speculations.





 


Premodern peoples are usually hazy about history outside their own country. They readily assume that the nations around it, and the major cities, were always the same. This provides anachronisms that can date the time of compilation. As just one example, Virgil’s 1 bce Aeneid has the Trojan refugee Aeneas visiting Carthage; but Carthage was founded in the 9C bce and the Trojan War happened around 13C bce.
What are they for?
 
The naïve view of myths— shared by some professors— is that they are intensely important and tell us a lot about everything.
 
Not necessarily. As we’ll see (p. 76), the massive apparatus of Roman mythology had very little role in actual religious life. Among the Shoshoni, myths focus on animal archetypes, with Wolf as chief and Coyote as the charismatic trickster; in ritual Coyote disappears, and the chief god is Tam Apo ‘our father’, the remote, anthropomorphic creator. Sometimes, people tell stories because people like stories.
 
This isn’t to say that the myths aren’t meaningful… but it’s not easy to say exactly what they mean. The Tanakh’s account of the Flood is taken by Christians to talk about God’s anger at sin, and his provision for the righteous few— but it’s obviously a repurposing of a bit of common Semitic folklore. It didn’t mean the same thing for the Akkadians. In Gilgamesh the story is told mostly to introduce the immortal Atraḫasis, since Gilgamesh is seeking to defeat death. Nor did it mean the same for the Sumerians; their version concentrates on why humanity was created and why the gods need sacrifices.
 
Another example: the Sanskrit epic Rāmāyaṇa tells the story of the heroic prince Rāma, whose wife Sītā is abducted by the demon Rāvaṇa. After many adventures, Rāma kills Rāvaṇa and recovers his wife. But he doubts her fidelity, twice, and the second time, understandably disgusted, Sītā asks the earth goddess to take her away.
 
The Rāmcaritmānas, a 16C vernacular retelling by the poet Tulsidas, omits this test and the disappearance of Sītā, which suggests that the original episode was not considered honorable on Rāma’s part.
 
C.S. Lewis reminds us (in The Discarded Image) that medieval Europeans did not make a clear distinction between history and fiction. They may or may not have believed that (e.g.) England derived from Troy; but they didn’t really disbelieve, either. In this they followed Herodotus: “It is my duty to record what has been told, but not always to believe it.”
 
Anyway, as Mark Elvin points out, what holds back premodern scholarship is the near-impossibility of verification. You could perhaps doubt that the intelligent monkeys of the Rāmcaritmānas existed, on the grounds that you had never seen one— but who really knew that they couldn’t be found farther in the forest, or that the monkeys we do know aren’t intelligent?
 
At the same time, myths are sometimes closely related to ritual and give them meaning. E.g. Zuni myths explain particular rituals and sacred objects, and explain the animal clans and sacred societies that the community is built on.
 
The story of Inanna’s descent to the underworld ends in her husband Dumuzi replacing her there; there are descriptions of rites honoring Dumuzi (washing, anointing, clothing in red robes) that may have been acted out on Dumuzi’s idol.
 
As ever, we can’t assume we know the chronology: Was a ritual based on the myth? Was the myth created to explain the ritual? Or did they co-evolve?
 




God and gods

K.L. Noll defines a god as “an invisible supernatural agent who possesses a human type of mind and is deeply concerned about the very things that deeply concern us.”
 
This definition seems designed to cast some sly doubts: why should a cosmic mind think like us, and why is it so concerned about day-to-day human life?
 
For now I’d point to what should be obvious: gods are projections of kings, and vice versa. Indeed, in early societies they had the same lifestyle: palaces, institutions full of courtiers/priests and the worldly apparatus to serve them, even similar outfits. In Mesopotamia, meals were prepared for the god and then sent to the palace.
 
At a first approximation, the puzzles of a god’s personality— that mixture of benignity and anger, their power over life and death, the uncertainty over whether they will grant a request, the assurance of absolute power and the worry that they do not know the intercessor’s problems, the concern for justice as well as ruthlessness toward enemies— are all answered by looking at the behavior of kings.
 
Philosophers have always preferred more remote and more benevolent gods, and when religious movements are not controlled by the state, the people often prefer gods defined not by power but by love.
Poly, Mono, and Heno
 
Classifying religions, for two thousand years people’s first instinct has been to count the number of gods: zero, one, or dozens to thousands?
 
As a first step, it makes some sense. The idea of one God, monotheism, seems to invite several inferences:
 
	There’s no confusion about who runs the world. It’s God.




	It feels simpler and cleaner. Monotheists recoil from the messiness and earthiness of polytheism.




	It can feel more direct: everyone has direct access to the same God, without intermediaries. 



	God invites theology and philosophy— rationally working out how divinity works and relates to the world.




	As it supersedes local allegiances, it’s an ideology well suited to empires. 



	It can easily move to a more distant and impersonal divinity, if that’s what people want. Cf. deism, with its God who sets the universe in motion and largely leaves it alone. 




 


Polytheism could counter with its own set of advantages.
 
	Many gods foster diversity. There’s a god for everyone, and if we conquer a new city, its god simply joins the pantheon.




	A community of gods works like a community of humans; the gods may be more petty, but are also more relatable.




	Competition is good: if one god doesn’t satisfy, you can switch.




	Multiple gods offer a compelling explanation for the varying fortunes and ills of the world. You don’t have to explain why God permits bad outcomes. It’s obvious that (say) Summer has different interests than Winter.




	The stories are better, because they allow open conflict and more human motivations, like sex.




	Maybe philosophy proceeds more smoothly without being tied to religion. Philosophers usually treat the gods as parts of creation, not something above it.




	There’s little religious conflict, because people don’t feel their gods need to be pushed on others.





 


But I’m going to push a different viewpoint entirely: the difference is overblown, and there are too many in-between cases for it to be entirely helpful.
 
First, it should be noted that the Abrahamic religions— though believed in by half the world— are not the only or earliest monotheisms. A few others:
 
	Zoroastrianism, which has one god, Ahura Mazdā— more on this below, p. 40. Annoyingly, we can’t even roughly date Zoroaster: he lived sometime between the 17C and 6C bce. 



	The pharaoh Akhenaten instituted a religious revolution (around 1350 bce), which not only promoted the worship of Aten alone, but banned the worship of other gods and even erased god names from their closed temples. 



	Several African religions are monotheist: the Himba of Namibia worship Mukuru; the Tikar of Cameroon worship Nyuy; and the Oromo of Ethiopia traditionally worshipped Waaq.





 


For that matter, Greek writers could be skeptical about their own gods. E.g. Xenophanes:
 
Homer and Hesiod have imputed to the gods all things that are a shame and a disgrace among men, stealings and adulteries and deceivings… If oxen and horses or lions had hands… horses would draw the forms of the gods like horses, and oxen like oxen.

 
Second, religions often have a second tier of godlings or spirits, and monotheisms are no exception. Zoroastrianism has the aməša spəntas or benevolent spirits; Catholicism has its saints; Buddhism has its bodhisattvas; ancient Judaism had archangels.
 
It goes the other way as well: polytheisms turn out to have hidden monotheisms. For more than a thousand years, Hinduism has maintained that all the gods are aspects of one god, either Viṣṇu, Śiva, or Devī. (Each side believes this of the ‘other god’; this doesn’t seem to cause any problems.)
 
Also, a religion may be polytheistic, but individuals may worship only one god. Or people might worship one god at a time— henotheism. The Vedic hymns seem to work like this: each god is addressed as supreme, even if another is supreme in a different hymn.
 
Third, many polytheisms seem to develop by syncretism. Each god has their own chief city (p. 49). The easiest way to keep the country together is to affirm everyone’s gods. So a polytheistic system may not have started out that way. Also see p. 48 for Rome’s tendency to accumulate gods.
 
It’s easy to get the impression that the early Israelites were, unlike their neighbors, strict monotheists. Archeology differs: figurines of the goddess Asherah have been found all over Judah. Moreover, the Tanakh itself disagrees. It’s full of references to other gods; the text usually speaks of them as lesser gods, not as nonexistent:
 
	“You shall have no other gods besides Me.” (Ex 20:3). 



	“In the heavens above and on the earth below there is no god like You.” (1 Kgs 8:23)




	“Happy the people whose God is the Lord.” (Ps 144:15)




	“The House that I intend to build will be great, inasmuch as our God is greater than all gods.” (2 Chr 2:4)




	Jacob and Laban seal their friendship by “the god of Abraham and the god of Nahor— their ancestral deities” (Gen 31:53)




	An Israelite judge tells the Ammonite king, “Do you not hold what Chemosh your god gives you to possess? So we will hold on to everything that the Lord our God has given us to possess.” (Judges 11:24)




	The Most High (ʿelyōn, a title of ʾĒl) divided up the world, giving the people of Jacob to Yahweh (Deut. 32:8–9). This may be a survival from a period when ʾĒl was not yet identified with the Hebrew national god, Yahweh.





 


During the period of the kings, other gods were commonly worshiped in Israel and Judah, and even within Jerusalem:
 
	Even when Moses was around, the people were easily seduced into worshiping idols.




	The prophets complain that the people are worshiping other gods, and erecting ʾăšērīm, which are shrines to the goddess Asherah.




	The kings tolerate this and refuse to take down the “high places”, perhaps because of their sinful foreign wives (1 Kgs 11:4, 16:31).




	Kings built shrines to other gods in Jerusalem (2 Kgs 23:13); Manasseh built altars to them in the Temple itself (2 Kgs 21:4).




	The territory of Israel (though not Judah) included non-Hebrew (“Canaanite”) cities, and the kings understandably tolerated them and their gods.





 


It was only after the Exile that Judaism became resolutely monotheistic in belief and practice. It’s worth quoting the Tanakh’s scathing critique of making “idols”, surely informed by the exiles’ direct experience in Babylon:
 
The craftsman… sets aside the trees of the forest;
…He takes some to warm himself, 
And he builds a fire and bakes bread.
He also makes a god of it and worships it,
Fashions an idol and bows down to it!

 
Part of it he burns in a fire:
On that part he roasts meat,
He eats the roast and is sated…
Of the rest he makes a god— his own carving!
He bows down to it, worships it…
“Save me, for you are my god!”

Is. 44:14-15[2]
 
Finally, one big complication is attempts to divide God into parts. The classic example is the Christian Trinity. The standard teaching is that the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit are all parts or roles within God, like different faces of a cube. The Son is described as “begotten” by the Father before Creation, and is identified with Jesus. The Holy Spirit “proceeds from the Father and the Son”, as the Nicene Creed has it… but in the Orthodox version it’s only “from the Father”.
 
To outside monotheists the whole concept sounds suspiciously close to three gods. But the concept can be taken as a fascinating attempt to imagine a mind more complex than a human’s.
 
Curiously the ten sefirot of Kabbalah are described in a similar way: e.g. the 16C writer Moses ben Jacob Cordovero writes:
 
[Divinity] emanated ten sefirot, which are of its essence, united with it. It and they are entirely one. There is no change or division in the emanator that would justify saying it is divided into parts in these various sefirot.

 
He goes on to compare the sefirot to a stained glass window, which appears in different colors though the light that goes through them is the same. Some opponents accused Kabbalah of worshiping ten gods.
 
Jack Miles considered that the Hebrew God too arose by syncretism. His character merges a creator like Marduk, a destroyer god like Tiamat, a personal or clan god as was common in the Middle East, and a warrior god like Baʿal. This is one reason he can move unpredictably from a creator’s remote benignity to a patron’s indulgence to a warrior’s wrath.
 
☑︎ For conworlders, this suggests thinking hard about what aspects (or even primordial gods) make up a monotheistic God. What if you add in a feminine figure, or a sorceror, or a trickster god? What if your deity, unlike the God of the Bible, has a private life, interests besides watching over and smiting humans?
Bitheism
 
What if the number of gods is two?
 
The obvious division is that one god is responsible for Good, one for Evil. This has a comforting cosmic simplicity to it: we know who to praise and who to blame. Often the god of Good is the actual creator, or more powerful— but evidently not powerful enough to eliminate his rival.
 
The classic example is Zoroastrianism, where the supreme god is Ahura Mazdā, who created all good things, but is opposed by Angra Mainyu (‘destructive mind’), a.k.a. Ahriman, who created evil. (To be more precise, the counterpart of Ahriman is Spənta Mainyu ‘holy mind’.)
 
The universe is a contest between aša ‘truth, order’ and druj ‘lies, chaos’; humans can choose either side, and go to heaven or hell when they die, according to their choice. Eventually Ahura Mazdā will cleanse the world of evil using molten metal, and re-create the world as entirely good.
 
The post-exilic Jews considered the Persians their liberators, and the Zoroastrian conflict seems to be reflected in the opposition of Michael and Satan, both absent from the earlier books of the Tanakh.
 
There is a good deal more about Satan in the New Testament than in the Tanakh, and more yet in the Qurʾān. The latter book has a description of Satan’s fall:
 
We created you [humans] and gave you form. Then We said to the angels: “Prostrate yourselves before Adam.” They all prostrated themselves except Satan, who refused.

 
“Why did you not prostrate yourself?” Allah asked.

 
“I am nobler than Adam,” he replied. “You created me of fire and him of clay.”

 
He said: “Begone from Paradise! This is no place for your contemptuous pride. Away with you!” [7:11–13]

 
In some forms of Gnosticism, the world was created by a Demiurge (from δημιουργός ‘craftsman’), who was either malign or not very competent. He is sometimes associated with the God of the Tanakh; in any case he is a pale imitation of the supreme God.
 
Some Gnostics considered Jesus to be an avatar of the supreme God; other that he was a sage sent to teach gnosis (true knowledge); others that he was divine but not equivalent to God.
 
In Native North American religion, there is often an opposition between the Supreme Being and a trickster figure, often identified as Coyote. The Supreme Being is important in ritual and the trickster is not; but the trickster is more prominent in myth— a selfish, greedy, and comic character. He may or may not be malevolent. The spider god Anansi, from Ghana, is similar.
 
Creation is sometimes attributed to two gods, such as the Aztec Ometeotl and Omecihuatl (male and female). The Yorùbá creator god is Olódùmarè, but Ọbàtálá created humans.
 
Also see the opposition of Law and Chaos, p. 190.
Changes of gods
 
Gods get replaced with surprising frequency.
 
The most spectacular example is Hinduism, which has gone through two complete revolutions.
 
The Indo-Europeans worshipped a chief god named Dyeu-pətér, which underlies Zeus, Jūpiter, Tiw (god of Tuesday), and Sanskrit Dyauš. In one Vedic hymn he appears as the father of Indra; but often he’s paired with Earth as Dyavaprithvī ‘Sky-Earth’… and changes sex: they are two sisters.
 
The chief Vedic gods were Indra (storm, war), Agni (fire, sacrifice), the Aśvin horse gods, Varuna (sea, dusk), Mitra (dawn, oaths), and the Maruts (storm gods).
 
The chief gods today are Viṣṇu, Śiva, or the female Devī. Their followers each believe their god is the chief and only god, though each is provided with consorts and children. Viṣṇu does appear in the Vedas as a very minor god (6 hymns, compared to 200 for Indra), and Śiva has been identified with Rudra, another minor Vedic god.
 
In Egypt, the chief god varied, depending on which city was in charge. When the kings ruled from Memphis, the chief god was Ptah; when Thebes was in charge, it was Amun. When Akhenaten dedicated the country to Aten, he built a new capital, Akhetaten.
Minor gods
 
People who know about ancient cultures have been burning, for several pages, to tell me which gods I left out.
 
Polytheisms tend to accumulate gods, because why not? The Mesopotamians liked to make lists of their gods, and came up with 2000 names. There are household gods, gods of defeated nations, gods borrowed from abroad, culture heroes, divine servants, demoted gods, gods on the rise, not-quite-gods like Fates, Muses, and messiahs.
 
A celestial king needs a celestial court; even the monotheistic God has a court where “thousands upon thousands served Him” (Daniel 7:10). This idea was vividly expressed in the 16C Chinese novel Journey to the West:
 
He at once commanded the Four Great Devarājas to assist Devarāja Li and Prince Naṭa. Together, they called up the Twenty-Eight Constellations, the Nine Luminaries, the Twelve Horary Branches, the Fearless Guards of Five Quarters, the Four Temporal Guardians, the Stars of East and West, the gods of North and South, the Deities of the Five Mountains and the Four Rivers, the Star Spirits of the entire Heaven, and a hundred thousand celestial soldiers.

tr. Anthony Yu
 
To be honest, I think the procedure is much like how comics multiverses get so overpopulated: no one is in charge, so everyone’s pet ideas are thrown in.
 
In strict monotheisms, people are rather shocked at claims to divinity. But in polytheism it’s an unremarkable career move to become a god (apotheosis). Sometimes it’s routine: the king of Egypt was a god, the successor of Horus. Roman emperors were generally divinized when they died. Several Chinese culture heroes became gods, e.g. a princess who refused to marry and became Bìxiá Yuánjūn, patron of childbirth; or the historical general Guān Yǔ who became a god of war and of wealth, and even a Buddhist bodhisattva.
 
It was rarer in Mesopotamia; some kings claimed divinity, but this seems to have been considered tacky. Bruce Trigger suggests that such claims are harder to swallow when the king lives in a city among his people, as opposed to an isolated palace complex.
 
A sage, or a cult leader, may claim divinity, or allow his followers to claim it for him. Though personally I wouldn’t join these dudes, again it’s less of a stretch in polytheism or monism.
Demons
 
Not all religions have bad guys. The Greek/Roman pantheon doesn’t really have or need them. They play a minor part in Mesopotamian religion; e.g. Lamaštu attacked pregnant women and babies, while the demon Pazuzu could be invoked to protect them.
 
In ancient Egypt, the world was surrounded by primordial chaos, with monsters that threatened creation. The gods Shu and then Geb were promoted to chief because they resisted the monsters. There were also various monsters in the underworld which would consume the dead if they were not properly protected by prayers and spells.
 
In the later Vedas, there is a division of gods (sura) and antigods (asura). The gods followed the way of order (rita), while the antigods followed disorder (anrita). Occasionally a demon would become super-powerful— e.g. Vritra hoarded all the earth’s water, and Indra had to defeat him. Curiously this story is one explanation for why there is evil: Vritra was a brahmin, so Indra’s killing of him was an evil act.
 
The Avesta has the same words but reverses the meaning: the ahuras are divine, the daevas demonic.
Spirits
 
There is often a level of beings who aren’t gods but aren’t humans either. The Christian version is angels, from ἄγγελος ‘messenger’.
 
Islam has these too, but also a class of beings called jinn (singular jinnī). In modern terms they are a different sentient species, created from fire as humans were created from dirt or blood. Jinn can change shape or turn invisible. But like humans they were created to worship God, and will be judged alongside humans if they do not.
 
Hinduism has quite a few non-humans: the gandharvas, celestial musicians; apsaras, female nymphs; nāgas, snake beings; rākṣasas, mostly malign shape-shifters; vidyādharas, air spirits; vetālas, beings who reanimate corpses; piśácas, minor demons; vanaras, the sentient monkeys who aided Rāma; yakśas, forest spirits.
 
During possession rites, the possessor may be some form of intermediary spirit rather than a god; see the description of Seu Malandrino, p. 46.
No gods
 
Religions don’t need any god at all.
 
Buddhism and Jainism don’t posit any God or Creator. The Buddha’s basic teachings— the Four Noble Truths leading to the Eightfold Path— don't refer to any gods nor do they promise supernatural help. Dàoism is really not about gods, though it accumulated gods over time.
 
More accurately, the gods are simply not important in Buddhism. They exist as part of the cosmic cast of characters (especially in Mahāyāna, as in the extract on p. 32), but they are not creators, are not immortal, and don’t need to be worshiped. Bodhisattvas may be revered, but they are ordinary beings, not gods, who have transcended the cycle of rebirth and dedicated themselves to saving all beings.
 
Confucius took an odd middle ground. He was all about respecting authority, believed in following the rites for their own sake, and approved of a very vague Heaven (Tiān), but he discouraged interest in gods or spirits:
 
Respect spiritual beings, while keeping at a distance from them.

 
Jìlù asked about serving spiritual beings. The Master said, “Before you have learned to serve human beings, how can you serve spirits?”

 
Analects, tr. Irene Bloom


Among conreligions, see Irreanism (p. 212), and Endajué on my website.
 
☑︎ So, how many gods total? Zero and one are fine answers, but low digits (two to six) are an opportunity to be simple yet distinctive.
 




More on gods

Now that we’ve gone over possible numbers, let’s look at some other issues: where the idea of gods comes from; their portfolios; what if the gods are real; what if they’re aliens.
Speaking for God
 
A curiosity about religion is that the very same fact— that people come up with elaborate texts about or from the gods— was a reason to believe for the ancients, and a reason to disbelieve for moderns.
 
Someone says they have words from God. They repeat them to other people: often it’s eloquent and moving, much more so than whatever they normally say. How do the hearers interpret this?
 
Not everyone believed, of course: almost every tradition mentions naysayers and persecuters. Lucian of Samosata has an entertaining essay on the prophet Alexander of Abonoteichos, who claimed to speak for a snake god, Glycon. Lucian scoffs that the performance was aided by a dark room, a hand puppet, and speaking in an eldritch voice.
 
But to many, the ability to produce long texts and stories was itself numinous. The text had to come from someone, someone besides the teller. The Greeks believed that even secular stories were dictated by a Muse. The Romans talked about genius, which did not then mean an inner competence, but a guiding deity.
 
C.S. Lewis described the “Liar Paradox”, in relation to Jesus, and also to Lucy, when she told her siblings about the wardrobe leading to Narnia. Either Jesus was a liar, a madman, or telling the truth. And the obvious wisdom, even shrewdness of his speech, suggested that he could not be lying or insane.
 
The problem with Lewis’s argument is that applies to all the other sages, too. You can find tracts that sound like a crazy person, but Muħammad, Buddha, and Lǎozǐ seem quite sober. Even today we don’t associate wisdom literature and lofty poetry with kooks.
 
There’s another phenomenon which skeptics may not be aware of, because they never see it: trance states. You visit the godspeaker in some dark, crowded place, and talk to them— they seem completely normal. The ceremony begins, perhaps accompanied by droning music and drums, and a change occurs. The godspeaker moves differently and speaks like a completely different person, perhaps a different gender. It’s the god speaking, and they speak with authority and strength. They address several people in the crowd, who act awestruck. Eventually the session is over and the godspeaker returns to normal.
 
Alma Guillermoprieto vividly describes seeing her pleasant friend from the favela, Celina, possessed by a spirit:
 
On Mondays, Celina’s body was often on loan to a scoundrel by the name of Seu Malandrino, who wore her chunky, comfortable flesh with a menacing swagger, spit obscene words out of the corner of his mouth, straddled her only chair horseback-style, and kept his face wreathed in a halo of cigarette smoke.

 
The first time I saw him, while poking my head in Celina’s door and running directly into the stare from his dirty yellow eyes, I found him very frightening indeed. It took a couple of seconds before I recognized a face under the white boater hat with red trim and babbled an apology for the intrusion. “I’m sorry, Celina,” I began, and was cut short. “Celina isn’t here. My name is Seu Malandrino.” The voice was gravelly and sinuous… “Let the gringa come in!” he said to a frightened young couple sitting on the sofa, and to me, “Sit in that corner and shut up!”

 
“You’re going to forget everything I’m telling you, write it down,” Seu Malandrino snapped at the young woman on the sofa… “One rooster is for you to use on your bodies. The other is for The Man. Candles. Cachaça. Beer. And two hundred seventy-seven cruzados.”

 
If you’ve never seen such a thing, I can only tell you that I have, and it’s an eerie experience. I’ve talked to senile or mentally ill people too, and it was nothing like that. It can be very powerful for some people: imagine being told directly by your God that you will be healed, or forgiven from some sin.
 
I’m not saying that a god is “really talking.” Rather, I’m saying that when witnessing such things, outside normal experience, that is not an unreasonable conclusion to draw. So when Moses said God had given him the Ten Commandments, or Muħammad recounted his meeting with Gabriel, or Zoroaster talked about being escorted to meet Ahura Mazdā, the simplest hypothesis for many people was that they were telling the truth.
 
Some beliefs rely on persistent communication from the gods, but that doesn’t seem to be something that can be relied on. So in many cases the authority is secondary: these people told us they heard the prophet, so we believe them. And ultimately someone wrote everything down, and we believe because it’s in the book.
 
To my knowledge, most messages from prophets and oracles, even under polytheism, were from a particular god: no one claimed to have a message from the whole pantheon. E.g. the Oracle at Delphi spoke for Apollo, that of Dodona spoke for Zeus.
 
We’ll get into this again in the section on shamans, p. 111.
Because it works
 
Bret Devereaux has a nice paradoxical explanation of polytheism: it was practical, and derived from trial and error. People did it because it works.
 
His example is a blessing of crops. The harvest is all-important, because if it goes badly you starve. Someone tries offering the appropriate god a sacrifice at planting time, and the harvest is good. The sacrifice is vindicated, and it is repeated every year. If it doesn’t work, it was performed wrong and the procedure is corrected.
 
If you asked a Roman for a proof that his religion worked, he would gesture around: look at Rome!
The fact that the republic and then the empire was there, and expanding, was proof that the gods were being appeased.
 
This is a logical fallacy, of course, but moderns haven’t given it up, and it’s not just religious. The defense of any institution or tradition generally relies on the same argument: we’ve always done it, we’re successful, and contesting it is baffling and possibly immoral.
 
You want examples? OK: why do we make six-year-olds go to school? Premodern societies didn’t do that, and the kids won’t remember most of what they learn at that age.
 
You may well reply, we send the little moptops to school because we have to get them literate. That is indeed a purpose, but it doesn’t justify the method. Keeping Rome prosperous was a purpose, too. The point is that for the participants in cultural institutions, such as crop rituals or grade school, any other method is unthinkable.
Portfolios
 
What we all remember about the Greek and Roman gods is that they each had a role or domain. Something like this:
 
	Greek

	
	Roman

	Portfolio


	Zeus

	Ζεύς

	Jūpiter

	sky


	Hera

	Ἥρᾱ

	Jūno

	marriage


	Poseidon

	Ποσειδῶν

	Neptūnus

	sea


	Hades

	ᾍδης

	Plūto

	afterlife


	Hestia

	Ἑστία

	Vesta

	hearth


	Aphrodite

	Ἀφροδίτη

	Venus

	love


	Apollo

	Ἀπόλλων

	Apollo

	sun


	Ares

	Ἄρης

	Mars

	war


	Athena

	Ἀθηνᾶ

	Minerva

	crafts


	Hermes

	Ἑρμῆς

	Mercurius

	commerce


	Artemis

	Ἄρτεμις

	Diāna

	moon


	Hephaistos

	Ἥφαιστος

	Vulcānus

	fire
 




This scheme has an obvious intuitive appeal: the gods divide up the world, and also human life, into coherent subdomains, and you know who to go to to get things done. It’s less clear whether individual Romans or Greeks really distributed their prayers and sacrifices to all the gods, or even to the appropriate god for each request.
 
Don’t take the portfolios too rigidly. E.g. Jupiter was the ultimate protector of Rome, but also oversaw the harvest. Mars, god of war, also protected the crops. Juno was a war goddess and also patroness of childbirth.
 
The Romans were by no means limited to these gods. In the 3C bce there was a vogue for personifications of virtues: Concord, Victory, Hope, Faith, Honor, Virtue. Foreign cults were adopted: Cybele, Isis, Mithra, various Syrian gods.[3] When Julius Caesar died he was deified, and most of the emperors were deified after their deaths, with temples and priesthoods. The current emperor was not (yet) a god, but temples could be built to his genius (tutelary spirit) or nūmen (will or divine majesty).
 
The Mesopotamian gods are not defined so neatly; the main complication is changing fashions in gods over 4000 years, and the fact that deities were originally defined by their chief city, not by their function.
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	Sumerian

	Akkadian

	Sex

	City

	Portfolio


	Anu

	Anum

	m

	
	sky


	Enlil

	Ellil

	m

	Nippur

	storms


	Ninḫursag

	Belet-ili

	f

	Kiš, Eridu

	fertility


	Enki

	Ea

	m

	Eridu

	sea; crafts


	Nanna

	Sin

	m

	Ur

	moon


	Ninurta

	Ninurta

	m

	Girsu

	spring storms


	Utu

	Šamaš

	m

	Larsa, Sippar

	sun


	Inanna

	Ištar

	f

	Uruk

	love and war


	Dumuzid

	Dumuzi

	m

	Badtibira

	shepherds, underworld


	
	Nabu

	m

	Borsippa

	scribes


	Iškur

	Adad

	m

	Karkara

	storms


	Ereškigal

	Allatu

	f

	Kutha

	underworld


	Kišunu

	Nergal

	m

	Kutha

	underworld


	Gula
 

	Gula

	f

	Umma

	death, healing




In addition Babylon and Assyria promoted their city gods, Marduk and Aššur respectively, to the position of chief god. In the Akkadian epic Enūma eliš, the older gods Apsu and Tiamat are bothered by the noise of the younger gods, and resolve to eliminate them. Enki kills Apsu, but Tiamat continues the war. Only Marduk is willing to lead the resistance; he kills Tiamat and uses her body to create the heavens and earth, then becomes the chief god. (The Assyrians naturally didn’t think of Marduk as chief god… but they came to accept him as a god of healing.)
 
The Egyptian gods are only partly defined by role:
 
	The sun god, like the sun, goes through a cycle: dawning Khepri, vigorous noonday Re, and senescent Atum.




	Atum creates Shu (the air) and Tefnut (water).




	These create Geb (the earth) and Nut (the sky).




	These create Seth, Osiris, Isis, Nephthys.




	Osiris and Isis are the parents of Horus.





 


The latter gods are defined by their role in the story of Osiris. The kingship had passed from Atum to Geb to Osiris. His brother Seth was jealous and invited him to a banquet. He tricked him into entering a coffin the size of his body, killed him, and disposed of his body. His sister and wife Isis recovered and buried the body, but Seth chopped it up and hid the pieces across Egypt.
 
Isis found them all— burying copies to fool Seth— and reassembled them. The penis was gone, eaten by a fish, but she made an artificial one. She resurrected Osiris, had sex with him, and bore the child Horus.
 
Osiris was made king of the underworld, while Isis raised Horus in secret. There was eventually a meeting of the gods to decide who would rule; after some reverses Horus became king. When he no longer wished to rule, he passed his role to the kings of Egypt.
 
The chief gods of the Aztecs:
 
	
	Sex

	Meaning

	Chief role


	Creators

	
	
	

	Ometeotl

	m

	two god

	creation


	Omecihuatl

	f

	two lady

	creation


	
	
	
	

	Their sons

	
	
	

	Huitzilopochtli

	m

	left hummingbird

	Aztecs, sun, war


	Tezcatlipoca

	m

	smoking mirror

	war, heavens


	Quetzalcoatl

	m

	feathered serpent

	storm, merchants, order


	Xipe Topec

	m

	our lord, flayed one

	spring


	
	
	
	

	Others

	
	
	

	Tlaloc

	m

	makes earth

	rain, lightning, lava


	Chalchiuhtlicue

	f

	turquoise skirt

	water, floods


	Mictlantecuhtli

	m

	lord of underworld

	death


	Xochiquetzal

	f

	precious flower

	pregnancy, song, love


	Xiuhtecuhtli

	m

	turquoise lord

	fire, home life, regrowth


	Teteoinnan

	f

	mother of gods

	moon, healing, midwives


	Chicomecoatl

	f

	seven serpent

	maize, harvest


	Centeotl

	m

	ear of maize

	young maize


	Tlazolteotl

	f

	god of vileness

	fertility, love, lust, sin


	Cihuacoatl

	f

	snake woman

	fertility, childbirth


	Tonatiuh

	m

	makes the day

	sun, warriors


	Mixcoatl

	m

	cloud serpent

	hunting, war, Milky Way


	Tlaltecuhtli

	m/f

	earth lord

	earth; eats sun each night
 




It’s hard to know where to stop with these lists… should we include Huixtocihuatl, goddess of salt? Or Omacatl, god of banquets? (But he’s considered another name for Tezcatlipoca.)
 
The Templo Mayor, the main Aztec temple in Tenochtitlán, contained two main temples, for Huitzilopochtli and Tlaloc. But the city center contained literally dozens of temples.
 
The chief gods or òrìṣàs of the Yorùbá, which have spread to Brazil and the Caribbean:
 
	Yorùbá

	Portuguese

	
	

	Olódùmarè

	
	
	creator god, not directly worshiped


	Ọ̀ṣun

	Oxúm

	+

	life, rivers, love


	Ọbàtálá

	Oxalá

	+

	created humans


	Òrìśà-Oko

	
	+

	agriculture, wealth


	Ògún

	Ogum

	+

	iron, hunting, and war


	Ṣàngó

	Xangô

	+

	thunder and lightning; healing


	Ọya

	
	+

	wind and storm; wife of Ṣàngó


	
	
	
	

	Ifá

	
	+

	divination


	Èṣù

	Exú

	
	delivers sacrifices; crossroads


	Ọ̀rúnmìlà

	
	
	knowledge, secrets


	Yemọja

	Iemanjá

	
	sweet waters; (Brazil) the sea


	Ọ̀sanyìn
 

	
	
	herbs and medicine




The seven gods marked with a + are the main gods in Nigeria. But the Yorùbá pantheon is open-ended; e.g. Ṣàngó is said to be a divinized king of Ọ̀yó; he also may be Nupe rather than Yorùbá in origin.
 
In Cuba, the òrìṣàs were identified with, or hidden as, Catholic saints: e.g. Ọ̀ṣun with Our Lady of Charity, Ògún with St. Peter, Ṣàngó with St. Barbara, Ọya with St. Theresa, Èṣù with St. Michael.
 
In Nigeria, at a young age, a child is taken to a babaláwo, a priest, to be assigned to an òrìṣà. This is based on personality or divination, not family preference or history. If later experience indicates that another òrìṣà is a better fit, this is accommodated without fuss.
 
The major gods of the Incas:
 
	Quechua

	Spanish

	Meaning

	
	Role


	Wiraqucha

	Viracocha

	fat sea

	m

	creator


	Inti

	Inti

	sun

	m

	sun, agriculture


	Mama Pacha

	Mama Pacha

	mother earth

	f

	earth


	Mama Qucha

	Mama Cocha

	mother sea

	f

	sea, women


	Supay

	Supay

	shadow?

	m

	dead, evil


	Illapa

	Illapa

	lightning

	m

	storms, rain


	Pachakamaq

	Pachacamac

	earth orderer

	m

	earthquakes, fire


	Mama Killa

	Mama Quilla

	mother moon

	f

	moon


	Mama Sara

	Mama Sara

	mother maize

	f

	food


	Quyllur



	Coyllur

	Venus < ‘light’

	f

	stars




The major mountains were also deities, called apu.
 
The universe consisted of Hananpacha, the heavens where the gods live; Kaypacha, the world of life, where humans live; and Ukhupacha, the underworld and land of the dead, ruled by Supay.
 
China doesn’t lack gods, far from it; but the major Chinese religions (Dàoism, Confucianism, Buddhism) are not very interested in them; they were left to the common people.
 
In one story, the earth was formed from the body of the dead god Pángǔ. Humans were formed from his bodily parasites… but in another story, they were formed from yellow clay by the goddess Nǚwā.
 
Another goddess, Cháng’é or perhaps Xīhé, gave birth to ten suns. As this produced drought, the archer Yì shot down nine of them. The great scourges of China were personified as gods: Bá for drought, Hébó for the dangerously volatile Yellow River.
 
In legend there were Three Sovereigns (huáng) and Five Emperors (dì) who founded human civilization. The Sovereign Fúxī invented cooking, fishing, music, and hunting, while his advisor Cāngjié invented writing. Huángdí, the Yellow Emperor, invented agriculture, boats, clothing, law, and the magnet.
 
Perhaps indicative of the loose treatment of gods in China is Hòutǔ, at first god of earth, later lord of the underworld. In this office he was ecliped by the Buddhist import Yánluó (Yama). And yet later Hòutǔ became a goddess, still invoked to provide safe travels, a good harvest, or children.
 
☑︎ I’ve listed specializations above, but consider separating your gods some other way: by personality type, by chosen animal, by elements, by region. Or foreign gods may be adopted without worrying about overlapping portfolios.
Real gods: yours and theirs
 
☑︎ This may seem like an odd question, but what if the gods are real? Does it make any difference?
 
One example is N.K. Jemisin’s The Hundred Thousand Kingdoms. The premise of the book is that the gods have been shackled, and serve the interests of the planet’s ruling family, the Arameri. The protagonist is a young woman named Yeine who is thrust into the cutthroat internal politics of the Arameri, and also meets the gods. No spoilers, except that the power of the gods is key to the plot.
 
C.S. Lewis is the classic Christian example: his Aslan is a reimagination of Jesus in the world of Narnia; but since Narnia is a land of talking animals, Aslan is a lion.[4] Aslan is a very hands-on deity; he appears in all the books as an active and very physical presence. Lewis succeeds perhaps too well: Aslan is a very appealing character, and if a reader went from him to Jesus the transition would be rather disappointing. (Aslan lets the children bury their faces in his mane, which one feels Jesus would not.) Fortunately the religious allegory goes right over the heads of most children.
 
Of course, every Christian poet and novelist wrote about worlds with a god they believed in. The result is perhaps instructive: their worlds mostly look like our world. God rarely speaks or acts directly, either in this world as they see it, or in their fiction. Compare Lewis with Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings, where God, Eru Ilúvatar, is only mentioned in an appendix. The exception is stories set in the time of Christ (Ben-Hur) or in Heaven (the Divine Comedy).
 
Lewis’s trick is not easy to pull off, not least because writers speaking of their own god tend toward an extremely conventional piety. Everything becomes grave and rather dull.
 
The Elder Scrolls video games, e.g. Oblivion and Skyrim, have a dull set of normal, benevolent gods, the aedra. There’s another far more interesting set, the daedra: mixed in morality, often playful, often dangerous. It’s always fun to take the daedric quests; they tend to inspire the writers to heights of disturbed creativity.
 
In some stories the gods appear at the climax to fix everything up; this trope is so ancient that it has a disparaging name, deus ex māchinā, a god from a machine (Greek ἀπὸ μηχανῆς θεός). In ancient Greek theater this was a literal machine, a crane or rising platform used to reveal the actors playing gods. It’s a narrative device that’s hard to do well, and doesn’t do the gods any favors. (Why did they let things get out of hand? But perhaps the gods have a sense of theater.)
 
A subtler use of the trope occurs in the 17C Chinese play A Couple of Soles (Bǐmùyú). Two ill-fated lovers, not allowed to marry, commit suicide by drowning, and the water deity Yan turns them into fish. They are caught by a retired magistrate and turned back into humans. This only occurs about 2/3 of the way through the play, and does not by any means solve all the lovers’ problems, so it advances the plot rather than artificially resolving it.
 
Religions usually have two modes: stories where God or the gods intervene constantly (Genesis, Gilgamesh, Homer, the life of Muħammad, the story of Osiris), or stories where they are remote and merely mentioned piously (Esther, Nehemiah, the stories of Hercules, saints’ lives, the life of ʿAlī).
 
Is there a middle way? I think it can be done— Jemisin and Alan Moore (see his comic Promethea) are good examples. Some possible principles:
 
	Like any characters, the gods should have goals within the story. This is undoubtedly easier with polytheistic ones.




	What do humans have that gods want or need? This can be as simple as “worship”, or sacrifice, but in Greek mythology, the gods can be taken with a human song, or a human woman. In Aztec religion, the sun needs blood to keep moving.




	Stories are more interesting when characters are not omniscient or omnipotent. In the story of Osiris, it’s notable that the gods don’t know all things immediately, and that moving to or even com-municating with the realm of the dead is difficult.




	You may be tempted to make the gods speak like scripture, in an archaic fashion. But why would gods know English, but not English contractions or English slang? 




 


The French cartoonist Boulet has an amusing comic based on the use of Latin in modern fantasies to represent spells. He imagines the ancient Romans, using Latin in daily life, plagued by uinintended invocations of gods and demons. Would people pray differently, or be more careful with religious swear words, if the gods were actually likely to respond or appear?
 
What if every time a violent or unjust act was about to occur— a crime, a war, a poor person being oppressed, a school bully acting up— God showed up and prevented it? That’d be great… in some ways. But what would people be like under those circumstances? Are people forced to be good actually good? What if God has some old-fashioned notions on who the bad people are? For instance, can the poor never have a revolution to end their poverty?
 
What if God really enforced every bit of morality? No more injustice, but also no more lust, no more laziness, no more gluttony, no more gossip, no more mean jokes. Ordinary people may revere or admire saints, but they rarely want to be saints.
 
So perhaps the gods are more hands-off: they leave everyday life to human beings, they do not prevent every fistfight, they want to teach people to be good, not force them. They intervene only in major matters. Well, what are those?
 
This isn’t a Socratic question; it’s a meta-narrative one. Gandalf in LOTR seems near one extreme. He is one of perhaps five Istari sent to oppose Sauron, and it takes three thousand years to do it. He has nowhere near enough power to confront the Dark Lord directly, and uses less magic in the course of the trilogy than a D&D wizard expends in a week’s campaign. Though he personally intervenes to arrest the corruption of Gondor and Rohan, he does so only at the last minute. Eru evidently believes in the butterfly effect, the least possible intervention.
 
Close to the other extreme is Neil Gaiman’s Sandman, one of the few fictional works where gods, godlings, demons, fae, aliens, and other entities seem to outnumber the humans. Gaiman’s various beings are not shy about interacting with humans and acting in the world, though more often than not it’s for their own reasons, and bystanders get hurt.
 
Another narrative idea: with real gods, possession can make a character behave in ways they normally wouldn’t— for good or ill. Could be awkward.
It was aliens!
If your bright idea is that the spectactular events in our history or your conworlds were due to aliens, or time travelers— in short, you want to turn mythology or fantasy into science fiction— I have to tell you that it’s been done, many times.
 
This isn’t to say it can’t be done well. I’m fond of the French comic Ulysse, by Georges Pichard and Jacques Lob, which retells the Odyssey with the gods replaced by alien superheroes. Roger Zelazny’s Lord of Light is about a far planet where the original colonists have taken on the personas of Hindu gods; one of them rebels, essentially by re-creating Buddhism.
 
Still, I find the idea a bit cringy, because it replaces one preternatural element (gods) with an even more speculative one (aliens), and because to my mind myths aren’t improved by turning them into distorted s.f. stories. As just one example, in Exodus God provides a supernatural food, manna, to the Hebrews. Immanuel Velikovsky interpreted this as “hydrocarbons” formed as Venus approached the earth. What’s the point of replacing a story of divine care for people with one of detritus from a cosmic fly-by?
 
The other problem is that such retellings tend to cherry-pick or misread ancient documents, and are full of scientific errors. Isaac Asimov gleefully picked apart that notion of “hydrocarbons” becoming “carbohydrates”, which makes no sense chemically. Nor does Velikovsky’s agitated solar system make any sense to a physicist.
 
Not a few s.f. writers have posited that humans come from another planet, or that aliens tampered with our DNA. This only shows that though s.f. writers often know and respect physics, their understanding of biology is terrible.
 
The chief thing to know about DNA is that, now that entire genomes can be sequenced, it’s a huge, open, non-human history book. It’s shared by all life on Earth, and we can trace lineages back for hundreds of millions of years. An interposition of alien genes would be highly noticeable. Humans are not a massive step away from other apes; we share 98% of our genes with chimpanzees. And about 70% with fish.
 
What about secret messages in DNA, perhaps hidden in the large parts of the genome that are inactive? The thing is, mutations happen all the time— that’s what gives evolution differences to work with. And inactive genes get mutated as well. So the secret message would get increasingly distorted and unusable.
 
Noll’s observation about gods— that it’s rather odd for supernatural beings to be so concerned about human affairs— applies double for aliens. The whole idea, whether benign big-eyed baldies or Lovecraftian monsters, is a projection of human colonialism. Why do spacefaring aliens need human labor, or resources that are far more easily obtained in an asteroid belt?
 
And that’s before getting to the physics of interstellar travel, which are depressing. The time and energy requirements are insane, not comparable at all to the economics of navigation in the Age of Sail.
 
☑︎ If you do pursue the idea, I hope you will think very hard about the nature and motivations of your aliens. What do they get out of playing colonial overlords with advanced apes?
 




Cosmology

Cosmology is about what the universe is made of and its history. It’s the one part of religion that has been almost entirely captured by science.
Elements
 
For some reason, religions, philosophies, and science are obsessed with how many categories of things there are in the universe.
 
On one level, this leads to lists of the basic elements. You’ve heard that the Greeks came up with earth, air, fire, and water. Less well remembered is that according to Aristotle, they were compounds, made from the ‘contraries’, hot, cold, wet, and dry.
 
hot + wet =fire
hot + dry =air
cold + wet =water
cold + dry =earth
 
Heaven— the part of universe from the moon’s orbit outward— seemed to need something separate, called quintessence (the fifth element) or ether.
 
Follow this path long enough, and you invent chemistry. For more on this see The Conlanger’s Lexipedia.
 
Once you have elements, you can create a theory of medicine. The ancients talked about the four humors; like the elements, they were made from the contraries:
 
hot + wet =blood
hot + dry =choler (bile, stored in the gall bladder)
cold + wet =phlegm
cold + dry =melancholy (black bile)
 
Physicians then worried about excesses or deficits of these substances, and created appropriate treatments, e.g. bloodletting. There is actually no such thing as black bile, but no one noticed for a millennium.
 
The humors were said to influence temperament— we still use terms like sanguine, bilious, melancholic, bad-tempered. Being observant of people’s temperaments was to have a sense of humor.
 
India had a similar concept of vital fluids (doṣa): air, bile, and phlegm. Some authors added blood.
 
The Chinese had five elements, which neatly corresponded with the planets, and with flavors:
 
	木

	mù

	wood

	Jupiter

	sour


	火

	huǒ

	fire

	Mars

	bitter


	土

	tǔ

	earth

	Saturn

	sweet


	金

	jīn

	metal

	Venus

	acrid


	水

	shuǐ

	water

	Mercury



	salt





The world was also divided into yáng 阳, which was fiery, hot, masculine, fast, and hard, and yīn阴, which was watery, cold, feminine, slow, and soft. These were by no means simply positive and negative; the Dàoists, for instance, praised the softness and flexibility of yīn.
 
Above the mere elements was qì 气, etymologically ‘breath’ but taken as something like a life force, circulating within the body and indeed through the universe. For the body, the flow of qì is regulated by the disciplines of martial arts; and within a room, by the art of fēngshuǐ.
Qì itself is considered yáng, while blood and other bodily fluids are yīn.
 
This is similar to the Indian concept of praṇa. Energy flows along the spine, concentrating in certain spots (cakras): the perineum, coccyx, navel, heart, throat, eyes, and top of head.
 
☑︎ For a conworlder, the great thing about these schemes is how arbitrary they are. They only need the flimsiest level of plausibility. (For an example, see the seven elements and their application to medicine in my sketch of Irreanism. There is no wrong anwer on these things!)
Souls
Religions by no means agree that we have just one soul.
 
In ancient Egypt you had two souls, the ba and the ka. The ba was pictured as a human-headed bird, and could travel the underworld and the heavens. The ka was associated with bodily functions— fertility, perception, and eating. An Egyptian poem, the “Dialog of a Man and his Soul,” pictures a man talking to his ba; surprisingly, the ba is far earthier, suggesting living life to the fullest and ignoring the afterlife; but the man is depressed and longs for death.
 
In China you had the pò or animal soul, responsible for growth and life, and the hún or spiritual soul, which provided the personality. Pò stays with the body after death, but hún ascends to the heavens.
 
The Yorùbá divide the soul in four: the vital breath, èmi; one’s personal destiny, orí; a personal link to nature and the òrìśàs, odù; and the spirit itself, égún. Only the last survives death and is reborn; a corollary is that on rebirth you do not have the same destiny (orí).
 
The Aztecs divided the soul in three. The teyolia was centered in the heart, and provided emotion and capabilities. The ihiyotl resided in the liver, and was a source of positive or negative energy. The tonalli was in the head; it was given directly by the creator gods and produced the personality, destiny, and virtues. You could lose your tonalli, and then you needed a healer to recover it.
 
Medieval Europeans also had a tripartite soul: Vegetative, Animal, and Rational. The vegetative soul was shared with all life, and enabled feeding, growth, and reproduction. The animal soul (which of course animals also had) gives movement and sensation. The rational soul provides intellect, reason, and morality.
 
The medievals, like any dualists, had trouble explaining how mind and matter cooperated. Facing such difficulties, their go-to method was a tertium quid, a third substance in between. In this case it was called spirit or the spirits— not to be confused with the usage of ‘spirit’ as a synonym for ‘soul.’ C.S. Lewis remarks that this contrivance was the “least reputable feature” of the medieval worldview.
 
Buddhism offers a more startling total number of souls: zero. The doctrine is anatman, the absence of a soul. Buddhism would thus deny what Descartes thought remained when you are skeptical about everything else: the soul, since something is there doing the doubting. But in Buddhism, the self is an illusion, a reification of the storm of perceptions, feelings, and thoughts within us. This is not far from the viewpoint of many cognitive scientists.
 
What gets reincarnated, then? One answer is that a person’s last thoughts (vijñāna), encoding their karma to date, pass to a newborn somewhere, like one candle lighting another.
Worlds
 
Religions often posit other realms or worlds, often a netherworld under the earth and a heaven up in the sky. This is quite literal in Dante’s Divine Comedy: he and Virgil walk down to Hell, crawl through the center of the earth where Satan is imprisoned, ascend to find Purgatory on the opposite side of the Earth[5], and then rise up to heaven, where the saints and God live.
 
In Egyptian religion the land of the dead was in the West, because of course that’s where the sun goes after sunset. You could call the dead Westerners. Both the ancient Greeks and Germans located the land of the dead in the north.[6]
 
In Yorùbá religion, the dead go to òrun where the òrìśàs live, but not permanently: they are reborn in this world, ayé, which is better for humans.
 
In Aztec religion, there were thirteen heavens. The moon was in level 1, the stars in level 2, the sun in level 3, Venus was in level 4, storms manifested in level 8. The dual creator gods lived in the highest two levels. There were nine levels below the earth, where the dead went; because of this, the number 9 was unlucky.
 
Native religions in the southwest US often posit four or five worlds, stacked on top of each other, joined by a World Tree. Humans originated in the lowest of these and had to climb upward to reach the present, sunlit world.
 
In Hinduism there are 21 world-levels; our earth is #7. Above are six heavens. Below are seven levels of Pātāla, where the nāga (snake beings) live; below that are seven levels of Naraka, hell.
 
However, this entire 21-fold universe was only one among many. The concept was inherited by Buddhism, which has the startling concept that a bodhisattva from one universe can offer salvation to beings from the whole multiverse.
 
Hinduism has a very robust notion of eternity. The world goes through cycles, from the kritayuga, the golden age when humans were sinless, gigantic, and lived 100,000 years, to the kaliyuga, our own pitiful and violent era. One source specifies that the entire cycle takes 4.3 million years.
 
1000 yuga cycles make up a kalpa, 4.3 billion years. Modern physics tells us that the universe is 3.2 kalpas long, but a kalpa is only a day of Brahmā; a year of Brahmā is 3.1 trillion years. 8000 Brahma years make up a Brahmā yuga; 1000 Brahmā yugas make a savana; 3003 savanas make up a lifetime of Brahmā, 7.2 x 1022 human years. That is one day of Mahāviṣṇu.
Dualism
 
Humans face a dilemma: whatever we know about matter (and by now we know it intimately) tells us almost nothing about mind. Why do people do or think things? You can’t say by measuring their position and velocity, or by enumerating their chemical elements or their organs. We have a whole vocabulary for describing mental actions— reason, emotion, intuition, consciousness, belief, will, values, intent, understanding— none of which are material objects or resemble how balls, stars, or rocks behave.
 
Thus it’s natural to treat minds (or souls or spirits) as different from matter. There doesn’t have to be any theory behind this, but when there is we call it dualism.
 
We have analogies, of course. For ages we’ve seen the mind as a community of voices, from Plato’s λόγος ‘reason’, θυμός ‘vigor’, and ἔρως ‘desire’, to St. Paul’s Old and New Person, to the medieval Allegory of Love, to Freud’s ego, id, superego, to Marvin Minsky’s Society of Mind.
 
Just as old is assigning qualities to different organs. The Chinese had a whole system: sadness in the lungs, worry in the spleen, fear in the kidneys, and so on. The Hebrews put the intellect in the heart, the conscience in the kidneys, and anguish in the intestines. Egyptian embalmers carefully preserved the heart, the seat of the soul, and discarded the brain, considered useless.
 
Or we compare the brain to the most complicated machine we know. In medieval times this was a clock; in the 18th century a mill; today it’s a computer.
 
In any case, the point is that effective dualism can’t be evaded, and that religion is usually far more interested in the immaterial side of things: how minds work, how people behave, what happens at a cosmic level or after death, how spiritual beings think and act.
 
Premodern agricultural religions usually despise the mere material world. It’s crass, fallible, and full of sin and injustice. Enlightenment requires getting away from the world— see the section on Monasticism, p. 120. The real world is where the gods are, which we might be able to join after death.
 
Typical of disdain for the body is this passage from the Buddhist Lalitavistara:
 
The body is moist from tears, sweat, and mucus, and filled with urine and blood. It is full of all kinds of filth, fat, pus, and brains; it constantly leaks excrement and it stinks… It is filled with diseases, subject to pain, and always afflicted by hunger and thirst… Seeing the body, what wise person would not think of it as an enemy?

 
I talk about the immaterial, but often the doctrine was that the soul was material, just made of a finer matter than even water and air. Homer and Virgil, for instance, have their heroes visiting Hades and trying and failing to hug their dead parents. But being made of fine matter allowed them to have sense organs, be seen, and move around, all things that are harder to explain if they aren’t made of matter at all.
 
Is dualism disproven? Scientists often talk as if it has been, but no. A negative proof requires showing that your measuring device in fact measures what it’s supposed to, and we have no device that detects souls or God. This might be worrying, but it’s not a fatal blow: no one knew about nuclear radiation either, until the right detectors were invented.
 
The cardinal problem for dualism, as Daniel Dennett pointed out, is not that matter might affect soul, as it would have to for the soul to use our sense organs. The problem is how soul affects matter, as it must in order to make the body move.
 
We don’t see neurons jerking inexplicably as they’re tugged by the soul. Conceivably the motion is too small for us to have noticed, but for dualism to be scientific we’d have to find something which can’t be explained by mere matter.
 
Another form of dualism is the separation of God from everything else. This goes back at least to the Tanakh: when Job complains about injustice and God speaks, he does not answer Job at all; rather, he insists on his power and inscrutability:
 
Have you penetrated to the sources of the sea,
Or walked in the recesses of the deep?
Have the gates of death been disclosed to you?
Have you seen the gates of deep darkness?
Have you surveyed the expanses of the earth?
If you know of these— tell Me.

 
Can you send up an order to the clouds
For an abundance of water to cover you?
Can you dispatch the lightning on a mission
And have it answer you, “I am ready”?

Job 38:16–18, 34–35
 
In later theology, as C.S. Lewis put it, there is no attribute shared by humans and God, except by analogy. (Not even existence: we exist in a contingent way, by the will of God; only he just exists on his own.)
 
This creates a sort of nested dualisms:
 
	God

	Creation


	Spirit

	Matter


	
	
	




Mind machines
 
Today it’s a commonplace to maintain that the unpromising tofu-like lump of flesh we call a brain can generate a mind. This is less of a bother to religious points of view than one might expect, largely because fatalism and determinism are age-old concepts. Buddhism posited that unenlightened minds are slaves of desire; Christianity, that they are mired in sin. Determinism, the idea that there is no free will and people act as they are fated to act, was a religious position before it was a philosophical one.
 
As a reminder, determinism is still a philosophical idea, not a scientific one; our best scientific theory, quantum electrodynamics, tells us that philo-sophical determinism is impossible.
 
For a modern religion, you might adopt the modern viewpoint that mental activity is emergent. Computers offer a useful model. They are mechanical devices which can be fully explained in terms of transistors and current flow— but we do not either program them or predict their behavior based on these; we look at their programs and their data. 
 
For instance, suppose your bank has code that looks like this:
 
customer.balance += deposit_total;
 
What does this do? Just what it says: it updates the customer’s balance by adding in their deposits. We will posit that this is production code: the deposit refers to the actual cash and checks they deposit; after this statement, the customer has more money in the bank.
 
You can look at the actual assembly code for this, but this is almost never necessary. You can look at the hardware, trace the wires, examine voltage levels, but this too is unnecessary. Nothing supernatural or uncanny happens between that level and the program; but none of that is useful for the programmer, much less the bank. It’s all deterministic, yet it responds to real-world states (the deposit, the particular customer) and it affects the real world (transferring actual money).
 
We can’t prove that the brain is like that too, but it’s a pretty safe bet. All those mental phenomena are emergent properties, supported by neural and chemical processes, but informed by real-world information and able to influence the world.
 
The hardest things to explain mechanistically are qualia, our perceptions as we experience them. Why does red look that way, why does an oboe sound the way it does? It’s hard to credit that a computer experiences the same sort of thing when a pixel is reported as color 0xFF0000. (A programmer knows that code too, and doesn’t see red when looking at the number 0xFF0000.)
 
On the other hand, Hardin’s Color for Philosophers has some arguments that at least cast doubt on the idea that neurology can never explain qualia. For instance, why is yellow brighter than the other colors? It’s not mysterious: neurons respond both to hue and to brightness, and the yellow response is closely related to the brightness response. Or: colors blend into each other because the eye directly responds to frequency, which is a continuum. Sounds do not, beckause the brain performs a frequency analysis, so an oboe does not sound like glass breaking.
Monism
 
The alternative to dualism is monism. Modern science is monist, but premodern religions are often monist in the other direction, denying that the material world exists as a separate realm. Everything is “really” spiritual, or at least infused with spirit.
 
The modern habit is to assume that material problems have material solutions; only if there is none do we look at the mental or spiritual. From that point of view, if you can do something with merely material means (cure a disease, plant crops, pick an official), you do. Bruce Trigger points out that early civilizations made no such assumption. You could do practical things, but these things were not outside the jurisdiction of spiritual beings; they were full of spirit too, and you could ask the gods to take care of them.
 
In Native North America, some things were spiritual and some not, and it was hard to tell. A bear or a deer might be an ordinary animal, or might be a spirit taking its shape. Even certain rocks— but not all— were spirits and the adept could talk to them.
 
The strongest form of monism is that everything is one thing— as the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy puts it, if you count concrete objects in the universe, the count is one. The early Greek philosophers believed that everything was water (Thales), air (Anaximander), or fire (Heraclitus); these are generally listed— as I’m doing here— as a prelude to better ideas.
 
Philosophers and religions tend to like the idea that everything is God, pantheism. It’s conceptually simple and hints at a comforting underlying reality. It would be nice if all the things that divide us amount to nothing.
 
Naturally, we all see the universe as made up of a near-infinite number of distinct and antagonistic things, but this is an illusion (māyā); if you could see more clearly you could look at the universe and say, with the Upaniṣads, Tat tvam asi, you are that. I used this idea in Endajué: the Greater Principle is that all is one; the Lesser Principle is the riot of separate things we see.
 
One of the Upaniṣads expresses the idea vividly:
 
You are woman. You are man.
You are the youth and the maiden too.
You are the old man hobbling along with a staff.
Once born, you are the face turned in every direction.

 
You are the dark blue butterfly.
You are the green parrot with red eyes.
You are the thundercloud, pregnant with lightning.
You are the seasons, you are the seas.

Katz/Egenes
 
On a meta level, one of the attractions of pantheism is that it can be very flexible on what sort of God everything is. It can be a universal consciousness, so that the universe is a Person which can contemplate and rule itself; or it can be a vague impersonal force. Albert Einstein talked about “a superior mind that reveals itself in the world of experience… this may be described as ‘pantheistic.’”
 
If everything is one, it may be all the same, flavorless. As Yājñavalkya says:
 
The Imperishable… is without shadow, without darkness, without wind, without space, without attachment, without flavor or fragrance, without eye or ear, without speech or mind, without face or measure, without inside or outside.

Basham
 
On the other hand, the Endajué Masters (in my conworld) insisted that the Whole was a union of all qualities, not an intersection. One Master asked if a thing could be both triangular and circular; after the students puzzled at this a moment, he brandished a model of a cone.
 
Once pantheism exists, some people react against it. As one Indian bhakhta put it, “I want to taste sugar; I don’t want to be sugar.”
 
☑︎ Your religion should have opinions on all this. What if they’re not modern monist materialists? What if, in their world, they’re right?
Magic
 
I include the category of magic mostly to contrast it with religion— because religions are often keen on the contrast. Magic is often seen as taking things too far, seeking spiritual power in questionable ways.
 
Early students of comparative religion saw magic as a primitive stage of religion, but this view hasn’t held up— in fact, the whole view of stages in culture is now suspect.
 
The Greeks took μαγικός from Old Persian maguš. The Magi were Zoroastrian priests, who perhaps formed a hereditary class. They assisted in sacrifices and interpreted dreams, but were no more “magical” than any other priests. The Greeks started using the term negatively, referring to witchcraft, necromancy, and human sacrifice, probably out of xenophobia: these bad things must come from foreigners.
 
The Romans became increasingly worried about magic in the 1C bce, precisely the time when they were ruling the whole Mediterranean and thus exposed to new practices. One of Nero’s many crimes was practicing magic; this was also a perennial accusation against Christians.
 
On the other hand, the Indian Arthaśāstra, a manual on government attributed to one Kauṭilya, unabashedly lists magical recipes. E.g.:
 
When any part of the body of a man is rubbed over with a paste prepared from tinduka and arishta, together with the dung of a cow, the part of the body being also smeared over with the juice of bhallataka, he will catch leprosy in the course of a month.

 
Having fasted for three nights, one should, on the day of the star of Pushya, prepare a round-headed pin from a branch of pusushaghati. Then having filled with ointment the skull of any of the animals which roam at night, and having inserted that skull in the organ of procreation of a dead woman, one should burn it. …Having anointed one’s own eyes with that ointment, one can walk invisible to others.

 
At no point does Kauṭilya say that he or anyone he knows has tried these concoctions, and they’re at the end of his book. I imagine him presenting them as a last resort: hey, I read about these in old books, maybe they’ll work.
 
In shamanistic religions, shamans are distinguished from magicians. Both can access the spirit world to do things, but shamans do this to heal, find game, or otherwise benefit the community. The magicians are the ones who apply curses or harm other people; they are often shunned or killed.
 
In my conworld Almea, magic is a matter of alternative universes. These can be simply destructive— imagine a portal opening into the middle of a star, or interstellar vaccuum. But sometimes there’s a universe with differing physics, and inhabitants called Powers who can be convinced to lend the magician a hand. But they may end up taking the magician home forever as a pet…
 
In modern fantasy, magic is usually a benign or neutral force, and you can certainly use that idea instead.
 




After your regrettable death

Can you have a religion with no afterlife?  Sure; many modern Jews believe that this life is all we have, so we’d better make the best of it. The historical Sadducees were also known for not believing in the afterlife.
 
Belief in the afterlife precedes all known religions, as we can infer from human burials with grave goods— e.g. two boys buried in Sunghir, Russia, 34,000 years ago, with a massive amount of ivory beads and carved artifacts, or a man buried at Paviland, Wales, 33,000 years ago, buried with ivory and seashell jewelry. Oddly, some of the bones were dyed red with ochre.
 
(Grave goods don’t prove a belief in the afterlife. But as soon as we have writing, we find just such beliefs, so it seems strange to assume the opposite for the earlier burials.)
 
The Sumerians had a very dim view of the afterlife. E.g. in The Descent of Ištar to the Underworld:
 
The daughter of Sin was determined to go
To the house which those who enter cannot leave,
On the road where travelling is one-way only.
To the house where those who enter are deprived of all light,
Where dust is their food, clay their bread.
They see no light, they dwell in darkness,
They are clothed like birds, with feathers.

tr. Stephanie Dalley
 
Wait, feathers? Both Mesopotamian and Egyptian religion likened souls to birds. Presumably, as birds navigate the air, souls navigate the ethereal realm.
 
The Death of Bilgames (the Sumerian version of Gilgamesh) has the idea of differing lifestyles, or deathstyles. Bilgames’s friend Enkidu goes to the underworld; he cannot leave, but he can be interrogated.
 
“Did you see the man with one son?” “I saw him.” “How does he fare?”
“For the peg built into his wall bitterly he laments.”
“Did you see the man with two sons?” “I saw him.” “How does he fare?”
“Seated on two bricks he eats a bread-loaf.”
“Did you see the man with three sons?” “I saw him.” “How does he fare?”
“He drinks water from the waterskin slung on the saddle.”
“Did you see the man with four sons?” “I saw him.” “How does he fare?”
“Like a man with a team of four donkeys his heart rejoices.”

tr. Andrew George
 
In Homer, the land of the dead is close to the first of these visions. Odysseus goes down to Hades to talk to the prophet Tiresias. He makes an animal sacrifice, and the dead crowd round for a share of the blood.
 
After speaking to the prophet, he sees his own mother,  but she doesn’t look at him or speak. Tiresias tells him to let her drink the blood, and now she can recognize him and speak to him. But when he tried to embrace her, “three times she slipped through my hands like a shadow or a dream.” She explains:
 
Alas, my child… this is only what happens to mortals when one of us dies. As soon as the spirit leaves the white bones, the sinews no longer hold flesh and bones together— the blazing fire consumes them all; but the soul flits away fluttering like a dream.

tr. W.H.D. Rouse
 
Odysseus also speaks to the great hero Achilles, and compliments him on being a potentate in Hades. Achilles is scornful: “I would rather be plowman to a yeoman farmer on a small holding than lord paramount in the kingdom of the dead.”
 
The Egyptians sometimes thought the same: the underworld, the Duat, was underground and dark, and the residents only had light when the sun god Re passed through their realm at night, as he hurried to be reborn in the east.
 
At the same time, a pleasant afterlife was promised, at first to the king, later to prosperous Egyptians. Tombs depicted the deceased enjoying a manorial lifestyle much like that of living nobles— indeed, the pictures were directives to the gods showing what sort of lifestyle to create for them. Grave goods became more symbolic over time: e.g. at first the dead were buried with food, clothing, and bottles of oil; later, with clay models.
 
All this was available only if the deceased passed two trials. First, Osiris would weigh your sins against a feather; if you failed you were eaten by the crocodile-headed goddess Ammit. Second, you faced a tribunal of 42 gods and had to attest to each that you had not committed the sin they cared about. There were other dangers; the Book of the Dead is largely a set of spells the dead would use to safely navigate them. The most desired state was to be an akh, a superpowered soul which apparently escaped the Duat to live with the gods in the sky.
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The judgment illustrated in a Book of the Dead. Left to right: Isis, the client Nany, Anubis, and Osiris. Thoth is the baboon on top of the scales. Rather than a feather, the scale contains a tiny figure of Maat ‘truth’.
 
By late antiquity both Greeks and Jews widely believed in heaven and hell. However, there were different ideas on how these worked.
 
First, hell can be viewed several ways:
 
	The wicked are judged, learn just how much they messed up, and are destroyed. This may be painful but then it’s over; they simply do not exist after that.




	The wicked are punished for a time, perhaps a thousand years; then they are destroyed.




	The wicked are punished forever. 




 


The fate of the righteous didn’t always look the same either. Generally the idea was that pretty soon, God would destroy and re-create the world, and resurrect the dead. The sinner would be dealt with, the righteous would live with God.
 
But did they have a body or not? There were alternatives here too:
 
	An insubstantial spirit body




	A reconstituted version of their own body




	A glorified body which was fully material, but could never suffer





 


Orthodoxy settled on the third choice, but it’s worth noting that to pagans, who considered mere matter a burden to be transcended, the whole idea was perverse. As the 2C anti-Christian writer Celsus put it,
 
This is simply the hope of worms. For what sort of human soul would have any further desire for a body that has rotted? The fact that this doctrine is not shared by some of you… shows its utter repulsiveness, and that is it both revolting and impossible…. As for the flesh, which is full of things it is not even nice to mention, God would neither desire nor be able to make it everlasting contrary to reason.

 
And what happened between death and the End? Perhaps the dead didn’t exist until the End; or they were sleeping; or they had a shade-like afterlife waiting for their new body; or they received it right away.
 
According to Bart Ehrman, there are traces of all these beliefs in the Tanakh and the New Testament, and later belief (in everlasting hell and an immediate new body at death) should not be imported into the Biblical text.
The cycle of rebirth
 
In Hinduism, the idea of rebirth (saṃsara) is first explained in the Upaniṣads, dating to the 6C bce. The process is a bit complicated:
 
	The soul (ātman) may be punished in hell or rewarded in heaven— or both. But this is only a way station.




	It then drops to the earth and enters a plant.




	If a male animal (or human) eats it, it will pass to the semen.




	At conception it becomes the soul of a new animal or person.





 


Westerners are often intrigued and attracted by the idea of living various lives— tiger, princess, slave, peasant. It’s like temporal tourism. They miss the point that the goal is not reincarnation but escape: the best souls are not reborn, but rejoin the universal soul, brahman.
 
Your next life depended on how you did in the previous one. The princess who became a slave would have been a very bad princess. This included the chilling notion that infirmity or poverty in this life was a just punishment for sins in a previous life.
 
Buddhism accepted the idea of saṃsara with, perhaps, more urgency about moving toward nirvāṇa: try to achieve release in a few lifetimes or one, not a hundred.
 
Mahāyāna introduces the concept of Buddha fields (buddhakśetra) or Pure Lands. These are in effect the paradises created by and around a particular Buddha from one world, not necessarily ours.
What is heaven like?
 
☑︎ One of the hardest genres to write is utopia. As a conworlder, I must say that most depictions of heaven are exceedingly dull.
 
The root ideas are generally a) a garden, b) absence of suffering, and c) living with God.
 
The 3C bishop Cyprian had ideas on the garden:
 
But those by whom God has always been sought or known [are placed] where grace is found, where in the verdant fields the luxuriant earth clothes itself with tender grass, and is pastured with the scent of flowers; where the groves are carried up to the lofty hill-top… There is no excess of cold or of heat, nor is it needed that in autumn the fields should rest, or, again in the young spring, that the fruitful earth should bring forth.

 
All things are of one season: fruits are borne of a continued summer, since there neither does the moon serve the purpose of her months, nor does the sun run his course along the moments of the hours, nor does the banishment of the light make way for night. A joyous repose possesses the people, a calm home shelters them, where a gushing fountain in the midst issues from the bosom of a broken hollow….

On the Glories of Martyrdom §21, tr. Robert Wallis


Well, Cyprian grew up in arid North Africa, it sounded good to him. Personally I find the seasons and the day/night cycle of the first creation to be features rather than bugs.
 
Not suffering sounds good, but do you want an eternity without conflict, without struggle, without change? The one bit in the Narnia books that rings false is the end of the last book, set in Heaven. Lewis assures us that the children embark on new adventures where “every chapter is better than the one before,” but doesn’t provide any, and cannot. Nothing is ever at stake in heaven, at least in a monotheistic one, so it can have no stories.
 
Cyprian on the main event, life with God and the saints:
 
There the glorious company of the apostles— there the host of the rejoicing prophets— there the innumerable multitude of martyrs, crowned for the victory of their struggle and passion— there the triumphant virgins, who subdued the lust of the flesh and of the body by the strength of their continency— there are merciful men rewarded, who by feeding and helping the poor have done the works of righteousness— who, keeping the Lord's precepts, have transferred their earthly patrimonies to the heavenly treasuries.

On Mortality §26


Now, a conversation with God might be fascinating, if he’s in a good mood. I have a lot of questions on theology, to say nothing of quantum mechanics and galactic culture. But pious people tend to imagine heaven as an eternal church service, which leaves me cold. I understand the theological point, of course: once you’re redeemed, you’re the sort of person who really does love worship services. But we’re primates, flighty and curious, and there doesn’t seem to be any bow to variety at all.
 
Some writers have addressed the problem. Julian Barnes did in “The Dream”, the final chapter of The History of the World in 10½ Chapters (1989). It’s a heaven of human possibilities— whatever you want. The narrator goes for good food, sports, and unlimited sex. He takes advantage of all the opportunities, but eventually realizes that they are not endless. He works on his golf game till it’s all 18s— a hole-in-one every time; but with no more challenge, there is also no more interest. He moves onto other sports, masters them all, but now eternity seems almost like a threat.
 
He’s told that hedonistic people like himself only last a few centuries before they ask for (and are given) a final death. Some people last longer, a few thousands of years— his counselor mentions lawyers and scholars. The actual artists don’t last as long.
 
In some ways this is a depressing concept, but in other ways it seems like good sense. Eternity is a very long time for a primate.
 
Jon Bois also gave eternal happiness the old college try in his astonishing web production 17776. The conceit here is that people just stop dying, and have to make the best of living on earth indefinitely. They end up with a sort of perfected Americana— all the old problems have been solved, but everyone grew up in the 20th or 21st century and they prefer to largely retain that lifestyle. He’s more optimistic than Barnes; he thinks that the human ability to play would keep us going for millennia.




Ritual

A ritual could be defined as something you don’t need to do, but your religion tells you to. Naturally, which rituals you perform are a signal to the the rest of the community which god you are following.
 
Rituals can be as simple as nodding to a statue or lighting a candle, as complex as a lifelong vow.
 
One of the most elaborate is the ancient Hindu aśvamedha, the horse sacrifice. A king took his best stallion and let it roam the land for a year… accompanied by a group of warriors. Anyone who wished to contest the king could do so by defeating the warriors and capturing the horse.
 
Failing that, the horse was strangled, then dismembered. If there was no heir, the queen would lie down next to the horse and simulate sex; this was to guarantee fertility for herself and for the land. Unlike most Vedic sacrifices, the horse was not eaten.
 
The meaning of the horse sacrifice was not hidden: it was an expression of power, suitable for emperors. It’s a statement that “as far as this horse can run, that is mine.” The horse sacrifice of the 4C emperor Samudragupta also conveyed the message that he endorsed Hinduism, not Buddhism.
Roman religion
 
Perhaps the best way to understand ritual is to look at a religion that consisted of little else, that of the Romans. They had no doctrines, no scriptures, no required beliefs, no real moral code, no founders. What they had was sacrifice and divination, and plenty of it. I’ve gone into some detail as it’s likely to be very unfamiliar to most readers.
 
A typical sacrifice went like this:
 
	The celebrant (usually an official, not a priest) and assistants bathe or wash themselves.




	The animal is washed, then adorned with ribbons and knots of wool. Gods received male animals, goddesses female ones.[7]




	Wine and incense are added to the fire. Specific deities are invited.




	The celebrant sprinkles the back of the animal with salted flour, dabs wine on its brow, and runs a knife along its back.




	The animal indicates its acquiescence by bowing its head. This could be helped out by the celebrant.




	The animal is killed, by a single blow.




	It’s cut open and the exta examined. These are the heart, liver, lungs, gall bladder, and peritoneum. If they are normal in appearance, the gods have accepted the sacrifice. If not another animal must be chosen.




	The exta are cooked, then burned in the fire. This is the gods’ portion, and this was the time to make specific requests.




	The celebrant lays his hand on the animal, which renders it profane (i.e. for human use). 



	The meat is eaten at a banquet, the most illustrious members getting the largest portions. Leftovers could be sold at butchers’ shops.





 


The rites were accompanied by multiple prayers. The purpose was not worship, but to identify the god (always singular) the sacrifice was for, and what precisely was expected of them.
 
There were many variations in detail— e.g. offerings to gods of the underworld were burned whole; this is the original meaning of holocaust. Almost any food could be offered in place of meat. In the ‘Roman rite’ celebrants wore their togas in a way that covered their heads; in the ‘Greek rite’ they wore laurel wreaths. (These both refer to sacrifices in Rome; the Greek rite seems to have been applied to gods imported early on from Greece.)
 
Sacrifices were often accompanied by games (lūdī), which included processions and athletic displays (races, displays of horsemanship, wrestling, boxing, gymnastics) as well as theatrical performances and poetry. Gladiatorial combats, a favorite of the public, were not linked to the games, but could be offered by a magistrate in thanksgiving.
 
Something you almost never hear about when people glorify Rome: checking the auspices. With chickens. (We still talk about something happening “under the auspices of the UN”; this is the origin.)
 
The word derives from ‘observing birds’ (avi- > au-). This originally meant observing birds in flight, as in this passage from Livy’s History of Rome:
 
The augur seated himself on Numa’s left… Then, looking out over the city and the country beyond, he prayed to the gods, and marked off the heavens by a line from east to west, designating as ‘right’ the regions to the south, as ‘left’ those to the north… he uttered the following prayer: “Father Jupiter, if it is Heaven’s will that this man Numa Pompilius, whose head I am touching, be king in Rome, do thou exhibit to us unmistakable signs within these limits which I have set.” He then specified the auspices which he desired should be sent, and upon their appearance Numa was declared king.

 
Like Akkadian omens or Shāng oracle bones, the divination only answered a specific question with a yes or no.
 
Presumably the auspicious sign was birds appearing on the right. However, by the 3C bce, it was preferred to observe chickens; these were cared for and taken to the rite by an assistant, the pullarius. In theory the sign was whether they ate greedily or not, but as a description from Cicero makes clear, the answer was always yes.
 
The one who observed was not a priest but an official; this was simply part of the job. All official actions (senate sessions, appointments, trips abroad, battles, treaties, even leaving certain districts within Rome) had to be approved by the gods via auspices. The official was in charge of both performing the rite and judging its validity; it could be challenged, but again the official determined whether the challenge held or not.
 
All these rites gave little freedom of action to the gods, but they had another recourse to send a message on their own: prodigies, unusual and disturbing events, particularly catastrophes like an epidemic or a military defeat. Almost always these were blamed on poor performance of a ritual, which had to be expiated, and perhaps reported to the Senate for further action.
 
Examining the exta, the celebrant could consult a specialist, the haruspex. The immediate purpose was to tell if the gods accepted the sacrifice, but in extraordinary circumstances the gods could give other messages. The famous warning to Caesar about March 15 came from a haruspex during a sacrifice.[8]
 
If you had a more expansive question for the gods, perhaps because of prodigies, the next step was to consult the Sibylline Books. These were collections of Greek prophecies from sibyls (female oracles), said to have been sold to the last king of Rome around 500 bce. In 83 bce the temple where they were stored burned down, and the Romans quickly gathered a new collection from remaining sibyls.
 
To consult the books, the priests selected a line or two from the books— it’s not clear how, perhaps randomly. This was written down; then they used each character to write a new word, forming an acrostic in Greek verse; this was the message. The import was always to perform more rituals, but sometimes the message recommended bringing a new god or goddess to Rome to be worshiped; this is how the worship of Cybele, the Great Mother, began.[9] All measures taken had to be approved by the Senate.
 
If Akkadian or Egyptian gods acted like kings, the Roman gods can be said to act like magistrates. Roman society was extremely hierarchical, but it also believed in rules, in rights, in committees. The gods were treated not as lords or kings but as benevolent patrons interested, like all good citizens, in the continued prosperity of Rome. The Romans distrusted an excess of zeal, what they called superstitio, and would crack down on it, as with the cult of Dionysus/Bacchus in 189 bce, and later on with Judaism and Christianity.
 
What about mythology? All the stories about the gods were of no real importance to the civic religion; again, the religion imposed no beliefs, only demanded correct practice of ritual. The myths could be used in imagery, in hymns, in performances; this was seen as pleasing to the gods— but then art in general was made to please patrons. If anything, the Romans valued their own history, and in imperial times the glorification of the emperor, more than myths.
 
The common people could attend the games; they only occasionally got to share in the sacrificial banquets. A family could also enact its own sacrifices at home, to the Lares and Penātes, which could be personal or could be identified with one of the major gods.
 
Scheid suggests that especially under the Empire, there was a hunger for a more submissive but also more intimate relationship to the gods, leading to the popularity of mystery cults (p. 102), Mithraism, and Christianity. The civic religion continued, but perhaps lost much of its appeal in the 4C as the prosperity of Rome no longer seemed to be guaranteed by the gods.
Types
 
☑︎ A few types of ritual:
 
	A temple or church service




	A pageant or festival




	Recognition of a life change: birth, adulthood, marriage, death




	An animal sacrifice—if you’re Meso-American, a human one




	Offering food or symbolic gifts to gods




	Giving gifts to people




	Asking forgiveness




	Re-enacting a myth




	Reading scripture




	Memorizing scripture




	Repeating a well-known prayer, mantra, or god’s name




	Asking for food or money




	Wearing special clothing




	Lighting candles or incense




	Creating sacred objects




	Fasting




	Abstaining from sex— or sometimes, indulging in it




	Self-mortification




	Physical signs of respect (e.g. bowing)




	Cleaning your house, yourself, or a holy place




	A formal blessing or curse




	A pilgrimage




	A vision quest





 


For each of these, there is a continuum of complexity and intensity. You can skip a meal, or fast for forty days. You can offer a herd of cattle, or a smidgen of grain. You can give someone a cheap gift or give away all you own. Bowing means anything from nodding the head, to inclining a little at the waist, to prostrating yourself, head touching the floor.
 
Below: Guaman Poma’s illustration of the Inca summer solstice festival  (Qapaq Inti Raymi) celebrating the sun, Inti, and the moon, Killa. (It’s in December as Peru is in the southern hemisphere.)
 
[image: ] 


Rituals fade into etiquette. Westerners shake hands, Japanese bow; these are cultural conventions shared with the non-religious, but there’s still the aspect of non-requiredness, and that very fact is why the ritual serves as social glue. Things you have to do, like bringing a car to a stop before letting someone in, or putting on your coat in the winter, are not rituals.
 
In Western culture, you can touch a stranger’s hands, and perhaps the shoulders of your friends. In India, as a sign of respect, you can touch the feet of a respected older person. In many Asian cultures— Cambodia, Korea, Vietnam, the Philipines, New Guinea— it is, or was, an affectionate gesture to touch a young boy’s penis.[10]
 
There’s a tragicomic story of overdoing a sacrifice in the 11C Ocean of Stories (Kathāsaritsāgara). A woman accompanies her husband and his brother to a temple of Parvatī. The husband, overcome by religious devotion but with nothing to give, cuts off his own head. The brother does the same. The woman enters and is shocked to see them dead. She is about to commit suicide herself when Parvatī herself appears. The goddess tells her to reattach the heads to the bodies and the men will return to life. The woman obeys, but in her agitation puts them on the wrong bodies. The point of the story turns out to be ontological: was her husband the one with the right head, or the right body?
 
We’ll get into who performs rituals in the next chapter, but for now I’ll note that rituals may be done alone, or in a family— no need for priests.
 
Some rituals require special clothing. For ordinary people, this generally means dressing up. Clerics often have special clothing, fancier than those of the laity. It’s often archaic: the robes worn by some Catholic clerics are the normal attire of medieval times; the Amish wear suits that were stylish in the 1700s.
 
Monastics often dress down instead, wearing clothing that is simple, or was when their tradition started. Early Sumerian priests went naked, and this has been an ongoing tradition in India, most notable among the Digambara ‘sky-clad’ Jains.
The meaning of rites
 
What do rituals mean? In some ways this is the wrong question, a result of the doctrinal preoccupation of Christianity. In many religions the reason you do the ritual is that your parents did it, and theirs, back for centuries or millennia. And they don’t care what you think about it, only that you do it.
 
Rituals change over time, but are also reinterpreted. Did the auspices taken to validate the kingship of Numa (p. 78) have the same meaning and feeling as those taken to open a Senate session under Augustus? Is a puberty rite the same in a society where it’s held on the brink of adulthood, as in one where you then go back to school for another decade? Is marriage the same (even if the words and vows are the same) when it’s a love match rather than an alliance between families? Do the celebrants and the observers think of a rite the same way?
 
☑︎ That isn’t to say we can’t assign meanings, whether as participants or as anthropologists. Any of the following might apply. (Take “God” here as meaning the deity attached to the ritual… or the bodhisattva, or the universe, or the ancestors, or whatever.)
 
	To please God.




	To show respect for God.




	To bind God and the ritualists together for a common purpose.




	To ask God a specific question.




	To celebrate or commiserate a major life change.




	To find one’s role in life.




	To acquire supernatural powers.




	To teach.




	To heal or be healed.




	To show humility and reverence.




	To put aside everyday tasks and preoccupations.




	To expiate sin.




	To be saved.




	To be clean, physically and/or spiritually.




	To address problems nothing else touches.




	To improve oneself.




	To assist others in or outside the community.




	To reinforce shared values.




	To mark one’s difference from others.




	To respect one’s ancestors.




	To spend quality time with friends and family.




	To repair relationships.




	To have a good meal.




	To enjoy music or dance.




	To keep the universe going.







Cleanliness
 
Religions are often obsessed with cleanliness— though the rules, worked out before the germ theory of disease, only somewhat overlap with modern ideas of hygiene.
 
E.g. a brahmin, by their own reckoning the highest varṇa or class in India, must cleanse themselves if they socialize with a person of lower varṇa, and cannot eat with them— though curiously, they can cook for them. Menstruation and bodily fluids are highly impure. According to the ancient Laws of Manu, a brahmin must not look at someone’s reflection in water, he cannot dance or play an instrument, he cannot sell meat or salt, and he cannot offer advice to a śūdra (the lowest varṇa).
 
The Romani have an extensive set of rules about mahrime, uncleanliness. They carefully wash every day, keep the house extremely tidy, don’t eat food made by gadje (non-Romani), keep male and female clothes separate when doing the laundry. Menstruation makes a woman mahrime.
 
They are also an example of how different groups can consider each other unclean. Romani will bathe every day if possible, but have no problem wearing ragged clothes, which makes non-Romani think they are dirty. On the other hand, Romani think it’s disgusting that non-Romani keep pets in the house.
 
Romani mores could be described as a religion that consists of nothing but rules on cleanliness and ethnic separation. The Romani have no sacred texts or ceremonies, no origin myth, no gods. For beliefs, they usually adopt the religion that prevails where they live.
 
Leviticus is full of very specific rules about cleanliness, e.g.
 
When a woman at childbirth bears a male, she shall be unclean seven days; she shall be unclean as at the time of her menstrual infirmity. …She shall remain in a state of blood purification for thirty-three days: she shall not touch any consecrated thing, nor enter the sanctuary until her period of purification is completed. If she bears a female, she shall be unclean two weeks as during her menstruation, and she shall remain in a state of blood purification for sixty-six days.

Lev. 12:2–5
 
And yes, all three cultures had a hangup about menstruation. The brunt of following cleanliness rules falls hardest on women.
Self-mortification
 
Warning: this section will be hard reading for some. I don’t want to revel in the details, but I also don’t want to hide the extremes found in earthly religion.
 
The modern world values comfort very highly. But the mere inconveniences of life were not enough for premoderns, who often embraced discomfort.
 
The laity may be asked to participate, mildly and at certain times. E.g. Catholics used to be prohibited from eating meat (except fish) on Fridays; Muslims fast during the daytime in the month of Ramadan.
 
Something more may be asked during initiatory rites: circumcision, a tattoo, various forms of scarring.
 
Both Christian and Buddhist monks and nuns are supposed to live simply; many are sent begging for their food. They wear rough clothing, fast or avoid certain foods, may be woken in the middle of the night for prayers, and avoid sex.
 
Some people went further. It was once common, even or especially among the European elite, to wear hair shirts— itchy shirts made of goat hair. Self-flagellation is an old practice.
 
Discomfort was used by shamans, especially in the period of the initial call and training: fasting, lack of sleep, exposure to extreme cold.
 
Hindu and Jain sages generally took this even farther. The strictest sect of Jains, the Digambara, go naked (at least male, high-ranking monks) and are not allowed even a begging bowl, but must accept food in their hands.
 
The Mesoamericans (including the Maya and Aztecs) had a rather gruesome practice of bloodletting. They would pierce a soft body part— tongue, penis, labia, ears, cheeks— and gather the blood. Sometimes a rope with attached thorns was drawn through the piercing. The bloodletters were priests, nobles and royals, both women and men. The blood was then burned as a sacrifice to the gods.
 
Among the Skoptsi of Russia, men would castrate themselves; women would cut off breasts and clitoris. Many of the galli, the priests of Cybele, did the same. You can’t go farther than death: e.g. Jains sometimes fast to death, usually at an advanced age. A few cults have ended in mass murder/suicide, most famously at Jonestown (1978, death toll 900); also more recently in Malindi, Kenya (2023, 400 deaths).
 
I have to emphasize that dramatic asceticism is not the norm— indeed, the excess is the point, going far beyond what is expected even of monks and clerics. The soberer authorities usually disapprove of the extremes: e.g. the Buddha followed some Hindu masters and decided that their methods were too strict and did not address the problem of desire. He taught that asceticism is not enough, but must be accompanied by compassion, helpfulness, and delight.
 
The modern world may prefer comfort in general, but non-religious people too can react against this, and embrace fasting, abstinence, simple living, or meditation, with or without religion.
Aztec sacrifices
 
Archeologists working at the Templo Mayor in Tenochtitlán found thousands of offerings or religious objects: statues, seashells, fish spines, turtle shells, gourds filled with grain, jaguar skins, knives, arrowheads, jewels, pearls, paper. The marine and weapon themes relate to Tlaloc and Huitzilopochtli respectively.
 
But you want to hear about human sacrifices. Many civilizations have done these, especially in their early years: Egyptians, Sumerians, Chinese, Germans, Celts, Peruvians. The Romans did a few as late as 113 bce. The Carthaginians were notorious for it. But the Mesoamericans practiced it on an unusual scale, and over a thousand years, late enough to be caught at it by the Spaniards. Who used it, of course, as a justification for forced conversion, slavery, and murder.
 
Sacrifices were typically made at the top of a temple, where the whole city could watch. The victim was restrained, an obsidian knife plunged into their chest, and the heart extracted. The heart was kept in a case; blood was sprinkled around the temple. The skull was placed on a tzompantli, a public skull rack; the trunk was fed to animals, and the limbs were cooked and eaten, as rewards for the elite. As if that weren’t enough, sometimes the corpses were flayed and the skins worn by priests. Some of the codices have helpful illustrations of the sacrifice and the banquet.
 
Diego de Duran reported that 80,000 people were sacrificed at the dedication of the Templo Mayor; this is probably exaggerated, but archeologists have discovered tzompantli with hundreds of skulls attached.
 
Who was sacrificed? Primarily war captives, slaves, and people sent as tribute by vassals. Men, women, and children were sacrificed. Captives were treated well before the sacrifice; slaves probably less so.
 
Sometimes a person was chosen as the god or goddess’s ixiptla or representative. They dressed like the god and participated in ceremonies till they were killed. This was viewed an honor, and foreigners could not be ixiptla.
 
For at least one sacrifice, to Teteoinnan, the ixiptla was accompanied for seven days by other women, who would try to make her laugh, so she wasn’t sad at the prospect of being killed.
 
Why was all this done? If you asked the Mesoamericans, it was to keep the universe going, especially the sun. The gods required blood, and human hearts, to keep darkness at bay. The bloodletting among the elite, described in the last section, was also part of this.
 
The intimidation factor was also important: the majority of victims were foreigners, and the practice presumably kept everyone afraid of the Aztecs.
 
On the material level, cannibalism most likely occurred because animal protein was scarce in the valley of Mexico. There were turkey and dogs, but these compete directly with humans. There was not enough wild game to support the huge population, and there were frequent famines. Sacrificing humans provided some much-needed meat for the elite.
 
This may sound like the meme of asking Mrs. Lincoln “Apart from that, how did you like the play?”— but the Aztecs were not evil; some of the Spanish even praised them for their morality and the grandeur of their capital. As Bernal Díaz del Castillo wrote:
 
In those cities we saw towers and shrines that were like towers and fortresses, all whitewashed, which was a thing to be admired… Among us were soldiers who had been to many parts of the world, to Constantinople, and all over Italy and Rome; they said that they had never seen a marketplace so well regulated and arranged, and so large and full of people.

No rites?
 
The sages may get tired of ritual. As Lǎozǐ wrote,
 
When the Tao is lost, there is goodness.
When goodness is lost, there is morality.
When morality is lost, there is ritual.
Ritual is the husk of true faith,
the beginning of chaos.

Stephen Mitchell
 
Periodically there’s a reform and outmoded rituals are reformed or abandoned. Christianity can be said to have done this with Judaism, and Buddhism with Hinduism, but there are also reform movements within each of these. In Mahāyāna Buddhism, for instance, the Pure Land school proclaimed that the whole apparatus of enlightenment was unnecessary: all you had to do was say the name of the bodhisattva Amitābha to be reborn after death in his paradise.
 
But then there’s always a counter-reaction to the reform: centuries later, it was explained that though merely saying the name was enough, you need to be more virtuous to be reborn quickly, and to be reborn near the bodhisattva.
 
Much the same can be said for Christian fundamentalism, which pushes the idea that only a brief declaration of belief in Jesus guarantees salvation, but then goes on to say that only a subset of Christian denominations, possibly only their own, will avoid hellfire.
 
Ritual was a preoccupation of the Confucians. Mòzǐ thought they took it too far:
 
The Confucians corrupt men with their elaborate and showy rites and music and deceive parents with lengthy mourning and hypocritical grief. They propound fatalism, ignore poverty, and behave with the greatest arrogance.

Burton Watson
 
The Confucians fought back:
 
Mò argues for universal love, which involves denial of one’s parents. To deny one’s parents… is to be an animal.

 
The empire had a Ministry of Rites (Lǐ; Norms might be a better translation) which was responsible for state ceremonies, foreign affairs, and the examination system. During the Hàn dynasty there was also a Music Bureau (Yuèfǔ) which collected songs, developed new ones, and organized performances.
 
In general the Confucians won the war, but their rigidity bothered the intellectuals, who found Dàoism or Buddhism more appealing.
 
Where does the urge to add more ritual
come from? I think light is shed on this question by the 26-page document prepared by the group which organizes showings of Rocky Horror Picture Show in Chicago, with accompanying live-action reenactments. A few examples:
 
Every person should shower within 24 hours of performing.

 
There is to be no involuntary disrobing of audience or cast members by other cast members.

 
No weapons of any kind are to be in the possession of cast or audience members.

 
Did someone sit down years ago and come up with rules like this? Probably not; there must be a story behind each one. Any document full of rules, whether it’s a performance co-op or condo association by-laws or the viṇaya rules for Buddhist monastics, is an abbreviated history of past problems.
 
Robert Sapolsky has an interesting theory on how rituals start: he links it to obsessive-compulsive disorder. Normally, the guy who washes or checks his tools incessantly was ignored. But maybe there’s a disaster, and he tells the tribe that the gods were angry because of uncleanliness. They remember his warnings, they’re in a mood for answers, so they adopt his cleaning rituals.
 




Wisdom and spirituality

If I made lists of the best and worst aspects of religion, spirituality would be on both. To me it’s the human need which religion meets best, far more key to its nature than belief, myth, morality, or ritual, and the one area where religion can offer a clear corrective and a positive alternative value system in modern life.
 
On the other hand it’s maddeningly vague, repetitive, and sentimental, and the more it’s hyped, the less real spirituality you get.
 
What do I mean by spirituality? To me, it’s the point of view that emphasizes some combination of these ideas:
 
	There is more to life than pleasure and rich things




	People are greedy and unjust, and the elite appallingly so




	There is something awe-inspiring in nature, or in the little things in human life




	To respect or salute the source of that awe is healthy




	Human beings are both insignificant yet infinitely valuable




	Benevolence is more important than authority




	Love, and even self-sacrifice, are better than power




	Society has terrible taste in the people it most acclaims




	The everyday life most people have is not the highest or best life possible




	It’s healthy to work with your hands, not just your mind




	Words are easy, actions are hard




	The ego is the biggest barrier to wisdom: learning requires a childlike attitude




	Faking virtue is as bad or worse than doing wrong





 


The attitude I’m alluding to rests on things like awe, humility, and love, but also involves a heavy skepticism toward elites and authorities… not least because those people run very low on humility and love.
 
I think something like it is present in most religions, and the great sages and prophets are those who could verbalize it, or live it. Someone who merely explains things may be honored— an Aristotle or an ibn Sinā— but rarely founds a religious movement. That usually takes someone with a strong spiritual air, from Buddha to St. Francis to Gāndhī to the Sufis.
 
(As an immediate counterpoint, there is a niche for someone who imposes more discipline— for instance, Berno of Baume Abbey, who spearheaded the Cluniac monastic reform in the 10C. Or within Zen, the abbot Ingen, who revitalized Zen in Japan in the 17C.)
 
Another caveat: polytheistic systems, in their first millennium at least, may not emphasize spirituality in this sense. As we’ve seen, Roman religion had almost none of it. You could find these attitudes, but among philosophers or other writers, not priests.
 
I was a member of a church once that was experiencing a period of drama, caused by a falling out of the two elders. It was not an edifying spectacle, but I mention it because at a key point, the church needed a break from both elders, and turned to an older member.
 
That man and his wife were the spiritual rocks of that church. They led a housegroup; he stepped up during the crisis to lead services for a month. Once when a friend and I had an idea for a special church service which involved a meal, they volunteered their house and helped organize it. He was sweet and giving, and he’s one reason that, after leaving the church, I can never look down on religious people. If they were all like him, religion would have a very different reputation.
 
A curiosity, though: he was not particularly eloquent. His sermons during that month were nothing special. He didn’t talk about God in any profound way. His gifts were in action, not words.
 
This is very likely why so many religions insist on personal mentorship. There’s a limit to how much you can learn from reading.
 
Now, I am not advocating that you like or emulate this kind of spirituality. I’m pointing out that it’s there, behind the doctrines and the rituals. It comes up outside religion too, of course; it’s also what is valuable in, say, leftist movements; it’s often the deep motivation for scientists. It’s well expressed by Daniel Dennett:
 
If you can approach the world's complexities, both its glories and its horrors, with an attitude of humble curiosity, acknowledging that however deeply you have seen, you have only scratched the surface, you will find worlds within worlds, beauties you could not
heretofore imagine, and your own mundane
preoccupations will shrink to proper size… Keeping that awestruck vision of the world ready to hand while dealing with the demands of daily living is no easy exercise, but it is definitely worth the effort, for if you can stay centered, and engaged, you will find the hard choices easier, the right words will come to you when you need them, and you will indeed be a better person.

 
from Breaking the Spell: Religion as a Natural Phenomenon


In certain moods it’s invigorating. In other moods it can be treacly or unwelcome. Humans are complex animals; sometimes what people need is a decidedly non-spiritual attitude. To elaborate:
 
	Some people are brought up too rigidly, and end up in thrall to parents or partners. They need more ego, not less. 



	The whole attitude that the material world is bad, and pleasure is questionable, can cause a good deal of trouble. Too much asceticism is inhuman: Let people enjoy life when they can. 



	Drive and commitment are not restricted to spiritual projects.




	Forcing spirituality on people is wrong and counter-productive. It produces repressed or resentful people and cheapens spirituality.





 


Also, I’m afraid, inspirational language often rubs me the wrong way. It gets repetitive and shallow. I read the 11C Persian epic poem, The Conference of the Birds by Farid Attar. It’s interesting as an exploration of Sufism, the mystical, ecstatic form of Islam. But I’ll tell you honestly, it was heavy going. I like some very gnomic wisdom books, like the Dào Dé Jīng, and paradoxical poets like Omar Khayyam, but a whole book on the love of God tends to put me to sleep. Your mileage may vary.
 
The general term for things expressing spirituality is wisdom literature, which has been on the bestseller list for millennia. For instance, from the 18C bce Teaching of the Vizier Ptahhotep:
 
Do not be selfish in the division!
Do not be greedy, not even for your portion!
…The claim of the mild-mannered is greater than the mighty’s.
The man who shuns his neighbors is diminished,
deprived of the gift of speech.
A little of what is craved
is enough to make the quarrelsome man cool-tempered.

 
…If you are an excellent man, 
who sits in the council of his lord,
concentrate on excellence!
You should be quiet! This is better than a potent herb.
You should speak only when you know what you understand;
only the skilled artist speaks in the council.

R.B. Parkinson
 
(Left: statue of a worshiper, meant to be placed before one of the god, from Ptolemaic Egypt.)
 
Naturally, the teachers do not all say the same thing; not even what I called spirituality above. The Egyptians were big on practical advice for the literate middle class.
 
Proverbs is an example from the Tanakh, but the Hebrews frequently expressed a bitter outrage at injustice:
 
Can God be instructed in knowledge,
He who judges from such height?
One man dies in robust health,
All tranquil and untroubled;
His pails are full of milk;
The marrow of his bones is juicy.
Another dies embittered,
Never having tasted happiness.
They both lie in the dust
And are covered with worms.

Job 21:22–26, tr. JPS


Omar Khayyam expresses a similar thought with cheerful resignation:
 
The Worldly Hope men set their Hearts upon
Turns Ashes— or it prospers; and anon
Like Snow upon the Desert’s dusty Face
Lighting a little hour or two— is gone.

Edward Fitzgerald
 
The Dào Dé Jīng relies heavily on paradox— Dàoist wisdom is a calm acceptance one degree away from apathy, an action one step away from no action at all.
 
Fame or integrity: which is more important?
Money or happiness: which is more valuable?
Success or failure: which is more destructive?

 
If you look to others for fulfillment,
you will never be fulfilled.
If your happiness depends on money,
you will never be happy with yourself.

 
Be content with what you have;
rejoice in the way things are.
When you realize there is nothing lacking,
the whole world belongs to you.

§44, tr. Mitchell
 
You may start to wonder, is there literature for the go-getter, the micro-manager, the ambitious king? There is, sometimes in the same books, more often in a separate book not labeled “religious.”
 
One religion which explicitly offers alternatives is Hinduism, which recognizes that humans have different drives:
 
	dharma— virtue, duty, justice




	artha— success, power, money




	kāma— love, desire, art





 


There were manuals for each, e.g. the Arthaśāstra, aimed at kings and other leaders, or the Kāmasūtra, written for the urban sophisticate. You were only obligated to follow svadharma, self-duty, the path that applies to who you are. If you were a king, for instance, you were supposed to try to conquer your neighbors.
 
Of course, the brahminic literature glorified brahmins, the clerical and scholarly class, and placed them above everyone else; but kṣatriyas, the noble/warrior class, did not have to agree. It’s notable that the founders of both Jainism and Buddhism were kṣatriyas.
 
Premodern literature is not written for the peasants and servants, but for the literate minority— nobles, officials, merchants, and their families. E.g. the Egyptian Loyalist Teaching is addressed to the powerful, and counsels deference to the king and benevolence to one’s workers:
 
[The king] is the Sungod under whose governance one lives:
the man under his shade will have great possessions.
He is the Sungod by whose rays one sees:
he illumines the Two Lands more than the sun…

 
Care for men, organize people,
that you may secure servants who are active!
It is mankind who create all that exists;
one lives on what comes from their hands.
They are lacking, and then poverty prevails.

 
This doesn’t mean that ancient literature always coddles the comfortable; often it tries to do just the reverse. But the attitude is usually fatalistic: no one’s going to dislodge the powers that be, so you’d better either learn to live with them, or move as far away from them as you can.
 
The exception is that just about anything goes after a catastrophe. The Tanakh, for instance, is more than usually anti-royalty. None of the kings of Israel are considered good, and few of those of Judah; Samuel warns the people (1 Sam. 8) that having a king will be disastrous. But the Tanakh was compiled after the disaster of the Exile, when the elite of Judah was relocated to the country of the conquerors, Babylon. The compilers were free to blame the kings— and the henotheist common people left behind— for what had happened.
 
Nor is this unprecedented; there are lamentations written during Egypt’s chaotic periods, or the fall of various Mesopotamian cities.
 
Arguably wisdom literature should be separated from prophecy. This— best exemplified by the Tanakh’s Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel— is not a matter of predicting the future, but assailing the present. Both genres evoke values which differ from those of the authorities or everyday life; but as Jack Miles says, “Wisdom accepts, prophecy rejects.” The prophet sometimes imagines a future state where God and humanity are in harmony, but most often protests just about everything: leaders, priests, foreign enemies, and even the inert and sinful people.
 
These messages can appeal to different people, or in different moods, or in different times. The same dichotomy can be found in politics, as a split between those who think that the world is not terrible and can be reformed, and those who think it’s intolerable and must be remade.
 
☑︎ How do you write your own wisdom literature? Well, tap into your own wisdom, if you have any. There’s no shame in creating a religion you like, and could imagine believing! Who else is going to tailor a religion for you?
 
It may help to warm up on some of the classics, such as the ones I’ve mentioned above. Please use a modern translation— fake archaism is tiring.
 
For a premodern culture, think of it as a roleplaying exercise. Some possibilities:
 
	An old man writes the best advice he can think of for his children.




	An exile enumerates the many faults of her accusers.




	A teacher only wants students who accept a challenge. He makes provocative statements, throws in some obscure leg-pulling, and explains only half of what he means.




	A poet believes that truth cannot be communicated, but she thinks it can be hinted at in fleeting and indirect glimpses.




	A king, comfortable but melancholy, reflects on power and justice.




	A satirist criticizes the hypocrites and charlatans of his day, so far fallen from his ancient models.




	Someone from a conquered nation writes to her new king, explaining what is valuable about her religious tradition.




	A prophet criticizes everyone, espeically the powers that be, and explains in gruesome detail what will happen to them.





 


Now, if we’re talking about a premodern planet, I’d be surprised to see things like militant atheism, or a devotion to the scientific method, or a belief that only matter exists. These would come off as anachronisms, like the sacred drink at the holiest festival being Pepsi.
 
On the other hand, you can approach these things. As the rest of the book should show, religions are not, or not always, champions of the status quo, they need not have gods, they often embrace rationality and skepticism in their own way. And in a fantasy world, maybe there is a reason for some unusual beliefs… e.g. they might be the last memory of a lost scientific age.
Devotion
 
Often a religion develops a whole movement around passionate love for God:
 
	Sufi in Islam




	The bhakti movement in Hinduism




	The mystery cults in ancient Greece and Rome




	Hasidism in Judaism emphasises joy and nearness to God




	Evangelical Christianity extols a personal relationship with Jesus





 


As the 11C Sufi poet Ansari Hafizi put it:
 
Fasting is a way to save on food.
Vigil and prayer are a labor for old folks.
Pilgrimage is an excuse for tourism.
To distribute bread in something for philanthropists.
Fall in love:
That is doing something!

 
The Sufis emphasize that their fervor is for God, not for laws or even scripture: they are “not interested in the love letter, but the lover himself.”
 
Or Rumi, the 13C Persian Sufi who has had an unexpected resurgence:
 
Sultan, saint, pickpocket,
Love has everyone by the ear,
Dragging us to God by secret ways.
I never knew that God, too, desires us!

 
Among the Saoras in India, girls can become shamans, and they are considered to marry their guardian spirits and even bear them spiritual children. (This does not prevent marrying a flesh-and-blood husband later.)
 
This strand is so common that a reminder may be necessary that it’s not universal. The Romans didn’t insist that you dearly love Jupiter, or that he dearly loved you. The devotional sects may look suspect to other believers, as the passion may come too close to monism (saying that God and the worshipper are one) or pluralism (differences from other religions are minimized or denied). Confucianism believes in education, ethics, and quiet self-improvement: not only is there no need for passion, there’s not really even a deity to love.
Unwisdom literature
 
Some moderns might be tempted to come up with the literature for an evil religion. E.g. one of the Conan stories depicts human sacrifices to a god named “Hanuman the Accursed.” Which is a vile insult, by the way, to the heroic Hanuman of the Rāmāyaṇa.
 
More importantly, the very idea of an “evil religion”, or a god its own worshipers call accursed, is confused. All religions we know of are benign, to their believers, and believe they’re doing good. The contrary assumption is a relic of the age-old xenophobia of universal religions, indignant that some people reject their message.
 
There are certainly evil people, but the problem with evil as a philosophy is that it’s self-defeating. As my friend Chris Livingston pointed out:
 
If the monsters ever did take over, what the hell would they do then? Stand around roaring? Do they have other marketable skills besides stabbing villagers and operating catapults? Can any of them grow crops or improve roads or manage an inn?

 
That is, to actually do things, you need all that stuff that’s decidedly non-evil: growing stuff, making stuff, working together, keeping the place relatively peaceful. Even to be an evil overlord, you have to learn not to kill all the peasants or merchants, for the same reason a fisherman had better not catch every last fish.
 
☑︎ Maybe that makes you want to rise to the challenge! I hope you can do better than modern comics and video games where the evildoers just decide to destroy the sun or something, without even bothering to explain what for.
 
A worthy exception: the various demons and their collaborators in Mike Mignola’s Hellboy. They want to bring on the end of the world, including the destruction of humanity. But the destruction isn’t the point, it’s the rebuilding of a new world afterward, with a new sentient race. It happens to be based on frogs, but let’s not quibble. It’s a dark vision but there is a positive goal. (Naturally its adherents think that they will get to be sentient frogs themselves.)
 
What is Sith religion like? Wookiepedia tells us that there was one, that it worshiped the “dark side” and the top Darths.[11] But we’re also told that the Sith ruled the entire galaxy or large parts of it, many times. They would quickly run into Livingston’s problem. Are minor Sithists really taught to practice greed, violence, selfishness, and hatred— the opposite of Jedi values? You can’t run a society like that.
 
Nasty human regimes exist, and it’s worth looking at what they preach to the proles. It’s authoritarianism, mostly, plus propaganda against the effete yet inexplicably powerful Other. You can expect a lot of praise of Family and Motherhood, a defense of Our Homeland Values, and pictures of the Darth du jour with his shirt off, swimming a river or doing something heroic. I would expect Sith religion, as taught to the masses, doesn’t glorify fights against the Jedi at all: that would give Jedi too much credit. Sithism would be like the anti-“woke” crusade, or the Nazi assault on the Jews, or the Stalinist purge of the kulaks, or religious riots in South Asia: turning the majority against a smaller population that can be falsely depicted as a threat.
The Bizango
A good example of a morally ambiguous religion might be the Bizango societies of Haïti. These are secret societies, likely direct descendants of the ones that brought down the French slavers, and which own the night. They are helpful to their members, keep the peace, and are devoted to the vodoun religion. On the other hand, they cooperated with the dictatorship and, well, they make zombies.
 
Wade Davis’s fascinating book explains how. You apply a poison, made of a number of unappealing substances (worms, tarantulas, scrapings from human bones), but whose active ingredients are bufotenine from toad venom, and tetrodotoxin from pufferfish. The victim is paralyzed and often taken to be dead.
 
Curiously this is paralleled in Japan, where eating fugu (pufferfish) is an edgy craze; there are multiple cases of victims who were assumed to be dead, and dramatically revived, one of them actually at the crematorium. A peculiarity of tetrodotoxin poisoning is that the victim remains conscious through it all.
 
In Haïti the victim is buried; then surreptitiously dug up and revived. Applying another drug based on Datura keeps them in a foggy, pliant state. They can be kept as workers; some later escaped and were interviewed by Davis and others.
 
Davis emphasizes that culture and belief profoundly influence the zombie’s mindset. He feels that he’s been killed and brought back to life, and cannot resume his former life. The fugu sufferer merely thinks he’s gone through a medical crisis.
 
Why is all this done? Certainly not for cheap labor; you can just hire someone for far less effort. Davis found that it was a punishment administered by the Bizango. A leader helpfully gave a list of offenses that might merit it:
 
Ambition– excessive material advancement at the obvious expense of family or dependents.

 
Displaying lack of respect for one’s fellows.

 
Denigrating the Bizango society.

 
Stealing another man’s woman.

 
Spreading loose talk that slanders and affects the well-being of others.

 
Harming members of one’s family.

 
Land issues— any action that unjustly keeps another from working the land.

 
That is, the Bizango apply the rough justice of a rural community. Take care of your family, keep your hands off things that aren’t yours, and respect the societies, and you had nothing to fear.
 
Davis did his research forty years ago; as I write, the news is about the domination of Haïti by armed gangs. The gangs are mostly urban, while the Bizango are mostly rural. I don’t know how or if they are connected, but this is the usual way authoritarian institutions go bad: their redistributive basis is downplayed, and the leaders focus on raw power instead.
 
The Bizango and the zombies are by no means the focus of vodoun; in fact, Davis’s spiritual mentors warn him that he must choose between the secret societies and the loa, the spirits or angels of vodoun. The religion itself is a variant of Yorùbá religion, with particularly exuberant possession by the loa.
Isms and ists
 
To put this another way, religions are usually far more benign than their believers. Why is that? What goes wrong?
 
I think there are several reasons:
 
	Power corrupts. More precisely, the people who want power— and a universal spiritual lesson is that those people are trouble— will take it wherever it’s found, and use it for their ends. 



	Belief systems are a way of life— and people get irrational and a little ugly when they feel their way of life is threatened.




	The oldest political trick in the book is to whip up support by blaming minorities or foreigners. Religions give this division divine sanction.




	You can have too much of a good thing. Maybe meditating an hour a day is good for you; meditating 23 hours a day is not. Forcing the population to meditate: also not a good idea.




	Belief systems have to be sticky (p. 178), and those mechanisms can lead to mistreating outsiders and insiders alike.




	Humans are full of cussedness. You can get drama and abuse in an acting troupe or a condo association; no surprise that religions have it too.





 


A special note on sexism: this is by no means a human universal, but it comes close. Agricultural societies are usually patriarchal, and often things get worse for women over the centuries. In early Sumer and also China, women could serve as officials, even generals; a millennium later these roles all go to men. A few religions (e.g. Dàoism) praise women; other sages (e.g. in Buddhism) write appalling things about them.
 
These problems are not limited to religion! Political movements are notorious for sinking to the depths; see p. 166. Some of the offenders were officially atheist.
 
Maybe a more interesting question is, can these problems be minimized? When have belief systems been more benign?
 
	A belief system with a safe majority is usually less extreme. You get fundamentalism when a religion feels it’s quickly losing ground.




	Conversely, a religion that’s out of power and doesn’t expect to get it soon learns to coexist with the outer world. The Amish, or the Jains, aren’t out oppressing outsiders.







	It’s best to keep the clerics out of power. Ordinary believers don’t take things too seriously, and are able to compartmentalize.





 


We can also look at specific regions where higher tolerance was normalized.
 
	Medieval Islam was far more tolerant of Christians and Jews than medieval Europe was of Jews and Muslims. 



	East Asia never got the idea that religions can’t coexist. There were Confucians, Dàoists, Buddhists, but people and scholars both saw no problem taking what they considered the best parts of each. 



	Traditional polytheisms didn’t try to suppress other gods, though sometimes they incorporated them into their system. You could be really zealous for Inanna and just not care that someone else was really zealous for Enlil.




	Hunters and nomads tend to have more individualistic religions. They can be quite interested in the agriculturalists’ beliefs, but don't feel the need to impose them on everyone.




	We don’t know yet if it’s a historical anomaly or the sign of the future, but I’d say the last half-century in the US has been a riot of religious plurality. You can find dozens of different churches, several flavors of synagogues, mosques, Hindu or Buddhist or Bahá’í temples. Native Americans are reviving their religions, and you’d hardly bat an eye if a friend said they were Wiccan or Satanist.





 


None of these more tolerant places were utopias! Zealots could still arise and sometimes caused trouble. Muħammad was famously chased out of Mecca by the polytheists; the Confucians sometimes tried to repress Buddhists. The Mesopotamians didn't try to repress other gods, but it was also accepted behavior, if you conquered a city, to loot the temples.
The mystery cults
 
Alongside the civic religions of Greece and Rome (p. 76) were the mystery cults (from μυστήριον ‘secret’), which offered intense, ecstatic experiences without much theologizing. Most were Greek, though many took inspiration from other cultures.
 
Perhaps the prototype is the Eleusinian Mysteries, held every fall at Eleusis, near Athens. There were public ceremonies and sacrifices, then initiation: you were a novice (mystes) just once, and participated another year as a full initiate (epoptes). Plutarch has a vivid evocation of a mystes’s  experience:
 
Wandering astray in the beginning, tiresome walking in circles, some frightening paths in darkness that lead nowhere; then immediately before the end all the terrible things, panic and shivering, and sweat, and bewilderment. And then some wonderful light comes to meet you, pure regions and meadows are there to greet you, with sounds and dances and solemn, sacred words and holy views… The initiate… together with the other sacred and pure people [now] looks down on the uninitated, unpurified crowd….

W. Burkert
 
Picture this happening at night, with a thousand other mystai, each blindfolded, guided by an epoptes.
 
What did it all mean? Much of what went on was secret even in ancient times, and it’s even less clear today.
 
We do know that it was associated with the earth goddess Demeter and her daughter Persephone, who was abducted by Hades to the underworld. Demeter searched for her daughter, and on learning what had happened— with Zeus’s approval— she left Olympus and prevented crops from growing, which also stopped sacrifices to the gods. After the gods intervened with Hades, Persephone was returned. But because she had eaten a pomegranate seed, she was not entirely free, and had to spend a third of each year in the underworld.
 
The ritual was very likely a reenactment of parts of this myth: Demeter’s frantic search for her daughter, and then her joy when she is returned. There are some hints that initiates would be blessed in the afterlife.
 
The festival and the initiation was available to all Greeks, including women; and after the Roman conquest, to Romans. Rulers, including Roman emperors, participated. The whole affair is reminiscent of 19th century fraternal lodges.
 
The cult of Dionysus or Bacchus was more uninhibited. Prototypically it involved groups of all women going out to the mountains, dancing wildly, wearing animal skins, making sacrifices, and eating raw goat meat. Such rites of reversal, where ordinary social rules are overturned for a period, are common in many cultures.[12]
 
There’s a famous painting at the Villa of the Mysteries in Pompeii which depicts Dionysus and several cultists. In one part of the mural, a goddess is shown whipping the naked back of a woman, while another woman dances in the nude. Some pain can enhance a ritual, but this may be allegory or pure fantasy— Bacchic rites really got artists and writers going.
 
Male authors described the dancers as “maddened” or “out of their wits”, and in the 5C bce Euripides wrote a play about them, Bacchae. It has Dionysus himself establishing the rites at Thebes. They are opposed by the king, Pentheus. Dionysus tells the king that the rites cannot be discussed with “the impious”, so Pentheus goes to the mountains to see for himself; the frenzied Bacchae mistake him for a lion and tear him limb from limb.
 
Some forms of the Dionysus cult involved men, and in 186 bce the Roman Senate outlawed male Bacchic priests and the swearing of oaths, and ordered the destruction of certain bacchānālia (worship sites). Livy described the corrupted rites:
 
Whoever would not submit to defilement, or shrank from violating others, was sacrificed as a victim. To regard nothing as impious or criminal was the very sum of their religion. The men, as though seized with madness and with frenzied distortions of their bodies, shrieked out prophecies; the matrons, dressed as Bacchae, their hair dishevelled, rushed down to the Tiber with burning torches… Men [who refused to participate] were fastened to a machine and hurried off to hidden caves…

W.M. Roberts
 
This is the language of moral panic; it isn’t evidence of what the cultists really did, though it is evidence for what the Senators feared or fantasized. The Senate decree did not outlaw all-female rites.
 
Dionysus is the god of wine; as Edith Hamilton points out, it was obvious that wine can lead either to convivial merriment or to “atrocious crimes.” Hugh Bowden thinks there is evidence that male followers drank during Bacchic rites but women did not.
 
Some deities, including Isis, Cybele, and Mithra, had ordinary temples and priests, but also aspects of mystery cults, like initiation rituals. There were some cool levels in Mithraism, which you might adapt for your cult, D&D class, or chess club:
 
	corax

	raven


	nymphus

	bridegroom


	mīles

	soldier


	leo

	lion


	persēs

	Persian


	hēliodromos

	sun runner


	pater

	father









Making morality

A culture always has a moral code; this may or may not be part of its religion. For instance, the Romans certainly had a moral system, but it was not elucidated or enforced by priests.
 
C.S. Lewis wrote a whole book, The Abolition of Man, claiming that morality was universal, yet somehow threatened by modern rationalism. I think he was seduced by the age-old temptation to see our enemies as more morally bereft than they actually are. We’ll return to that, but for now let’s focus on what he got right. Almost all cultures would agree on judging all of these things as bad:
 
	Murder




	Theft 



	Illicit sex, such as rape




	Betrayal of one’s community to enemies




	Going back on one’s word




	Mistreating the old, the sick, and the poor




	Cruelty and arrogance




	Mistreatment of one’s own family




	Mistreatment of children 



	Lies and deceit




	Judging falsely





 


People do these things all the time, of course, and all too often justify them. However, the defenses are almost never along the lines of “Murder is good, actually”; they are more like “It wasn’t really a murder” or “They did it first” or “It was them or me”, or (as in Kill Bill) “I overreacted.” That is, if the act is justified at all, it’s by recourse to some other moral point. As La Rochefoucauld said, hypocrisy is the tribute which vice pays to virtue.
 
☑︎ There are
moral disagreements, of course. For a conreligion, I’d suggest that these are one of the best ways to make it come alive. People won’t care much about the names and portfolios of your gods, but an unusual prohibition or practice will get their attention.
 
Some more notable moral strictures:
 
	Using modern technology is bad (Amish). It’s more nuanced than that, but in general machines and electricity are to be avoided. Sewing machines, too.




	Doing any work on the Sabbath is bad, including driving or turning on the radio. (Orthodox Judaism)




	Eating pork is bad. (Judaism, Islam)




	Eating meat is bad. (Brahminic Hinduism, Buddhist monks)




	Eating meat is bad, at times. (Catholicism)




	Not eating meat is suspicious. (Rome)




	Eating rice is bad. (From the Brāhmaṇas. The idea is that even plants have a soul!)




	Things with yeast are bad, at times. (Judaism)




	All alcohol is forbidden. (Islam)




	Alcohol is a good gift for gods. (worldwide)




	Eating too much food is a sin. (Catholicism)




	Eating too much food is proper behavior at a feast. (Maring)




	Charging interest is bad. (Islam)




	Sex for any reason but procreation is bad. (Some Christians)




	Sex with a visitor is good. (Several Arctic cultures, possibly to expand the gene pool.)




	Sex with your brother-in-law is good, if your husband is dead. (Ancient Judaism)




	Sex with your sister is good, if you’re king. (Egypt, Incas)




	Sex with your spiritual master is good. (All too many cults)




	You can only marry within your caste. (Some Hinduism)




	You can’t marry within your moiety or clan. (Common worldwide)




	A man’s natural heir is his nephew. (Iroquois)




	Homosexuality is bad. (Western culture)




	Young men must ingest older men’s semen, in order to become fertile themselves. (Etoro)




	You can lie about your religion to avoid prosecution. (Shīʿah)




	Murdering a slave is a rite of passage. (Sparta)




	Sacrificing a slave keeps the sun going. (Aztecs)




	Slavery is bad. (now worldwide)




	Drawing blood from your ears or genitals is good. (Mesoamericans)




	Musical instruments in church are bad. (Some Presbyterians)




	Dancing is a vice. (Some Evangelicals)




	Dancing is a form of prayer offered to the gods. (Aztecs, Yorùbá)




	Theater is morally questionable. (common across Eurasia)




	Theater is a religious duty. (ancient Athens)




	A father has the right to kill adult children, or babies. (Rome)




	Cutting your hair is an offense to your parents. (Confucianism)




	Killing a cow is a horrendous act. (Brahminic Hinduism)




	Killing animals is an act of worship. (worldwide)




	Nudity is shameful except in private. (Western culture)




	Nudity is an expression of spirituality. (Sumerians, Jainism)




	Eating with a social inferior is sinful, but cooking for them is not. (Brahminic Hinduism)




	Prayer in public is less sincere. (Christianity— Mt. 6:6)




	Prayer is only effective if spoken out loud. (Yorùbá)




	Solitary asceticism is the highest pursuit. (Hinduism)




	Communal asceticism is better. (Christianity, Buddhism)




	Community is best; solitude and asceticism are suspect. (Islam)





 


See also the chapter on ritual, p. 76.
 
A nice example of a rule changing in a new cultural context: Buddhist monks in India lived by begging for food. This was considered highly suspect in China, so the 8C Zen abbot Bǎizhàng instituted a new rule for his monks, requiring them to grow their own food.
 
Material conditions may affect rules. E.g. bans on meat eating make less sense for (say) the Iñupiaq of Alaska, or the Tibetans.
 
Often cultures or people differ in how important particular sins or rules are. Sex and food prohibitions are notorious for this… in many cultures there’s a wide tolerance for adultery, or eating or drinking forbidden things, so long as it’s done discreetly. Western culture has a long tradition of homophobia, but cared far less about lesbianism. On the other hand, as Alfred Kinsey reported, homosexual experiences might have been more common when homo-sexuality was not salient in culture.
 
Our whole society is based on commerce, with the businessman as the prototypical member of the elite. This is by no means the view of premodern societies, which usually distrusted merchants— making money by moving goods around seemed inherently shady. (An exception is Islam, the one religion founded by a merchant.)
 
Similarly, modern society sees material prosperity as the highest goal, whether people want to extend this to all people or merely claim it for themselves. The Abrahamic religions, plus Buddhism, disagree, viewing the secular world as broken and corrupt.
 
Modern attitudes toward marriage and sex would strike most premodern societies as unutterably self-indulgent. Marriage was usually an arrangement between families, focused on raising children. Love was something that might develop between spouses… or might be relegated to affairs outside marriage.
 
There’s also the matter of who commits a sin, and against whom. The religious rule is usually egalitarian, but the elite can always do more than commoners, and men can do more than women. Mistreating outsiders is common, though so are rules that urge hospitality or tolerance.
 
What happens to the sinful? They may be punished, but often the emphasis is on atonement, recompense, and reintegration into society. In many societies even murder may be atoned, if you pay enough cattle to the victim’s family.
 
We can also ask, can criminals be religious? I hope it’s clear that they can and will be, without implying that the religion is criminal. Human beings very easily compartmentalize; just as a professional criminal can have an ordinary family life, they can also have an ordinary religious life.
A coherent code
 
☑︎ The list above may suggest that moral rules are arbitrary. And at one level they can be— but see the chapter on cultural materialism (p. 151).
 
But often there are some principles that run through a particular moral code.
 
One is cleanliness, which we met above (p, 84). This may refer to physical dirt— both rituals and everyday life have rules about when to wash or bathe. But it’s easily extended to spiritual pollution, which may come from outsiders, or things associated with death, or certain animals.
 
A sacred space may require people to be on their best behavior. This can be a place or worship, or the home, thus rules that forbid ill-treatment of guests. Sometimes it applies to an entire city: the Arabs were not allowed to bring war to Mecca, nor the Greeks to Delphi.
 
Another organizing factor is the type of society. The major religions come, not coincidentally, from agricultural empires; they may be equally concerned with propping up authority and avoiding abuses of power. The shamanism of a hunter-gatherer society is far more individualistic.
 
The laws of the Torah are suitable for a fairly simple Bronze Age society, and overwhelmingly concern the rites of the religion itself. Note the order and chapter count in Leviticus:
 
	Rules for sacrifice: 1–7




	Rules for priests: 8–10




	Cleanliness: 11–15




	Other rules:

	More on sacrifice, priests, temples (17, 21–24, 27)




	Morality for the populace (18–20)




	Jubilees, forgiveness of debts (25)









 


The Talmūd can be seen as an effort to turn these rules into a legal code in a far different society, more commercial than agricultural, and with neither king nor Temple to worry about.
 
Rules of morality can be seen as a social contract. Thus there will be both rules that enforce the rights of the elite to property and safety, and rules that protect the rights of the poor, women, etc.
 
Premodern moral systems may appeal to an underlying egalitarianism (Paul, Galatians 3:28: “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ.”), but they are also likely to be appallingly classist: the elite, and men, simply have more rights.
 
In India, each of the classes in effect had their own ethics. Brahmins were supposed to be pure, and also venerated by everyone else; but kṣatriyas (the warrior class) had a looser code. Kṣatriya rulers were encouraged to make war, and kṣatriyas could marry for love. Curiously this has a parallel in Roman law, which had two forms of marriage (confarreātio, coemptio) which treated women as property, and one (ūsus) which allowed the women to evade the potestas (power) of her husband.[13]
 
Rules about sex often strike us as misogynistic, but a premodern society, without contraceptives or modern medicine, does have an interest in having children raised in stable family units, and discouraging sexually transmitted diseases. And though some historical cultures were bad for women, this was by no means universal.
 




Meet the staff

Religions have priests, right? Well, they have specialists. Or maybe just special roles.
 
Some religions go out of their way to declare that no intermediaries are needed: enlightenment is available to everyone, with tools they have at home. Buddhism, Sunnī Islam, and Evangelicalism fall into this category. But all three have religious specialists.
 
☑︎ So let’s talk about the various roles you might have.
Shaman
 
I place this role first because it very likely came first. Shamanism is the prototypical religion of hunter-gatherers and nomads, and thus preceded all the religions of agricultural peoples. It exists worldwide, in the Americas, Africa, Australia, and northern Eurasia, and shows traces in most civilizations.[14]
 
The shaman, according to Roger Walsh, voluntarily enters an alternate state of consciousness in which they commune with spiritual entities, seeking answers of benefit to the community.
 
Worldwide, the life of shamans often follows a set pattern:
 
	The initial call, sometimes sought out, sometimes an alarming crisis. 



	Training and discipline, under the guidance of a mentor. This may involve extreme or dangerous asceticism, and/or using drugs, such as ayahuasca, peyote, or Amanita muscaria. Music, especially drumming, may help create the right mental state.




	An experience of breaking through into enlightenment. Often there is a vision or a feeling of being broken physically and mentally, then being built back in a stronger way.




	Living as a shaman, able to travel into the spirit world at will for the benefit of others (e.g. for healing). 




 


A Nepalese shaman describes the initial call like this:
 
When I was 23, I became possessed. I later learned that the spirit was my dead grandfather, but at the time I did not know what was happening. I began to shake violently and was unable to sit still even for a minute, even when I was not trembling…. My family was very concerned. I had no appetite…

 

 
Pictured: shaman Khorolkan of the Evenki.
 
Possession by the gods is an important part of Yorùbá religion and its diaspora; cf. the account of Seu Malandrino, p. 46.
 
For centuries explorers, missionaries, anthropologists, and psychologists had an extremely negative view of shamans. They were devils, neurotics, schizophrenics, or just con men. Then the Western world discovered drugs, and the shamans looked much better.
 
To put it more soberly, what is normal or not depends on your cultural expectations. If you’ve never seen nor heard of a trance, and associate altered consciousness with mental illness, it’s bizarre and disturbing. If your culture approves of it as a normal part of spiritual life, then it’s not unusual at all… though not everyone who experiences the call welcomes it.
 
Most Westerners historically experienced only a few states of consciousness: ordinary life, dreaming, being drunk. But religious ecstasy was not unknown; compare the Nepalese youngster’s shaking to the experiences that gave the 17C Quakers and the 18C Shakers their name. You can find similar experiences in Charismatic churches… or on various drug trips.
 
As Walsh points out, there hasn’t been much psychological testing of actual shamans, but what there is suggests that shamans are not ill or badly adjusted. Mircea Eliade considered that shamans often displayed high energy and concentration, high intelligence, and good leadership skills. They don’t always act like a modern office worker, but that worker wouldn’t thrive as a hunter-gatherer. It’s also worth pointing out that societies with shamans are also acquainted with mental illness, and distinguish it from shamanic practice.
 
Where does the shaman’s experience come from? Well, where does a novel come from? We don’t really understand our own minds. I’m not inclined to say that the visions come from spirits, but I think it’s needlessly reductive to dismiss them as “made up.” Made-up things can be moving and remarkable.
 
Tibetan Buddhism has an interesting perspective on this: the yogis’ visions are mind creations…. but then, so is the entire universe.
 
Shamans worldwide report sensations of travel: they can move in spirit through the world, up to higher realms, down to lower ones. This is more like lucid dreaming than like a passive vision, in that the shaman has control over the travel. Others report similar experiences, as in this 4C bce poem, Yuǎn yóu “Wandering Far Away”, from the 3C bce Chǔcí, often attributed to Qū Yuán.
 
I ordered the celestial gateman to open the sky gates.
He pushed them open and stared at me.
…Reaching the highest and clearest sky I entered the Sky Lord’s palace.
Arriving at Venus I surveyed the Pure Capital.
In the morning I set out from the Heavenly Court,
And by evening was looking down upon Mount Yuweilü…

 
I used a comet as my ox-tailed and feathered flag,
And held the handle of the Broom Star for signal banner,
Up and down in colored bands
Flowed the waves of the startled mists we rode..

tr. Gopal Sukhu


Chǔ had a reputation of being stranger and more freewheeling than the other Chinese states; the Chǔcí was popular but didn’t make it into the Confucian canon. The poems suggest that a shamanic tradition still existed there, or was remembered.
 
The shaman doesn’t undertake these journeys for their own benefit, or as pure mysticism; the purpose is usually healing. It’s not very helpful to compare shamanic healing to modern medicine, which belongs to an entirely different worldview; it’s like saying that the shamanic journey is not as efficient as a helicopter. The shaman would object that such comparisons miss the point: a spiritual experience is not a poor imitation of a physical one.
 
Traditional medicine is a better comparison, and that was often wrong-headed or dangerous. (Time travel tip: go back and warn the physicians to stop prescribing antimony, which is easily confused with arsenic.)
 
From Verrier Elwin’s description of healing by female shamans among the Saoras of India:
 
Now she dances in ecstasy, now lies lost to the world in trance. When she has found the cure of disease or tragedy, she is at infinite pains to heal the wounds; she sucks infection from her patient’s body, burns it with flashes of gunpowder, bites and kisses it… orders the sacrifice of goat or buffalo, directs the village artist in the composition of sacred pictures… She works ceaselessly, for she is inspired not only by pride in her profession, but also by her love for the tribal community.

 
Sucking an object out of the patient is a common technique; often a small object is displayed afterward as the source of the problem. But some traditions talk about magic objects visible only to shamans.
 
So, if you have a broken bone or cancer, a shaman isn’t going to help. On the other hand, Claude Lévi-Strauss remarks:
 
The shaman provides the sick woman with a language, by means of which unexpressed, and otherwise inexpressible, psychic states can be immediately expressed. And it is the transition to this verbal expression… which induces the release of the physiological process… to which the sick woman is subjected.

 
In this respect, the shamanic cure lies on the borderline between our contemporary physical medicine and such psychological therapies as psychoanalysis.

 
A shaman might well observe our own schools of therapy and point out that his methods provide a greater catharsis in much less time.
 
Most shamans perform alone— the patient and onlookers are passive. But Haïtian vodoun is a more participatory affair: the spectators too join in, and may experience spirit possession. And among the !Kung, half of adult males are medicine men, and healing is a communal event where many healers trance at once, urged on by everyone else clapping and singing.
 
If all this makes you want to seek out a shaman… well, I advise moving to the jungle or the taiga, learning the language, and learning who the real shamans are. There are a lot of Westerners who are eager to have visions, and there are shady operators who will sell them the experience as part of a package tour.
Celebrant
 
A celebrant is someone who runs ceremonies or rituals. In Vedic sacrifices, you needed no less than four types:
 
	the hotri or invoker




	the udgātri or singer




	the adhvaryu or sacrificer




	the brāhmaṇa had magical power and countered malign influences





 


The latter category became the general term for the entire class, which— according to brahmins— was the top tier of society: “the world belongs to brahmins,” according to the brahmin Manu. This class managed to stay on top despite multiple changes in praxis, from the end of Vedic sacrifices to the development of Śiva worship from the lower classes.
 
For Westerners the prototypical cleric is the Catholic priest, who is defined as one authorized to celebrate the sacraments. In Egyptian and Mesopotamian religion— and in Temple Judaism— the priest was the only one allowed into the god’s innermost chamber.
 
Many of the earliest religions belong mostly to the kings and the elite. Only kings held Vedic sacrifices, and the mass of the people, the śūdras, were not even allowed to hear the Vedas. The rites in Egyptian and Mesopotamian temples were done for the gods’ benefit: the people were not invited in. Only a few ceremonies were held outside where the people could at least watch. A good life in the Duat, the afterlife, was at first promised only to Egyptian kings, and only later extended to the middle class, those that could afford mummification and a personalized copy of the Book of the Dead.
 
Among the Zuni, the whole community was involved in rituals, except for those of the Rain Priests. These prayed to the gods for rain, but this was done alone, without public ceremonies. In older times, they were not supposed to do any other work.
 
The hard line is that a priest is a necessary intermediary between the people and the gods. The softer alternative is that the appropriate ceremonies are simply unavailable if you don’t have one.
 
Don’t assume that the celebrant is a priest. In Egypt rites were notionally performed by the king; priests were only delegates. In Rome both sacrifices and divination could be performed by city officials rather than priests.
 
The one priestly class in Rome that was a lifelong avocation was the Vestal Virgins. There were six of them, chosen as children; they lived together in a mansion in the Forum, next to the temple of Vesta. Their chief function was to maintain the city’s sacred hearth, but they had others, such as baking the first bread of the harvest, used to create the salted meal used in sacrifices. They had to remain virgins— if they were unchaste they were buried alive. They were themselves sacred objects: when Rome was threatened by the Gauls in 390 BCE, a man fleeing the city cast his own wife and children out of his cart so he could rescue the Vestals.
 
This leads to the question, what did the common people believe and do?
 
One historical answer is that they had their own gods, rites, and celebrations. You can see this today around the world, including places that are nominally Christian. Someone has a connection to the spiritual world— they do magic, or offer healing, or get possessed by a god or godling, or simply preach really well. You go to them rather than bothering the local priest.
 
I used this idea for early Caďinorian religion: the elite believes in the gods, with rites run by priests; the people believe in spirits, fantit, who are channeled by godspeakers.
 
Or the people, in their own way, worshiped either the main gods or minor ones. The Babylonian Ludlul bel nemeqi describes the pious actitivies of its commoner protagonist: prayer, making offerings, pouring out beer and wine, kissing the foot of an idol at the city gate, placing incense, getting sprinkled at the Gate of Pure Water. In early Sumerian religion, people made statuettes of themselves worshipping and left them by the god’s statue.
 
It doesn’t seem to be coincidence that once big empires appeared— Persia, China, Greece, Rome— so did universal religions such as Christianity, Zoroastrianism, and Buddhism. These promised salvation and spiritual help to everyone, and created a much more solid foundation for the state than the ethnicity of the conquerors.
 
Cyrus, first emperor of Persia, was a master of this dance: personally he probably followed Ahura Mazdā, but he was the protector of everyone’s gods: he took the hand of Marduk in Babylon, he protected the sacred bull of Apis, and he authorized the Jewish exiles to return to Jerusalem.
 
Universal religions tend to look askance at popular religion. After Constantine, in theory everyone in the Roman Empire was supposed to be Christian, and be provided with access to priests, sacraments, and correct teaching. This was easiest to provide in the cities, which is why pāgānus ‘rustic, countryman’ became our word pagan.
 
The process seems to have worked in Europe. The Spanish and Portuguese conquest of the New World was another story— or perhaps shows us what the process looked like in its first centuries. The people took to the saints as thinly veiled stand-ins for the old gods, and kept up old religious practices under a veneer of Catholicism.
Oracle
 
An Assyrian king was something of a peer to the gods, and the priests underlined his rule; but the clerics he was surrounded by, and consulted carefully, were the omen readers.
 
The last great Assyrian king, Ashurbanipal, maintained a fine library of cuneiform tablets, which we still have. Half of the tablets, far outnumbering literary texts, are lists of omens. These were conditional statements: if such and such happens, then this will or won’t happen. They were carefully organized by subject for easy lookup, and you would tabulate a number of omens and see whether positive or negative signs predominated.[15]
 
Personally, I wonder if one reason for all this rigmarole was to delay the king’s decisions. Rather than executing a courtier who went too far, he asks the gods to decide. The oracles ask questions, make conversation about similar cases in the past, and by the time an answer comes the king’s anger may have abated and the courtier is spared.
 
The early Chinese kings inscribed questions on animal bones and heated them; the resulting cracks would answer the question. And the Greeks consulted oracles. One savvy king asked several oracles the same question, one he knew the answer to; supposedly only Delphi answered correctly.
 
The Aeneid has this description of a prophetess, the Sibyl, at work:
 
Suddenly all her features, all
her color changes, her braided hair flies loose
and her breast heaves, her heart bursts with frenzy,
she seems to rise in height, the ring of her voice no longer
human— the breath, the power of god comes closer, closer.

tr. Robert Fagles
 
The oracle is evidently a specialization of the shaman. However, the omen texts and the oracle bones were consulted quite soberly, no trance needed.
 
A Yorùbá priest casts palm oil nuts (ikin) or cowrie shells, relating the pattern they land in to one of the 256 odù or verses in the Ifá canon. The verse, or its name, can then be applied to the client’s needs.
 
Presidents and prime ministers are no longer seen checking omens; indeed, it was a minor scandal when the Reagans allowed their schedule to be determined by an astrologer. Nonetheless, you can find believers today who fully expect God to share hints about the future.
 
An interesting investigative technique among the Aztecs: if there was a theft, and no one confessed, the seer would have all the possible suspects lie on the ground, then release a snake. The snake would go lie on the guilty party. This trick presumably relied on the idea, a staple of action movies, that fear will make anyone confess.
Overseer
 
The first temples in Sumer were large institutions, run very much like the king’s palace. We have the administrative records of the temple of Baba in Lagaš, which supported 1200 people. There were priests, dancers, craftsmen, cooks, farmers. Naturally all this needed managers.
 
Often the king installed his daughter as chief priestess— e.g. Enḫeduana, daughter of king Sargon, ran the temple of Inanna in the 23C bce. Daughters were a canny choice: they would be loyal to the royal family, but less likely than sons to create an alternative political base.
 
The Jewish Temple worked much the same way: the chief priest was a powerful political figure. When the Seleucids (the post-Alexander Greeks) grew weak, a Jewish kingdom was reconstituted by the chief priests, who later called themselves kings.
 
Roman priests were, by design, from the same classes as the magistrates. In fact they were often the same people: a senator might retire into a comfy job as a priest. They were not usually the celebrants of rites, but they advised on proper procedure. They responded to the officials and the senate, not vice versa.
 
It’s been claimed (e.g. by Colin McEvedy) that paganism was “essentially local” with no central control, but in fact Roman rule was heavy even over foreign religions. E.g. the Romans confiscated much land owned by Egyptian temples after their takeover, and had to approve all proposed priests. Similarly they appointed the Jewish High Priest and oversaw the finances of the Temple.
 
Roman religion and its way of organization were spread by colonists and soldiers, and imitated by local elites. Sometimes there was direct instruction from Rome, other times simple adherence to Roman models.
 
Early Christian churches were run by πρεσβύτεροι ‘elders’, source of the English word priest. These were subject to the ἐπίσκοπος or overseer, which became English bishop. This was the root of the Catholic hierarchy:
 
	pope

	head of church


	cardinal

	can vote in papal elections


	primate

	head of a national church


	archbishop

	oversees many bishops


	bishop

	only a church with a bishop is a cathedral


	priest

	can say mass


	deacon

	can assist with mass
 





By tradition Peter was the first Pope, but the title πάππας is not attested before the 3C. The primacy of the bishop of Rome appeared natural, at least to Western Christians, as it was the capital of the empire. In the east the patriarchs of Antioch and Alexandria considered themselves the equals of Rome. When the empire lost Rome itself, the Pope’s power was largely theoretical anyway. The schism became official in 1054.
 
Less emphasized in the West was the power of the Roman emperor. The 1st Nicene Council was convened by the emperor Constantine; he believed in church unity to prevent social division. In the Byzantine Empire, the emperor considered himself the head of the church, and patriarchs could not be chosen without his approval. The tsars of Russia claimed the same supremacy; Peter the Great went so far as to eliminate the patriarchate in favor of a Procurator, a lay minister in the tsar’s government. By no means did all Orthodox approve of imperial interference.
Pastor
 
Some religions deny that an intermediary is needed; this includes much of Protestant Christianity, but also Sunnī Islam. When the Temple was destroyed, the Jewish priests (kōhănīm) lost their function, though they still exist as a class and have certain recognized roles: e.g. the first Torah reading at a service is performed by a kohēn if available.
 
But in all these religions there is a role to offer guidance and teaching, or interpretation of religious law. Generally this requires special study, though (say) the Amish get by without this. The rabbi in Judaism is technically a scholar— by Jewish law a congregation can run perfectly well without one. (Rabbis aren’t appointed to a synagogue, they’re hired—or fired— by it.)
 
In modern times a pastor (or the equivalent) is expected to be a counselor, even a therapist. This sort of role may or may not have existed in premodern cultures, except for the elite. On the other hand, before psychology existed as a profession, interpersonal problems may have been interpreted as religious. E.g. the Wikipedia article on Mufti includes a painting from 1721 showing an Ottoman mufti giving advice to a woman whose son-in-law could not consummate his marriage.
Monastic
 
Shamans have a long history of going off into the wilderness to find God, but in settled religions the priest normally stayed in the seats of power where their rites were needed.
 
This was true of the Vedic priests as well. But some time in the first millenium BCE or earlier, a tradition of renunciation developed: the ascetic (sannyāsi) went into the forest for meditation and self-mortification. They wore rough clothes or none at all, keeping their hair in dreadlocks. Their penitential heat (tapas) was said to maintain the world, and when they died, they were not reborn, but reunited permanently with brahman, the world soul. The Buddha and Mahāvira both trained with Hindu ascetics (roughly in the 5C bce) before founding their own systems, Buddhism and Jainism.
 
Perhaps the first Indian guru to dazzle the West was Kalanos, a sage Alexander picked up in Taxila as he campaigned in the Indus valley. The Greeks thereafter spoke of the ‘gymnosophists’, the naked wise men of India.
 
When the Buddha achieved enlightenment, the demon Mara suggested that he keep it to himself. Buddha replied, “Some will understand,” and established a monastic community, the saṅgha. Later, and rather grudgingly, he allowed women to join. Monks and nuns were and are the mainstay of Buddhism: begging for alms, teaching people, studying the scriptures— in Therāvada 49 volumes the size of the Bible; in Chinese Mahāyāṇa, 55.
 
Novices make five vows: not to kill any living being, not to steal, not to have sex, not to lie about spiritual attainments, and not to use intoxicants. At ordination, Therāvada monks take 200 more vows.
 
The end goal in Buddhism is nirvāṇa, the ‘extinguishing’ of desire (duḥkha) and the finite self (taṅha). Buddha refused to describe it, but it’s hinted that it’s not merely a negative, but an awakening to a new state of being, blissful but undescribable. Mahāyāṇa is more explicit: a saved soul awakens in a Buddha field, the spiritual domain of a bodhisattva.
 
The idea is that laymen are likely to be reborn as humans, but monks have a good chance of attaining nirvāṇa. The Jains have a similar doctrine; the ancient Ājivikas went farther, maintaining that the world is deterministic and all creatures will eventually become Ājivika monks, and then achieve salvation.
 
Some Jewish sects lived isolated from the rest of society, such as the Essenes, who were founded perhaps in the 2C bce. The Roman author Pliny was impressed:
 
They are a people unique of their kind and admirable beyond all others in the whole world, without women and renouncing love entirely, without money, and having for company only the palm trees….

 
John the Baptist was an ascetic, living by the Jordan with “a garment of camel’s hair, and a leather belt about his waist; and his food was locusts and wild honey” (Mt. 3:4). We hear of Christian hermits from at least the 3C, e.g. Paul of Thebes, who lived in a cave in the Egyptian desert for a hundred years.
 
By the 4C, however, organized communities of monks were created, first in Egypt and then across the empire.
Scholar
 
For millennia, if you were the bookish type, your best career prospects were in religion. That might mean writers of omen texts, compilers and commentators on scripture, Islamic judges, students of the Talmūd. Most of the classic European and even American universities were founded by religious bodies. It wasn’t till 1871 that non-Protestants could enroll at Oxford.
 
The Chinese Empire was notable for being run by scholars. From 900 ce these were chosen from graduates of the nationwide civil service examinations, which required memorizing the ancient Confucian classics.
 
You could be a secular scholar, of course, but for that you generally needed royal or noble patronage, or to be a noble yourself. Of course, the larger the middle class, the more opportunities there were for secular or even anti-religious scholars.
 
What does scholarship do to a religion? Several things:
 
	It means that clerics, at least, are literate, and have an interest in spreading literacy to the people. 



	It creates an elaborate law code. The Talmūd can be seen as a centuries-long project to turn the often vague dictates of the Torah into a coherent, practical, and humane code of laws.




	It encourages systematic theology and cosmology, keeping up with philosophical trends. 



	Points of doctrine turn into surprisingly complicated math and astronomy. 
	Muslims have to pray in the direction of Mecca, the qiblah; actually determining this led to a lot of practical astronomy.




	The Roman calendar was set by the pontifices, a priestly college. This required careful observation of how days and years relate. (Republican practice was to use a lunar year and add an extra month now and then; Julius Caesar introduced the leap day.)








	Scholarship produces a lot of material— e.g. the Tibetans have a canon of 108 scriptures, plus the same number of commentaries. That means that a cleric is increasingly, not a charismatic or mystical person, but a bookworm.





 


Try not to over-project scholarship onto the earliest form of a religion. E.g. mature Christian theology took centuries to develop, and can’t be assumed to be what Jesus or even St. Paul taught.
Musician
 
Religion can’t be separated from the arts. As noted above, music might be used to help a shaman into trance. A Sioux shaman, Black Elk, notes:
 
The voice of the drum is an offering to the Spirit of the World. Its sound arouses the mind and makes men feel the mystery and power of things.

 
Mesopotamian and Egyptian temples employed musicians and dancers; a singer was a necessary part of Vedic ritual.
 
According to 1 Chronicles 23:5, David set up no less than 4,000 Levites as singers in the Temple; the instruments were “lyres, harps, and cymbals” (25:1). Early rabbinic services did not emphasize singing, but the role of the ħazzān or cantor increased over the centuries.
 
There are a few holdouts: the early Christian church fathers  railed against the use of instruments and dancing. E.g. Clement of Alexandria:
 
If people spend their time with auloi [double flutes], psalteria, dancing and leaping, clapping hands like Egyptians, and in other similar dissolute activities, they become altogether immodest and unrestrained, senselessly beating on cymbals and drums, and making noise on all the instruments of deception.

 
A 4C Alexandrian law takes a dim view of the kithara, a type of lute:
 
If a cantor learns to play the kithara, he shall confess this. If he does not return to it, his punishment shall be for seven weeks' duration. If he persists, he shall be dismissed and excluded from the church.

 
The church got over these scruples, but they returned in some Presbyterian sects, which still prohibit playing music with instruments in church.
Charlatan
 
The Canterbury Tales by Geoffrey Chaucer, unfinished at the time of his death in 1400, is a series of tales told to pass the time by pilgrims traveling from London to Canterbury. Not surprisingly, quite a few of the pilgrims are associated directly with religion: the Prioress, Nun’s Priest, Monk, Friar, Priest, Second Nun, Summoner, and Pardoner.
 
It’s invaluable as a picture of how these roles were viewed by someone who was a believer but not a cleric. The view is on the whole negative. Only the Second Nun is a positive figure, and her tale is an extremely pious retelling of an early Christian martyrdom. The Monk and Prioress are described respectfully, but it’s also made clear that they are well off and fond of high living. His portrait of the Friar is gently mocking:
 
He knew the taverns well in every town… It is not honest, and it will not advance a man, to deal with poor folks; rather, he should deal with the rich and with the food-merchants. And, above everything, wherever there was a chance for profit, this Friar was courteous and humbly helpful.… He was the best beggar in his order, and paid a certain sum for his grant so that none of his brethen came into his district.

 
But his real scorn is reserved for the last two. Summoners were officials in church courts who could bring charges, and used this power to extort money. The Friar tells a tale about wicked summoners, and the Summoner retaliates with stories of evil friars.
 
A Pardoner was someone authorized to sell indulgences, church documents which granted a reduction in punishments to be inflicted in purgatory. The overselling of indulgences was one of the goads that produced the Protestant Reformation. Chaucer’s Pardoner freely describes his methods:
 
By this trick I have gained a hundred marks a year… I stand in my pulpit like a cleric and, when the ignorant people have taken their seats, I preach as you have just heard and tell a hundred other false tales….My hands and tongue go so fast that is is a joy to see me at work All my preaching is about avarice and similar sins, in order to make the people generous in contributing their pennies, especially to me.

 
Curiously, writers in medieval China had an almost identical view of begging preachers. E.g. the Míng novel Golden Lotus depicts Buddhist monastics as money-grubbing, and offers a bawdy verse:
 
The Buddhist nuns, of course, have not a hair
Upon their heads.
Night after night, they sport with the monks.

 
When there is power or money in religious institutions, those who crave these things will of course pretend to be religious. So you can of course find charlatans and hypocrites in any role.
 
Then there’s what we could call the Forer con, often used by psychics and magicians. The main idea is to use Forer statements, vague statements that almost anyone will agree with, but that sound so specific that the mark feels they refer specifically to them. Examples:
 
At times you have serious doubts as to whether you have made the right decision or done the right thing.

 
You pride yourself as an independent thinker and do not accept others’ statements without satisfactory proof.

 
You have found it unwise to be too frank in revealing yourself to others.

 
At times you are extroverted, affable, sociable, while at other times you are introverted, wary, reserved.

 
While you have some personality weaknesses, you are generally able to compensate for them.

 
In 1948, psychologist Bertram Forer gave his students a psychology test, then gave them what was said to be an individual evaluation. The students rated the accuracy of their evaluations as 4.3 on a scale of 0 to 5. But all the evaluations were identical, consisting of the above statements and a few more.
 
Or you ask negative questions, e.g. “You don’t play a lot of sports, do you?” The trick here is that you can respond to either a yes or no answer as if it provides validation: “Yes? I knew it.” “No? I didn’t think so.”
 
In a group, you can make predictions that are statistically far more likely than they sound— as in the birthday paradox. In a group of 23 or more people, half the time you’ll find that two people share the same birthday.
 
A psychic relies on self-selection, as well: the people who visit them are the ones most likely to believe in their powers; and the psychic naturally concentrates their attention on those who respond the most. And some theater helps, too: dimming the lights, hamming up the performance.
 
How much of this applies to religion? I’ll let you decide. Some caveats though:
 
	The use of these techniques doesn’t mean that conscious fraud is going on. Some psychics sincerely believe in their own powers.




	Not everything that’s going on is a trick. E.g. shamans really do have visions; you can have them too if you take the same drugs.







Ruler
 
The earliest Sumerian city-states, around 3500 bce, seem to have been theocratic. The largest buildings in the city were temples, and the ruler of a city, the en, has been described as a high priest. Only when cities started to go to war with each other, around 2800 bce, did power pass to kings and their armies.
 
There was no question in Egypt that the ruler was the king— in the Old Kingdom he theoretically owned all land and controlled all labor. He was a god, and the priests doing their rituals were merely his delegates. However, the temples grew ever more powerful.
 
In Rome, many rites were led by officials, not priests. The republic became an empire largely by the accumulation of traditional offices; in addition to being a consul and general, the emperor was also pontifex maximus and a priest in each of the four major priestly colleges. This not only gave the emperor control over religion, but meant that Roman religion, unlike most polytheisms, had a head.
 
Curiously, the early Republic had a theological problem: some rites required the presence of a king; would the gods be bothered if there was none? Their solution was to name one of the priests the rex sacrorum, the king of rites; he was carefully excluded from political power. The position still existed in the late Republic, but his actual duties seem to have dwindled.
 
In medieval Europe, high church officials were effectively nobles with their own extensive estates and peasantry.
 
There isn’t always a clear distinction between a religious leader who rules the country, and a secular ruler who’s particularly zealous. There are some clearly religious states: the Maccabees, Jewish high priests who eventually called themselves kings; Muħammad’s Arabia; the Papal State; the Tibet of the lamas.
 
The caliphs were literally the ‘succesors’ of Muħammad, and had both secular and religious authority— which did not always sit well with the ʿulamāʾ, the legal scholars who codified fiqh, Islamic jurisprudence. Muħammad stressed the equality of all believers and distrusted kings. For extremely mundane reasons, caliphates proliferated in the 1400 years of Islamic history, and the idea seemed moot after the end of the last widely recognized caliphate, the Ottoman Empire.
 
The Islamic Republic of Iran is a novelty. Traditionally Shīʿah believed that rulers must be descendants of ʿAlī, Muħammad’s son-in-law, but clerics left actual rule to the shah.
 
Unbelievers often assume that all religions work like Catholicism, and that the Pope is far stronger than he really is. The truth is that when it comes to a battle of Pope and King, the king almost always wins. The religious wars in Europe mostly came down to the religion of the local lord prevailing in his area. If a king gets mad enough, he’s capable of confiscating church property (Henry VIII) or setting up his own pope (the Western Schism, 1378).[16] For that matter, the secular power had to be fairly strong to support an independent papacy: before Charlemagne, the Pope was often at the mercy of local rulers and gangsters.
 
Somewhere at the border between religion and politics are clerical warriors: the Christian military orders (e.g. the Knights Templar), the sōhei of Japan, the medieval Persian Assassins, various Chinese movements including the 14C Red Turbans who rebelled against the Mongols, and the Righteous Harmony Movement (Yìhétuán or Boxers) who rebelled against the Manchus.
 




Real estate

☑︎ What buildings does your religion need?
 
Perhaps none at all. Early Hinduism had no temples. The Amish have no churches and despise the concept of dedicated meeting halls as worldly. Shamans, of course, got started long before sedentism, and even today simply do their work where they live.
 
The Sumerians pioneered the temple. Once a spot was considered sacred, their practice was to build at the same location, on top of previous temples. At Eridu the earliest shrine dates to the ʿUbaid period, around 4500 bce— well before writing or states were established.
 
By the third millennium, temples were enormous compounds— e.g. in Babylon, the Esagila complex in the center of the city was larger than the king’s palace. The prototypical Sumerian temple– which was just part of the temple complex— was the ziggurat, a stepped pyramid. Disappointingly, these had no interior, only a shrine on the top level.
 
A Sumerian temple was a large economic enterprise. The temple of Baba in Lagaš supported 1200 people and controlled 2.5 km2 of land. It grew crops, raised animals, and even employed a hundred fishermen. At this time, before markets developed, kings and temples had to directly employ farmers and craftsmen to meet their needs.
 
Egyptian temples were also huge, from the Middle Kingdom on. The temple complex at Karnak occupied 240 hectares, larger than the entirety of Themistocles’ Athens; thirty kings, from the Middle Kingdoms to the Ptolemies, built there. Temples also accumulated land over the centuries: by the end of the New Kingdom (1070 bce), the temple of Amun held one third of Egypt’s arable land.
 
The Chinese Hàn emperors were buried in enormous tombs outside the capital, which amounted to small towns: rites had to be performed, and there were workshops, guards, shops, and government offices.
 
The temples described so far were not places for the people. Only priests were allowed into the cella of the god— this is true of the Jerusalem Temple as well. Rites were conducted for the god’s benefit, or for the king. There were occasional festivals or processions conducted outside which the people could attend.
 
The Romans loved to build temples, but these were not institutions or centers of power; they generally had no staff or estates. Rather, the priests were organized into colleges (professional organizations, not teaching institutions), and came from the same social class as the senatorial elite.
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Buddhist worship hall at Bhaja in Maharāshtra, 1C. It’s carved 20 meters into a cliffside; there was once a wooden façade. Cells for monks are visible at the sides.

 
Buddhist monks in India observed a three-month retreat (vaṛsa) during the monsoon season, staying in one place. Even in Buddha’s time (500 bce) these started to develop into monasteries, e.g. the Veṇuvana donated by the king of Magadha, and the Jetavana donated by rich laymen. The emperor Aśoka built a temple in Bihar, the Mahābodhi, marking the spot where the Buddha achieved enlightenment.
 
Though Buddhist monasteries were chiefly for the monks and nuns, they were a focus for interested laymen as well. They led both Hindus and Dàoists to build temples as well.
 
The origins of Jewish synagogues are murky: the Exile would have motivated meeting spaces, but there is no archeological evidence for them in Babylonia. Archeology has discovered synagogues dating to the 2C bce, and the New Testament affirms that both Jesus and Paul preached in synagogues, which existed throughout the Diaspora.
 
The center of Christian worship and proselytization was the church. At first this was simply a meeting (ἐκκλησία, cf. French église); permanent buildings appeared in the 3C. A proselytizing, universal religion normally has places where both the devoted and the curious can go.
 
The first Christian churches in Rome followed the architecture not of temples but of basilicae— public buildings used for law courts and markets. The reason is simple: like basilicae, churches were built for people to assemble, while Roman temples were simply houses for the gods.
 
The Islamic mosque (masjid) is at root a big open square, which may or may not be a building. Its essential features are the qiblah, an indication of the direction of Mecca, the minbar, a minaret where the muezzin calls the faithful to prayer, and a small pulpit for the prayer leader. The mosque is used not only for Friday worship but for community discussion and for dispensing justice, and there may be a school (madrasah) attached.
 
Christian monasteries appeared by the 4C (see Monastics, p. 120). These were separate from churches, and naturally geared toward the monastics’ needs. It’s worth noting that monasteries were centers of scholarship and production. As just one example, Jean Gimpel reports that the 12C Cistercian monastery of Clairvaux used water power for four industrial processes: “crushing wheat, sieving flour, fulling cloth, and tanning.” The water (from two streams) was also sent to the kitchens and gardens, and used to drain waste. And this was one of 742 Cistercian monasteries in Europe.
 
Similarly, the thousands of Buddhist monasteries in Táng China were pioneers in the use of water mills— and, with imperial support, wealthy and influential.
 
The architecture of a religious building depends on how it’s used. Churches and mosques are designed for followers to meet; Mesopotamian and Roman temples as symbolic dwellings for the gods; Aztec pyramids were display platforms for sacrifice; monasteries are made for clerics to live and study.
 
Religions tend to acquire real estate over time— at least till they run afoul of the authorities. Henry VIII famously confiscated all the monasteries in Britain, and in 845 the Táng emperor Lǐ Yán closed 4,000 Buddhist monasteries and 40,000 temples or shrines.
 
The ultimate church holding is of course a theocracy. The Papal State once covered the entire middle swath of Italy, while the Dalai Lamas ruled Tibet from the 1600s. The Qīng dynasty conquered Tibet in the early 1700s, though over time they were content with recognition of their authority rather than direct rule.
 
☑︎ The takeaway: it’s likely your religion has buildings, but the important question is what they do there.
Time vs. space
 
Vine Deloria maintains that Western religions, especially Christianity, emphasize time or history, while Native American religion emphasizes space or nature.
 
The Abrahamic religions, at least, are focused on specific events in time, and have a teleological view of history, which is leading to God’s remaking of the world.
 
Because these religions are tied to events, not to territory, they can be universal and proselytize everyone. But for the same reason, they privilege the people who experienced those events, or those first converted. Thus they ended up supporting Western domination of the world, and the exploitation rather than the stewardship of nature.
 
Like all generalizations this leaves a lot out; but I think Deloria is on to something: to Westerners, and indeed Easterners, an ideology ought to be all-encompassing. Not even an imperial religion is enough any more, it should be global or even cosmic. The idea that your beliefs are rooted in a physical space, and are not necessarily valid outside it, sounds absurd. (In fact, among the Winnebago and other tribes, each clan has its own distinct story of creation.)
 
To Native Americans, religion was tied to their specific lands. This included specially sacred places, but Chief Seattle of the Suquamish memorably expressed how they revered the entire territory:
 
The very dust upon which you now stand responds more lovingly to [our] footsteps than to yours, because it is rich with the blood of our ancestors and our bare feet are conscious of the sympathetic touch. …When the last Red Man shall have perished, and the memory of my tribe shall have become a myth among the White Men, these shores will swarm with the invisible dead of my tribe, and when your children’s children think themselves alone… they will not be alone.

 
Not only the land, but its animals and plants were revered, and considered fellow peoples. As Walking Buffalo of the Stoney tribe remarked:
 
Did you know that trees talk? Well they do. They talk to each other, and they’ll talk to you if you listen. Trouble is, white people don’t listen. They never learned to listen to the Indians, so I don’t suppose they’ll listen to other voices in nature. But I have learned a lot from trees; sometimes about the weather, sometimes about animals, sometimes about the Great Spirit.

 
See also the Indigenous Critique, p. 149.
 
We can also ask where the gods live. In the ancient Middle East (including Israel) and in Rome, gods lived, like kings, in the city. This surely gives a different feeling to the religion than the Native American religions described above, where very often the gods live in sacred places, not where the people live, but nearby. And there’s yet another atmosphere if the gods live way off in heaven.
 
As religions universalize, theologians may insist that God is everywhere— he is immanent.
Hunters, nomads, and farmers
 
The major religions are, not coincidentally, those of agricultural empires. This obscures what the religions of hunter-gatherers and nomads are like.
 
We can see the contrast most clearly in the religions of Native North America. As Åke Hultkrantz points out, they can be divided into two prototypes. For the hunters:
 
	A focus on individual attainment




	Animal ceremonies




	Vision quests to acquire power




	Shamanism 



	A male Supreme Being




	Annual ceremonies to rejuvenate the world




	Very flexible beliefs





 


For the agriculturalists:
 
	A focus on community




	Rituals to bring rain and fertility




	Goddesses and gods




	Permanent temples and shrines 



	Groups providing healing rituals




	Great respect for correctly passing on traditions





 


These categories are by no means airtight, because tribes interacted and shared ideas, and because many tribes mixed hunting and farming.
 
Bear ceremonialism is notable because it’s shared with all circumpolar peoples, from the Saami of Finland to the Khanty and Mansi of western Siberia, to the Ainu, to Native North Americans, especially Algonquians. This includes propitiatory speeches to the bear before and after the hunt, a special set of terms relating to bears (to confuse the bear, because it understands ordinary human language), rituals for handling the skin, meat, and bones and preserving parts of it, rituals to gain some of the bear’s powers or even transform into a bear.
 
Though the rituals are most developed for the bear, there are similar rituals for other animals. The idea is to honor the animal killed, and to wish for, or facilitate, its resurrection.
 
Native North American religions, except in the southwest, give great importance to visions and dreams. A 17C French priest, François du Perron, observed.
 
They consider the dream as the master of their lives; it is the God of the country. It is this which dictates for them their feasts, their hunting, their fishing, their war, their trade with the French, their remedies, their dances, their games, their songs.

 
Traditionally every young male undertook a vision quest to find a guardian spirit, who will protect him and provide supernatural assistance in his life: as Franz Boas says, “it may make him a successful hunter, warrior, or shaman; or it may give him power to acquire wealth, success in gambling, or the love of women.” The vision may be hastened by exhaustion, cold, fasting, or drugs such as datura or peyote.
 
Among the Shoshoni, spirits may appear as animals or as humans. They impart powers, may teach a sacred song or dictate rules. Sometimes the spirit appears, quickly does these things, and vanishes. Other visions are more elaborate: e.g. one young man was bothered in turn by an owl, a bear, a coyote, and a rattlesnake. Unfortunately he was scared of snakes and ran away, but this was the spirit and he lost his chance.
 
What distinguishes the shaman is not that he has access to the spirit world, but that he has many spirits, often specialized in healing. (Older women can also become shamans.)
 
Vision quests are not as popular these days, but the spirits still grant powers or revelations in dreams. Indeed, everything is up for grabs in dreams: new teachings or rituals, or new ways of interpreting the old ones, may originate there.
 
Deloria claims that Native religions are linked to tribes and thus never compete with each other, but this is exaggerated. For instance, a new religion, peyotism, has spread from its origins in Mexico and Texas; some traditionalists disapprove of it because it’s more individualistic in focus.
 
However, Native American religions, like Chinese ones, have little idea of exclusivity. A nice example is the church of Our Lady of Guadalupe in the pueblo of Zuni, built in the 1770s. Native artists decorated the walls with murals of Zuni gods, and buried sacred packets under the altar. The priests admired their apparent enthusiasm for Catholicism. The church was restored starting in the 1960s, and in a lifetime project, Zuni artist Alex Seowtewa painted new murals celebrating Zuni gods and culture, this time with the support of the Catholic church.
Sacred objects
 
Temples and sacred land can be seen as instances of sacred things in general.
 
I haven’t concentrated on these because I think the concept is fairly easy: if you have the concept of the sacred at all, then some physical objects will be seen as sacred: altars, idols, ceremonial robes, scrolls, the very language used for prayer, the sixteen palm nuts used for Yorùbá divination, the maṇḍalas of Tibet, the wafers used in Catholic communion, Hopi kachina figures, Zuni prayer sticks.
 
I’ve quoted Isaiah’s fervent denunciation of idols (p. 38) ; but the Tanakh also speaks of consecrating altars, sacrificial utensils, and priestly clothing (Lev. 8:10f, 30).
 
Isaiah is wrong, by the way, to believe that all polytheists think their idols are gods. They may be treated as gods (e.g. by dressing them up, or placing food before them), but this is quite compatible with the gods living in heaven and having a presence everywhere (immanence, an idea shared with monotheism).
 
If objects can be consecrated, that creates a bit of a problem: what happens when these things are worn out or broken? Thus there is a need for deconsecration, or some form of respectful burial or putting-aside.
 




Religion and language

☑︎ What’s the most important thing about your conreligion? The conlanging possibilities, of course.
Sacred tongues
 
The very language of the prophets or scriptures can be numinous.
 
	The Qurʾān is still supposed to be read in Arabic rather than in translation, and defines the standard literary language.




	Similarly, Old Chinese, in which the Confucian and Dàoist classics were written, was the primary literary language until the end of the Empire (1911).




	Latin is still the official language of the Catholic church, including its proclamations and canon law; it was used for the Mass till 1965.




	The religious language of Egyptian Christians is still Coptic.




	As long as cuneiform existed, scribes still learned Sumerian, well enough to write texts in it, 1700 years after the spoken language died out.




	The Jews preserved Hebrew, the language of (most of) the Tanakh, for scholarship, and revived it as the everyday language of Israel.




	Some fundamentalist sects see the 1611 King James Version as the only acceptable Bible translation, and it still influences anyone who wants to write in an elevated or prophetic register.




	To this day the Vedas, in a very old form of Sanskrit, are learned orally, and most of the religious writings of Hinduism are Sanskrit.




	Avestan, an Eastern Old Iranian language, is the language of the Zoroastrian scriptures and still used in ritual.




	The canonical language of Therāvada Buddhism is Pāli.




	Candomblé in Brazil uses prayers and songs in Yorùbá.





 


For a conlanger, this is an opportunity to showcase your main language’s ancestor— or another language entirely.
 
Is there some special feature of a “religious” language?  No, it’s just an ordinary language, the one that happened to be used when the prophet spoke or when the scriptures were written down.
 
Still, your people will seize upon the distinctive features of that language as particularly blessed, pure, and elegant. If the parent is simpler (cf. Old Chinese) it will be considered aphoristic and concise; if it’s more complex (cf. Latin) it will be called precise and rational.
 
The situation where there is a vernacular and a parent literary/religious language is called diglossia.
 
Where there is a parent/daughter relationship, there is often denial that the vernacular exists. E.g. Charles Ferguson, describing Arabic in 1959, notes, “very often, educated Arabs will maintain they never use [the vernacular] at all.” After all, if the prophet’s very words are sacred, it’s disturbing to admit that popular speech has strayed.
 
If the vernacular is not written, there may be little consciousness that the language has changed. E.g. in France in 800, you normally wrote PRO POPULO CHRISTIANO and read it out loud as [pro pɔblə kristjan], just as we write neighbors and read it [nebr̩z] or [nebəz]. Roger Wright maintains that Carolingian scholars began to insist on proper pronunciation of Latin— i.e. by the letters, which made “Latin” and “Romance” separate things. In 842, in the Oaths of Strasburg, there was the first attempt to write Old French on its own, and the above phrase appears as pro christian poblo. Today it would be pour le peuple chrétien.
Lexical effects
 
The vernacular will be littered with borrowings from the religious/literary language.  These might appear in two forms:
 
	Inherited, thus affected by sound change; compare French chrétien with Latin chrīstiānus. This applies to early borrowings too; compare English church with κυριακόν.




	Taken directly from old sources in the original form— reborrowed. Compare French ecclésiastique ‘ecclesiatical’ with inherited église ‘church’. You can only do this if you have an alphabet so the original pronunciation can be recovered; with a logography you’re restricted to using words in an ancient sense, or using words that have gone out of fashion. (E.g. Dào was lûʔ in Old Chinese, but this is a linguist’s reconstruction. Everyone else just writes 道and pronounces it in modern pronunciation.)





 


Obviously, you’ll want religious terms. Just as a starter set, consider
 
abstinence, altar, anathema, angel, anoint, atheist, avatar, baptism, belief, bishop, blasphemy, bless, ceremony, cleric, consecrate, cult, curse, damn, demon, devil, disciple, divine, doctrine, dogma, enlightenment, faith, fast, fate, festival, god, gospel, guru, hallelujah, heaven, hell, heretic, hermit, holiday, holy, hymn, idol, infidel, invocation, karma, laity, lore, magic, mantra, martyr, mass, monastery, monk, nun, offering, omen, omnipotent, orthodox, pantheon, parish, pastor, pilgrim, pope, praise, pray, priest, prophet, redemption, reincarnation, religion, repentance, ritual, sabbath, sacred, sacrifice, sacrilege, saint, sect, shaman, shrine, sin, soul, spirit, taboo, temple, virtue, vision, worldly, worship

 
But you can go much further than this, as the lines are thin between religion and philosophy, scholarship, and literature. Many of the above words are used for ideologies, which are believed with the passion once characteristic of religion.
 
Translating religious terms is fraught. Take the Sanskrit word dharma. The root meaning is ‘support’; it’s cognate to firm. So it’s what can be trusted, what is reliable; thus truth, law, order. It’s often used to mean righteousness, or the correct way of life; by extension, a particular set of teachings, i.e. ‘religion’, often ‘our religion.’
 
None of these possible translations will convey all the senses of dharma; no wonder the modern preference is to just use dharma. The price of course is that it has to be explained.
 
For the conlanger, the question is: do you have any religious terms that are as complicated in meaning as this, such that there is no simple English equivalent?
 
Even the ‘same term’ can be misleading, because meanings change. Latin sacer, source of ‘sacred’, was originally a legal term, referring to objects or places dedicated to the gods— the gods themselves were not sacrī. Religiōsus originally implied things linked to death (e.g. tombs), or places struck by lightning, taken as a god marking the spot as their own. Sānctus first
referred to things which it was an offense to violate, including city boundaries and officials.
 
The problem isn’t limited to English. When Buddhist writings were first translated into Chinese, nirvāṇa became wúwéi, the Dàoist ideal of non-action. Later scholars felt that this was misleading, and switched to the transliteration nièpán. On the other hand, they kept the translation of dharma as fǎ ‘law’.
 
Religious terms often develop secular senses. E.g. Japanese borrowed 無限mugen ‘infinite’ as part of the Buddhist term “infinite compassion”; but it became the ordinary word for mathematical infinity. A vocation is a calling from God, but vocational training is more likely to be about something like plumbing. Then there’s the use of daemon for a computer program running in the background.
 
Your cosmology (p. 58) can produce names for temperaments (cf. earthy, sanguine, mercurial) as well as medical terms. E.g. lunatic came from a belief that the moon could cause insanity.
 
Religion is a potent source of metaphor. Certain words are likely to be highly charged, e.g.:
 
	Seeking truth is making a journey, perhaps the Way; those who stray from the path may be lost.




	Truth is likened to light; the face of a god may be unbearably bright; the opponents of the gods embrace darkness.




	Practicing religion is likened to war; cf. Ephesians 6 detailing the “armor of God.” Early myths emphasize struggles between the gods, or between gods and demons.




	The gods are kings, parents, shepherds, warriors.




	Creation is likened to manufacturing or art. Greek κόσμος is what is laid out, related to cosmetics.




	The gods are localized somewhere, which gives us metaphors for power, e.g. Olympian. It’s often religion that introduces the concept of a world at all, since the physical world is often contrasted with a better one elsewhere.




	Other people’s religions likewise give metaphors for corruption or evil: Babylon is still used this way.




	The gods and perhaps the dead are physically lofty— ususally in the sky somewhere— both as a metaphor for power and for purity. 



	What religions prohibit become metaphors for sin and/or grossness. For that matter, terms for sins go well beyond their literal meanning; consider what it means to be a glutton for punishment.





 


And don’t forget proper names. We still use words like Herculean, mercurial, jovial, narcissist, Leviathan, juggernaut, and refer to Achilles’ heel, Trojan horses, the patience of Job, the ship of Theseus, the mound of Venus. Religions provide curses, too, often more meaningful to people than mere bodily obscenities.
 
Gods are a natural for naming the planets in your star system. Place names too: cf. St. Paul, St. Louis, Santa Fe, El Salvador. The cities of Yogyakarta in Indonesia and Ayutthaya in Thailand are named for Rāma’s city of Ayodhyā. Jetavana, an ancient Buddhist monastery in India, became Japanese Gion and named a district in Kyōto now known for its geisha rather than its monks.
 
Religion is also likely to provide personal names. theophoric names were common in the Middle East, e.g.:
 
	‘Abdi-Aštarti

	servant of Ištar

	Akkadian


	Adad-eriš

	I have asked of Adad

	Akkadian


	Nabû-kudduri-uṣur

	Nabu, watch my heir

	Akkadian


	Amenhotep

	Amun is satisfied

	Egyptian


	Nebma’atre

	Re is lord of truth

	Egyptian


	Akhenaten

	effective for Aten

	Egyptian


	Michael

	who is like God?

	Hebrew


	Joseph

	Yah(weh) will increase

	Hebrew


	Joshua

	Yah(weh) will save

	Hebrew


	Hannibal

	my grace is Ba’al

	Phoenician


	Azmelqart

	Melqart is powerful

	Phoenician







Greetings and other polite phrases are likely to have a religious meaning— e.g. goodbye < God be with you. In Hindī your greeting gives away your faith: namaste for Hindus, assalām alaikum for Muslims.
 
Godlings, demons, and monsters may start out terrifying and end up as children’s toys. E.g. the Fates, in Roman religion, were three women who determined the life and death of everyone, and did not even answer to the gods. Later a fata, French fée, was a female magician or herbalist; thus the figure of Fata Morgana or Morgan-le-Fey in Arthurian legend. That in turn led to the fae, in medieval times viewed as splendid and not quite human; they literally shrank in size by the time of Shakespeare. And in Victorian times fairies were doll-like things the size of butterflies.[17] No wonder that in reviving the medieval version Tolkien went with elves instead.
 
French lutin ‘imp’ is a nice example: it derives from nuiton, which comes from Neptūnus! Also note Romanian zână ‘fairy’, from Diāna.
 




Religion #2 

☑︎ You can get by with just one conlang. But arguably once you’ve made one conreligion, you should make another, for contrast.
Contrast in time
 
Another religion can be placed earlier or later in time. This suggest a process of replacement, or else a perennial conflict.
 
As words and phonemes are defined in contrast to each other, so are belief systems. A worldview is an extremely strange object viewed in isolation, full of inexplicable outgrowths and nodes of defensiveness. These tend to be the remnants of ancient quarrels. A few examples:
 
	Paul’s vehemence about Jewish Law; in Galatians 5:1 he compares it to slavery. This has to be understood in the context of fights with Judaizers in the church, who were wary of accepting Gentiles.




	Buddha was oddly insistent on anātman, the non-existence of the soul. This, like his rejection of rituals and extreme asceticism, was likely a reaction to the Hinduism of his day.





 


Often a religion simply adopts some of the features of its rivals:
 
	The idea of Satan, which only appears in the later books of the Tanakh, is suspiciously close to the Persian Ahriman.




	The Christian idea of God is deeply affected by Greek philosophy, culminating in Thomas Aquinas’s integration of Christianity with Aristotle.




	In the Americas, converts often continued worship of their old gods as veneration of the saints.




	Islam accepts much of both Christianity and Judaism, keeping their prophets (including Jesus) and their idea of God.




	Buddhism accepts the idea of karma and reincarnation, as well as many of the methods of Hindu asceticism. It even includes the Hindu gods as part of the cosmos.





 


It used to be common to assume some sort of progression in religion, e.g. local polytheism giving way to universal monotheism. As a general principle this is no more than bigotry: monotheism is not more advanced, and the Bible is not better than other scriptures.
 
However, if a religion spreads widely, it probably meets people’s needs better at that time. E.g. Buddhism was more appealing to the common people than Hindu sacrifices or asceticism; its monasteries and temples offered them places to go and personal teaching; it denied varṇa and thus was welcoming to the lower classes. But Hinduism itself changed in response, building its own temples, and embracing popular cults which focused on personal devotion to Viṣṇu and Śiva.
 
Of course, religion also spreads by conquest and state imposition. Centuries later, this may look like a quicker process than it was. E.g. the Arabs conquered Persia in 632–654, and now it’s almost entirely Muslim. But the caliphs at first allowed Zoroastrians, like Christians and Jews, to practice their faith. In the 7C they were not allowed to hold government office, and in the 8C they could not build new temples. By medieval times Islam was predominant in the cities but not the countryside, and the Safavids mounted a major attack on Zoroastrians as late as the 18C.
Ch-ch-changes
 
Both believers and unbelievers often think that religions are unchanging. They’re both wrong; religions change all the time, sometimes dramatically. This can be seen by taking snapshots of a religion over the centuries:
 
Hinduism:
 
	Vedic period: open-air sacrifices for royalty, sharing the meat; the chief god is Indra




	Ancient times: focus on asceticism and withdrawal from the world; elaboration of saṃsara; development of class and caste systems; devotions to the avatars of gods such as Rāma and Kriṣṇa




	Today: showing devotion (bhakta) at temples or at home to Viṣṇu or Śiva; avoiding meat is praiseworthy; struggle for Dalit liberation





 


Judaism:
 
	Kingdom period: centered on sacrifice by priests at the Temple; no written Torah; widespread popular henotheism




	Late antiquity: diaspora across Mediterranean; still a focus on the Temple; written canon exists; messianic and ascetic sects hoping for a restoration of the kingdom




	Medieval times: led by rabbis trained via the Talmūd; focus on individuals following the Law; no expectation of secular power; development of Kabbalah, focused on spirituality





 


Christianity:
 
	Early years: groups of Jews in Palestine who accepted Jesus as Messiah— one of several contemporary claimants to the title; fervent debate over the relationship of Jesus to God




	Early centuries: Gentile converts across the empire worshiping in house churches with multiple leaders; divisions into proto-orthodox, Arians, Gnostics, Judaizers




	Medieval times: written canon; highly organized hierarchy (Catholic and Orthodox); state support; worship centered on churches with trained priests




	Modern times: individual choice of denomination; no state support; Protestant split; churches often locally run; accommodation with or fierce resistance to modernity





 


A canon, by the way, implies conflict. Some writings are in, some are out, and some faction lost that battle. If different sects survived, their canons may differ.
 
Buddhism always focused on monastic orders, but Mahāyāna, the version practised in East Asia, is almost a reinvention. It greatly emphasized the bodhisattvas and their Pure Lands, and posits that the Buddha achieved enlightenment eons ago: his earthly life was only a performance to inspire the masses.
 
To complicate things, because old things are prestigious, changes are often backdated. Parts of the Tanakh are clearly post-Exilic, but have been inserted into earlier histories or prophets. Mahāyāna arose in the 1C, but its basic sutras are attributed to the Buddha. Sometimes it works the other way: the earliest Jain texts are the Agāmas, but the Digambara sect does not accept them.
 
Religions generally adapt to changing politics: e.g. a few centuries ago Christians were generally pro-royalty and pro-slavery, and now are the reverse; many denominations now accept female pastors; the Catholic Church formally apologized for its persecution of Galileo.[18] Many denominations split during the U.S. Civil War and never reunited.
 
There’s often a longing for the earliest, presumably purest form of a religion. This is generally an illusion, but a carefully constructed one illustrating the revivalists’ values. E.g. in the 1970s there was a movement to revive multi-leader house churches, of the sort that appear in Paul’s letters. It’s highly doubtful that 20th century Americans and 1st century Greeks had the same motivations or methods.
Do religions decline?
 
In the 11C bce, the Zhōu overthrew the Shāng. The new king’s brother, the Duke of Zhōu, explained that dynasties serve at the pleasure of Heaven, and when the gods withdraw the Mandate of Heaven (tiānmìng), a new dynasty arises. The last Shāng king was said to have neglected affairs of state, burdened the country with taxes, and killed courtiers with great cruelty.
 
I tell this story because it’s the sort of half-true thing that is easy to believe about dynasties, states, cultures, and religions. It is roughly true that Chinese dynasties (and everyone else’s) started out vigorous, and after a century or two became weak and inflexible. On the other hand, the Duke’s defense of his brother is awfully convenient. It’s precisely what a newly installed leader wants to believe and wants others to believe. If you look closely at any kingdom, rulers can be absolutely horrible without apparently moving the gods to any action at all.
 
The idea is even more dubious applied to religions or entire civilizations. All cultures have conflicts and contradictions; there are always dire events and evil people; there are always complaints that things are going downhill.
 
A case in point is the “decline” of Roman religion during the 1C bce. This was a complaint at the time, notably by Cicero and Varro; and Augustus prided himself on restoring 82 temples and reviving many ancient practices. Some modern scholars echo the ancient complaints.
 
But all of this has to be taken with a carload of salt. We happen to have letters and speeches from Cicero; we simply do not have comparable sources from earlier centuries. (We have hints from Livy that there were religious contro-versies, but no details.) We have archeological and literary evidence that temples were being built or restored before Augustus. And Augustus, let’s remember, had a pressing propaganda need— to explain why the republican form of government had given way to autocracy and indeed emperor-worship. Of course he’s going to claim that it was necessary and good.
 
Was there anything inevitable about the Christian takeover of Rome? It’s hard not to read the story of Constantine without noticing how contingent it was: if you’re looking for a point of departure for an alternate history, there are many opportunities. (What if he hadn’t escaped Galerius in 305? What if he lost the civil war? What if he hadn’t had a vision of the Cross? What if his relative and successor Julian had had more time to implement a return to paganism?) The Nicene Council, which condemned Arianism, was called by Constantine just a year after he reunited the empire.
 
This is not to deny the social forces that led to the changeover, or the appeal of Christianity. It’s notable that the civic religion of Rome quickly withered once deprived of state support. But for a picture of polytheism resisting a proselytizing monotheism indefinitely, one only has to look at India.
 
Religions can of course go through periods of bad leaders and outmoded belief or practice— see the chapter on Modernity, p. 155. But like bad kings in a dynasty, these things can happen without the institution disappearing. Cultural things are not like old people, fated to decline and die: they can recover their youth.
 
Religions do get replaced, of course, as discussed above. That doesn’t mean that they were in decline; maybe they simply did not meet new needs that upstart religions handled better. Or, of course, they’re lost when their country is defeated. Christianity was not better than Aztec religion, but Christian weapons were sure better.
Contrast in space
 
Naturally, the people next door are likely to have different religions… sometimes very like one’s own, sometimes baffling and bizarre.
 
There is a continuum between hostility and acceptance:
 
	Outright enmity, e.g. Christianity vs. paganism




	Disdain, but acceptance of ideas, trade, and luxuries, e.g. medieval Europe vis-à-vis Islam




	Coexistence with occasional outbreaks of violence, as in premodern Hinduism vs. Islam




	Tolerance of other religions in their own communities, e.g. Christians and Jews as “People of the Book” within Islamic empires




	The religions are separate at the clerical level, but the people freely mix them, as in East Asia




	No opposition to other beliefs: tribal or polytheistic practitioners rarely object to one another




	Belief that other religions have something to teach us; e.g. the Byzantines’ (temporary) fervor for iconoclasm, imitating Islam




	Belief that another religion is superior, though we are not willing to simply convert; this was common in colonial situations where people felt they must move closer to the colonial religion





 


Attitudes can slide up and down the scale based on circumstances. If religions coexist for centuries, there is a tendency toward more respect— the Hindu/Muslim conflict in India definitely cooled down between 713 (when the Muslims conquered Sindh) and the 1800s. People could attend each other’s festivals and read each other’s scriptures. For awhile they had a common enemy in the British, and Nehru’s India was avowedly non-sectarian. But Hindu fundamentalists are now in power, determined to oppress the 200 million Muslim Indians.
 
In premodern times, foreign religions may be spectacularly misunderstood. The story of the Buddha is a nice example. There was an Arabic version of his life story by the 10C, turning Bodhisattva into Būdhasāf and then, by a confusion of بـ
b- for يـ
y-, Yūdhasāf. A Georgian translation spoke of Iodasaph, and this finally became St. Josaphat in Latin— and rather than achieving enlightenment, he becomes a Christian saint.
 
Similarly, Marco Polo tells the story of Sergamoni Borcan, from Sri Lanka, who refused his princely status and
 
took his way into the high and desolate mountains; and there he spent the rest of his days most virtuously and chastely and in great austerity. …And he is deemed by the idolators to be the best and greatest god they have. And you must know that this was the first idol ever made by the idolaters and hence come all the idols of the world.

tr. Ronald Latham


The name derives from Śakyamuni (sage of the Śakya) plus the Mongol title burkhan ‘divinity’. Thus the story of the Buddha himself was compelling and survived across cultural gaps, but the Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path are nowhere to be seen. The idea of nirvāṇa was understood as late as the 1800s, relying too much on etymology, as nothing but annihiliation. (Really, what is extinguished is only the limited, disconnected self.)
 
In a religiously homogenous nation, such as pre-imperial Rome, comparisons are directed externally. That is, Roman religion wasn’t a focus of identity; there was no point to that, when everyone was part of it. The Romans might be proud of their religion, but this was pretty much the same as being proud of Rome. It was only at the height of the pagan-Christian conflict that people started to develop a ‘pagan identity.’
 
Can you join multiple religions? You always could in China. But it might have been possible in imperial Rome, too. E.g. there is a temple of Jupiter Dolichenus in Italy with an inscription declaring that it was built by a man named Apronianus. As it happens the same dude built another temple to Sarapis and Isis.
 
The other religion need not be foreign; it might belong to a minority, or to rural areas, or to the poor.
Internal conflict
 
☑︎ If I read about your conreligion, I don’t just want to know what the people believe, but what they argue about.
 
Often the disputes are difficult for outsiders to understand. Which of these statements about Jesus is orthodox and which is heresy?
 
	He was human, but adopted by or absorbed into God




	He was fully divine, and only appeared to have a human body




	He incarnated all of God, not just the Son, as Father and Son were different aspects of the same being




	He had a normal human body with God in place of the soul




	Ditto, but God only supplied the higher, intellectual part of the soul




	He had mixed human and divine natures




	He had both human and divine natures, but they were separate persons




	He had both human and divine natures, but was one person




	He had both human and divine natures, but only one will





 


Perhaps the bishops would have had less trouble if they knew more Hindus, who believe that the gods can routinely take human avatars, with no theological fuss. On the other hand, Hinduism had its own controversies, such as that between dvaita (dualism: the soul is not Brahman, and the material world is not illusion) and advaita (monism: the material world is either illusion, or exists as part of God).
 
Shīʿah originated as a dynastic dispute: the Shīʿites believed that ʿAlī was the only rightful caliph, and that only his descendants (s. sayyid, pl. sādah) should rule. (Due to the nature of human reproduction, there are now millions of sādah.) Over the centuries other differences have accreted, e.g. veneration of the imams, and the belief that clerics are a necessary intermediary between God and ordinary believers.
 
There are disputes that lead to clerical condemnation or schism, and those that are heated but tolerated. The Talmūd is full of these, as it’s essentially a record of disputes between rabbis over interpretation of the Law. Various positions are enumerated, and there may or may not be a final decision.
 
Some examples of heated conflicts within Cuban santería in the 1970s:
 
	Whether Catholic symbols and the identification of òrìṣàs with saints should be abolished in favor of purely African rites and language.




	Whether— as a visiting Nigerian priest advised— women should be admitted to the high priesthood.







The indigenous critique
 
One of the longest and saddest religious conflicts was in the Americas, between native religions and various forms of Christianity.
 
The Spanish, fresh from a long bitter struggle with Islam, were in no mood for inter-faith dialog. They considered the native religions diabolical, and their disputes were over whether the Spaniards could merely preach Catholicism (as Bartolomé de las Casas advocated), or enslave or kill the locals (the position of Juan de Sepulveda).
 
The English colonists in North America both proselytized, and pushed the natives to give up their lands and retreat to reservations. Native religion was prohibited in 1887 and religious freedom was restored only in 1934— though the freedom to hold rites in tribes’ sacred spots was not.
 
What’s more interesting, however, is what the natives thought of the Europeans and their religion. This is discussed in Graeber & Wengrow’s The Dawn of Everything. In short, the natives weren’t impressed.
 
From a 1611 French report about the Mikmaq:
 
They consider themselves better than the French: “For [they say] you are always fighting and quarreling among yourselves; we live peaceably. You are envious and are all the time slandering each other; you are thieves and deceivers; you are covetous, and are neither generous nor kind; as for us, if we have a morsel of bread we share it with our neighbor.

 
A friar writing in 1632 about the Wendat (Hurons):
 
For our excessive and insatiable greed in acquiring the goods of this life, we are justly and with reason reproved by their quiet life and tranquil disposition. …They reciprocate hospitality and give such assistance to one another that the necessities of all are provided for without there being an indigent beggar in all their towns and villages.

 
Tom Newcomb described the Natives he knew in the 1910s:
 
I never saw more kindness or real Christianity anywhere. The poor, the sick, the aged, the widows and the orphans were always looked after first… After every hunt, a good-sized chunk of meat was dropped at each door where it was most needed. I was treated like a brother; and I tell you I have never seen any community of church people that was as really truly Christians as that band of Indians.

 
Native Americans found the Europeans baffling: they were greedy and combative, they did not take care of each other, they constantly gave each other orders, they could not even agree on their own religions. By contrast, no one could force a native to do what they didn’t want to do. If someone really didn’t like their situation, they could simply leave— and find a new place to live even hundreds of miles away, thanks in part to the clan system, which meant that you could find someone to take you in across the continent.
 
The indigenous critique did make the Europeans think, and created debates and great interest in Europe. Europeans did not simply develop their modern ideas of liberty and equality on their own; they were inspired by looking at very different and far freer societies in North America.




Etic and emic

Can we study cultures and religions scientifically? Sure, but the struggles within the academy are brutal. I’m relying heavily here on the analysis in Marvin Harris’s Cultural Materialism. That’s a pretty dry book; his intro for general readers is Cows, Pigs, Wars, and Witches.
 
The key theoretical distinction, introduced by Kenneth Pike, is etic vs. emic. These are abstraction from the linguistic terms phonetic (what people actually say) and phonemic (what they perceive they are saying)— see the Language Construction Kit.[19]
 
Applied to cultures, etic refers
to the physical level: what people do, their resources and technology, ecological constraints, social practices. You could study this as a Martian, just observing and measuring.
 
The emic refers to what people think. It includes language, literature, religion, ideology, their ideas about family and class, what they tell children and each other.
 
Some examples would help. First, let’s look at the kuge of Japan. They descended from the nobles of the Fujiwara clan, who ruled the country in the Heian period, till the samurai displaced them in the 12C. Now poor but unsuited to heavy labor, they became teachers and artists. They can be said to have created the Japanese aesthetic of understated elegance.
 
Here the emic/etic levels are clear: the emic
explanation for the aesthetic is that the simplicity, humility, and understatement are beautiful. The etic explanation is that these things were valued because the kuge were not rich enough to afford more!
 
The shaman’s trance, at an emic level, is a journey through spiritual realms, usually in pursuit of healing. At an etic level, it’s some form of altered consciousness, which builds social relationships and reduces the client’s dysfunction.
 
Assyrian kings consulting the diviners are, at the emic level, asking the gods to approve their decisions. An etic hypothesis is that the process prevented hasty decisions and allowed time for debate and consideration of precedent.
 
Harris reviews multiple anthropological schools; very broadly they can be divided into two views:
 
	Materialists put the etic level first, and believe that it determines the emic level. They are unsatisfied with purely emic theories; what people believe is quite secondary.




	Idealists put the emic level first, and believe it determines how cultures work (the etics). They want to understand cultures from their own point of view, and view materialist explanations as intrusive or disrespectful.





 


Everyone agrees that you should study both levels, but your overall orientation influences what questions you ask and what you consider to be an answer.
 
Now, in recent decades people are far more sensitive to non-Western viewpoints, and the etic approach can be seen as reductionist or colonialist. We saw this with shamanism, where xenophobic views of shamans as evil gave way to insensitive depictions of them as schizophrenic.
 
Also, of course, if you like the Japanese aesthetic, you should probably pursue it at the emic level: study tea ceremony, work on your calligraphy, try to understand Zen philosophy, avoiding the outsider viewpoint. Similarly, if you want to be a Buddhist, you want to study Buddhism from the inside, and shut up the rationalist skeptic within you.
 
Still, it’s worth pointing out two problems:
 
	Emic explanations are likely to be just wrong about why things work as they do, and especially about when beliefs were adopted. Anyway, you cannot adopt all the religions in this book, since they contradict each other!




	The emic level is likely to be inherently conservative. After all, it includes in-culture justifications for slavery, for sexism, for colonialism, for forced conversion, for the divine right of kings, for inquisitions, for Aztec human sacrifice and Chinese foot-binding and the Indian caste system. Though I push back on the notion that religions are only a way to prop up the elite, they do that too much of the time.





 


Personally, I find that etic
explanations are
more satisfying. Take sexism, for instance. Emic explanations run toward gender essentialism (which is itself a sexist notion), or the assumption that male supremacy is not motivated, yet is somehow universal.
 
Harris’s version of materialism emphasizes the differences between cultures; it’s thus far more useful for anthropology or conworlding than, say, appeals to evolutionary psychology. Our genetic inheritance can’t explain why cultures differ dramatically in sexism, degree of inequality, and values.
 
It’s also important that though culture may be based on material conditions, those conditions can change, or be changed. So cultural materialism is inherently optimistic. That is, we are not fated to be sexist; to get rid of sexism we have to change the etic constrains that produce it. Indeed, much of the job has been done already by inventing contraception, addressing venereal disease, allowing divorce, and opening jobs to women.
 
☑︎ For conworlding, you can take an emic or an etic approach. For the former, I’d point to Lord of the Rings. It’s presented as a literal document from its world, written by participants. At all times it adopts the worldview of its protagonists— directly, the hobbits; indirectly, the elves. Tolkien has almost zero interest in ecological constraints, economies, or how power operates, beyond the emic categories of “good kings” vs. “corrupt kings”. At no point in the book does he criticize how Gandalf or the elves think or behave. (I’m aware this is not true of the Silmarillion.)
 
For a fairly pure etic approach, look at William Gibson’s Neuromancer. The focus at almost all times is what people are doing, on a low technical level. Almost all the characters are primarily motivated by practical needs… no one needs or consults an ideology. The organization of society by the elite is directly criticized, without much interest in what the elite has to say for itself emically.
 
For religions, there is usually an awful lot to say about the emic level. But it’s good to ask why the religion is the way it is— what is the etic explanation?
 
What does a cultural materialist explanation look like? Some examples:
 
	From James Scott: the crop that governments like the most is grain, which can be collected all at once and a portion taken away by the taxman. The crop they like least is tubers, which are bulky and degrade quickly once out of the ground. Historically governments could exert authority most easily over grain-growing peasants, and areas relying on tubers (e.g. West Africa) were harder to oppress.




	Inequality rises if peasants can’t escape. The king of Egypt could exert near-absolute control, as peasants couldn’t simply move out of the Nile valley. Mesopotamia was harder to control, as peasants could melt off into the delta marshes, or into the scrublands of Assyria and Iran.




	Sexism is greater when population pressure is high. E.g. in West Africa you could generally find new land, and as a result young men had to pay bride-price to get married: women’s fertility was valuable. Europe had dowry instead (the money was paid by the bride’s family to the groom): women’s fertility threatened to dilute family wealth. 



	Harris shows that the Middle Eastern repugnance for pigs is ecological. They are animals of the shaded forest, not well suited for arid lands— especially as they can’t sweat, and when it’s very hot and no wet mud is available, they cool themselves off with their own urine and feces. They aren’t a good source of milk, they can’t live on grass, and they compete with humans for food. 




 


Harris’s linked explanation of sexism and
war is worth reviewing. Why do so many societies value raising fierce, warlike men? The obvious answer is that the men are needed for war, but why is there war and why are men preferred for it?
 
He analyzes the Maring of New Guinea, who live in the forest. They are garden agriculturalists, meaning they clear a plot of land and cultivate it for a time. Rain forest land loses its fertility quickly, so eventually they move on, letting the forest recuperate, a process that takes 10 to 12 years. They also raise pigs, and when there are enough of them have a massive feast, inviting allied villages, then go to war. The war usually ends in a rout of one side, who abandon their plots of land and start new ones. It takes 10 to 12 years to raise enough pigs for a feast.
 
To Harris, these numbers are not a coincidence. If you ask the Maring when it’s time to hold the festival— emic level— it’s when the rumbim planted at the last truce are tall enough. If you ask Harris, it’s when the carrying capacity of the forest is strained by too many pigs. The feast gets rid of the excess pigs, buys the loyalty of allies, and the war ensures that the losers’ cropland is returned to the forest.
 
Where does sexism come in? Because the frequent wars require Maring society to prioritize raising fierce males. Girls are neglected, leading to a male/ female sex ratio of 1.5:1 among adolescents. The only way premoderns can restrict population growth is to limit the number of women— limiting the number of men does nothing.
 
This account applies to agriculturalists, not hunter-gatherers and nomads, who indeed tend to have much more gender equality. It also doesn’t directly apply to modern society, where women can choose how many children to have, and universally prefer fewer than premodern women had. This sort of thing is why cultural materialism is more satisfying than appealing to human genetics, which would predict that all societies should work the same.
 
A big warning: cultural materialist explanations are theories, and can be disputed. E.g. you could investigate the carrying capacity of the forest given Maring agriculture and pig-raising techniques, or whether the Aztecs really lacked quantities of animal protein. That is not a flaw; scientific theories should be testable.
What is belief?
 
I’ve emphasized that religions are not always defined by belief. But they are notorious for making statements that outsiders consider bafflingly false.
 
The philosopher Dan Sperber spent some time with the Dorze people of Ethiopia. He was told that leopards were Christian and observed the church’s fast days. Nonetheless they guarded their livestock from leopards on fast days.
 
Sperber concluded that there are two types of belief, “factual” and “symbolic.” The first are based on good evidence and (more importantly) are amenable to testing and persuasion. The Dorze herder had a factual belief that leopards were dangerous, which superseded the symbolic belief that they fasted.[20]
 
There’s a certain attraction to this idea— surely “this cow exists” is far more certain than “God exists.” But I worry that saying, or hoping, that people don’t “really believe” things we don’t happen to believe, is wishful thinking. Believers are not secret skeptics, and there’s no principled way to distinguish between tiers of belief.
 
I think leopards are dangerous too— but I’ve never seen one except in a zoo; I just take it on authority. Most of what we believe is based on authority, and this must have been even more so in premodern cultures. If you lived in Uruk, you might never had laid eyes on Ur, or the king, much less your god.
 
There may well be tiers of belief, but they may not line up with what we expect reading history books, and we can’t really say what they felt like to the believers.
 
Bret Devereaux puts it more strongly: people really did believe their religion. Stories where everyone treats it as a pointless farce are ahistorical— at least till modern times.
 




Modernity

Modernity is a constellation of factors that undermined and remade the world:
 
	Rampant technological change, which replaces hard manual labor with machinery, and enables the majority of the population, for the first time in history, to be free of starvation.




	The development of medicine that actually works and extends lives.




	The rise of the scientific method, which both propels technology and questions traditional knowledge.




	The spread of capitalism and industry, which created a new dominant class.




	The domination and nearly complete conquest of the planet by Europe.




	A far more efficient state, sometimes aspiring to total control over the population.




	The democratization of scholarship and information.




	The rise of unprecedented inequality, but also serious challenges to it.




	Contraception, safe abortion, and treatment of venereal diseases, which made sex far less fraught and liberated women.





 


All of this amounted to an existential crisis for many religions. This is clearest in Europe: Pew Research polls find that those who consider religion very important in their lives is 11% or lower in France, Germany, Sweden, and the UK, 23% or lower in Ireland, the Netherlands, Spain, and Italy; 29% in Poland. It's only a majority in Romania, Bosnia/Hercegovina, and Greece. It’s 10% in Japan. Communism hit religions hard: the figure is 16% in Russia, 3% in China. In the last fifty years, those unaffiliated with any religion have gone from 5% to 29% in the US.
 
(Was the number 100% in past centuries? Certainly not: most people accepted the dominant religion, but mildly. On the other hand, it's hard to read old literature and not see the ubiquity of religious belief, ritual, and values.)
 
I have to immediately add that modernity isn't the first existential crisis for many religions. Judaism has faced three: the Exile, the destruction of the Second Temple, and the Holocaust. Paganism was entirely vanquished in Europe by Christianity. Buddhism thrived in India till about 1000, then nearly disappeared there even as it spread to East and Southeast Asia. Zoro-astrianism and Coptic Christianity nearly disappeared under Islam. Native American religions were persecuted by the colonial powers.
 
Let’s go over the challenges, and then how religions react to them.
Challenges
 
Question authority

 
Pictured: Johannes Gutenberg, inventor of the first European printing press.
 
The modern elite has become so entrenched, and challenges to it so rare, that people forget how recently it took over: the 1900s in Europe and Japan. Basically the mercantile class fought for power, both peacefully and by revolution, until it displaced the old aristocracy. (This isn't to say there wasn't mixing, but a person who has substantial power solely because they have a dukedom is vanishingly rare.)
 
Now, as we've seen, religions don't automatically support hierarchy; often they are the only institution allowed to criticize it, or to rebel against it. But religions often relied on state power, had a near-monopoly on education, and propped up the authorities. You can't appeal to the divine right of kings without divinity.
 
Moderns often see the world through the lens of capitalism vs. communism. It's worth pointing out that both are modern movements, solidified only in the 19C, that upended traditional values. And they have many similarities:
 
	Both reject the premodern hierarchy and claim to benefit all people




	Both facilitate social climbing




	Both have to appeal to the masses, not just the elite




	Both pursue economic development and quality of life rather than, say, spiritual enlightenment




	Both favor science and technology over traditional knowledge




	Both largely eliminate state support for religion[21]







Epistemological crisis
This is the problem of authority, but in knowledge. Religions were used to being the ultimate authority: they told you how the universe worked, what was good, what was evil. They might be persecuted by rulers, but they had the moral authority to criticize rulers.
 
Modernism usurps this authority. Science claims to be the ultimate authority on what is. Cosmological claims are expected to be buttressed by evidence, and scripture is just hearsay. Religion is now an object of study and criticism; philosophers cannot ground their ethics in religious belief. Professors have to carefully explain to zealous students that a quotation from the Bible or the Qurʾān is not proof. The scriptures themselves become an object of inquiry, written by fallible humans for partisan purposes. The very things that were once thought of as proofs— records of miracles and divine words— are now dismissed as impossible.
 
Science turns out not to support religious accounts of history. It supports a beginning for the universe, but the date, 13.7 billion years ago, supports no religious stories. Evolution is a stumbling block for many (not all) traditional systems. The very idea of souls is disputed. And even what seemed like solid historical facts, such as the empire of David, turn out not to have archeological support.  (See my Middle East Construction Kit for more.)
 
Eric Hoffer points out that the Catholic Church was as corrupt in the 10C, probably more so, than in the time of Luther. In both eras educated men associated with the church supported it despite the corruption; the difference in the 16C was that thanks to printing and rising prosperity, there was a wide audience outside the church for Luther’s complaints.
Existential threats
We live in a world where civilization could destroy itself, with nuclear war, climate change, and very likely other horrors.
 
We're so used to the idea by now that we expect this sort of existential dread is part of the human experience. Not really: religions used to have to posit their own apocalypses, which they anticipated with enthusiasm: it would be the remaking of the world as a better place. Or, like Hinduism, they picture the world existing more or less as it does today, forever.  Or they picture— like Confucius or medieval Europe— a decline from the Golden Age centuries or millennia before. (As C.S. Lewis pointed out, this idea did not depress people; looking back at the heroes and sages was inspiring.)
 
Now, despair is not a modern invention; and it was a commonplace of premodern religions that the mortal world was cruel and imperfect; often it had to be defied or exited, or God would have to intervene, before happiness was possible.
 
But perhaps we don’t value the imperfect material world until it’s clear we might lose it in a catastrophe of our own making.
Social justice
One of the roles of religion is to demand better behavior from humans, especially leaders. This role too is usurped by others: the state, political movements, education, protest from the people.
 
Religions may have to take sides in modern disputes: pro- or anti-slavery? left or right? What about voting rights, feminism, civil rights, colonialism, trans rights?
 
Leftists often assume, based on how things looked in Europe in 1848, that religion always takes a reactionary position. This is not true at all: the abolitionists were religious, the civil rights movement was based in the Black church and the Black Muslim movement; the independence of India was driven by Gāndhī’s satyagraha movement; the anticolonial Boxer movement in 1899–1901, as well as the 1851 Tàipíng rebellion, were religiously inspired. The Arab Spring of 2011 was largely a revolt against dictatorships by Islam.
 
As Eric Hoffer puts it, “The conservatism of a religion— its orthodoxy— is the inert coagulum of a once highly reactive sap.”
 
People today also expect much more from life. Despite the threats noted above, the irony is that the modern world is far more comfortable than the premodern agricultural one. The vast majority of people are no longer oppressed and starving; they have a political voice, far more money, and far more leisure time. And we still hope, as premoderns really didn't, for a secular utopia: things could really be far better than in the present... and not in any way that would be recognizable to the sages.
Globalism
Large empires have always had a chaotic effect on religion. They can spread a religion, of course (e.g. Christianity, Islam, Buddhism), but this is at the expense of local beliefs.
 
On the other hand, an empire may be fertile ground for previously small religions. Nothing in the history of early Rome would suggest that it would end up devoted to a cult arising from one of its last acquisitions, Palestine. And this wasn't even the first foreign god to trouble the Romans: the cult of Isis spread from Greece (which got it from Egypt), and Mithraism from Persia.
 
In modern times we're exposed to the whole world. Christianity is now professed by 30% of Koreans, while 27% of Americans say they believe in reincarnation.
 
In modern times, the localism of a religion can become a stumbling block. If all humans are brothers and sisters, why did God speak only to one prophet in the Middle East one or two thousand years ago? It’s harder than it used to be to believe that everyone else’s religion is simply wrong.
Responses
 
It can be said that religions took three main routes: rationalist, reactionary, or romantic. Or a religion took all three paths, possibly leading to a schism.
 
For individuals, of course, there is a fourth option: rejection. This can be simply a refusal to accept any religion, or a more fervent agitation against religion, something which looks a lot like a belief system itself.
Rationalist
This could also be called the reform path. It tends to consist of some or all of these moves:
 
	Make peace with modern science and historical scholarship. Acknowledge that older texts are anthropomorphic and legendary.




	Recognize that science is authoritative in its own domain, but maintain (or hope) that religion is authoritative in a separate, now smaller domain.




	Abandon claims to special political power. 



	Apologize for past oppression.




	Rethink the necessity of ancient laws and categories. Update or discard old rituals.




	Dial down the certainty knob, and consult with— maybe even learn from— other faiths.




	Reimagine religion: rather than a way to organize society, consider it a way to pursue personal development. 



	As modernism has its own grievous sins, perhaps serve as a public conscience.





 


One example is the Brahmo Samaj and Arya Samaj movements in 19C India, grouped together as Neo-Vedanta. Both were monotheistic, progressive, and rejected the caste system. Arya Samaj accepted the Vedas, but Brahmo Samaj downplayed the Hindu scriptures and even the avatars. The goal was a rationalistic religion that could stand up to Christianity.
 
This is also the path of Reform Judaism, which orginated in Germany in the 1800s; it’s particularly strong in the US, where it includes the plurality of Jews. It considers the Tanakh to be a human document, and puts ethics above ritual, feeling free to modify the Law or liturgy. Congregations and individuals are free to decide exactly what they believe. It tends toward progressive politics, and was the first to ordain female rabbis and end seating by sex in the synagogue.
 
On the whole, the Catholic church has taken this path. It accepts evolution, it replaced the Latin mass with the vernacular, does not claim political supremacy, and supports ecumenical movements. US bishops condemned racial segregation in 1958… though there was a lot of foot-dragging, and worries that the civil rights movement was moving too quickly, or was agitating whites too much.
 
People often fought hard to liberalize religion in the 1800s; a century later churches sometimes found that milder forms of faith are hard to maintain. That is part of why mainline Protestantism, which started the 20th century with a majority of Americans, is now down to about 14%. A group identity can protect this: the Black church remains very strong.
Reactionary
This is the opposite approach; the common thread is to resist modernism at all costs.
 
	Allow historical scholarship no place; deny the claims of modern science that contradict the faith.




	Double down on claims of supernatural activity and guidance; proudly hold to the precise doctrines and gods that outsiders most criticize.




	Defend older hierarchies; attack egalitarianism as a threat to piety and virtue.




	Demand special recognition and powers for the state religion or, if you believe in one, a longstanding minority religion.




	Emphasize and underline obedience to ancient laws and rituals. Resist changes (e.g. modernization of language) as sinful.




	Regard other religions as dangerous errors and demonic plots. Oppose freedom of religion, unless it’s necessary to protect one’s own sect.




	Particularly resist sexual liberation, allowing outsiders to be dismissed as perverts.





 


Christian and Muslim fundamentalists are well known by now. Hindu fundamentalists— the Hindutva movement— are on the ascendance in India today.
 
Those who followed this path maintained that they were simply preserving ancient practice and belief. But fundamentalism is itself a modern thing, as it’s a reaction to modern ideas, and it derives its particular pungency from its opposition to modernism. As Samuel Huntingdon observed,
 
The most obvious, most salient, and most powerful cause of the global religious resurgence is precisely what was supposed to cause the death of religion: the processes of social , economic, and cultural modernization that swept across the world.

 
A premodern religion, with solid influence over the state and often control of education, is rarely so dogmatic and aggrieved.
 
And fundamentalists do not have privileged access to their own religion’s origins; they’re often quite wrong about what the earliest versions of the religion were like. E.g. it’s easy to show that salafis, Islamic extremists, have very un-Islamic views on war and treatment of unbelievers. (Or believers: a favorite salafi tactic is to declare their fellow Muslims apostates.)
 
I’ve emphasized the opposition to modernity, but this requires some caveats.
 
One, reactionaries don’t reject every aspect of modernism— e.g. they generally accept its higher living standards and political arrangements. They rarely want to undo egalitarian changes that preceded their own childhood.
 
They are also expert at using modern mass media. Where once a zealot might have been a despised local heretic, he might now be a celebrity courted by politicians.
 
Finally, the same sorts of reactions can occur when a religion is confronted with an upstart rival. E.g. Confucians reacted against the popularity of Buddhism and attempted to suppress it. In the 12C, led by Zhū Xī, they came up with their own reform movement, Neo-Confucianism, which affirmed the primacy of the Confucian classics.
Romantic
The romantic approach is not doctrinaire, so it cannot be reduced to bullet points. It consists in a spirited emotional rejection of both the rationalist and reactionary paths.
 
The best example is G.K. Chesterton. E.g from his 1904 novel The Napoleon of Notting Hill:
 
To each man one soul only is given; to each soul only is given a little power– the power at some moments to outgrow and swallow up the stars. If age after age that power comes upon men, whatever gives it to them is great. Whatever makes men feel old is mean— an empire or a skin-flint shop. Whatever makes men feel young is great— a great war or a love story.

 
And in the darkest of the books of God there is written a truth that is also a riddle. It is of the new things that men tire— of fashions and proposals and improvements and change. It is the old things that startle and intoxicate. It is the old things that are young.

 
The book is set in a 1984 where almost nothing has changed, because “the people had absolutely lost faith in revolutions.” The king is chosen by lot, and happens to be a humorist; he has all the neighborhoods of London revert to medieval costumes, and guards with halberds. But one man, the provost of Notting Hill, takes the joke seriously: he is fiercely devoted to his district and inspires men to fight for it. Hijinks ensue.
 
Chesterton felt out of sympathy with the businessmen and imperialists of his time, and glorified a sort of rose-tinted medievalism. There’s more than a hint of this attitude in J.R.R. Tolkien, who places his most elevated beings in forests and seems to despise, above all else, industrialization. Or take C.S. Lewis’s paean to kings in The Horse and His Boy:
 
[King Lune:] For this is what it means to be a king: to be first in every desperate attack and last in every desperate retreat, and when there’s hunger in the land (as must be now and then in bad years) to wear finer clothes and laugh louder over a scantier meal than any man in our land.

 
Even for a children’s book, this is nonsense. Lewis knew extremely well what kings were like; a few pages previously, he had explained how Tarkhaans overthrow Tisrocs (by becoming successful generals). His Telmarines in Prince Caspian follow realpolitik, and Caspian is reprimanded by his kindly tutor for being too naïve to realize his danger when a son is born to his usurping uncle. But Lune and other kings are kindly and benign, a vision of kings as they never are, unless they have no power.
 
The romantics are left cold by the rationalists’ reforms, by their willingness to discard tradition. They want to believe passionately; they want stories and rites and incense and beautiful things. They picture an open-hearted spirituality that addresses the emptiness and ugliness they see in modern life.
 
At the same time they are not fundamentalists; they want passion, not rigid doctrine and rules. The fundamentalists, for their part, may appreciate the romantics’ devotion to the faith, but may be disappointed to find that they do not share their horror of other faiths.
 
On a higher level, Gāndhī can be considered a romantic. He did not follow the modernizing, monotheizing Neo-Vedanta; he embraced the ascetic’s path, followed strict rules on diet and sex, and was personally devoted to Rāma, avatar of Viṣṇu. At the same time he believed in coexistence with Muslims and was, after all, assassinated by a Hindutva fanatic.
 
Alex Kerr points out that many Westerners who go to Japan, sometimes joining religious movements, are attracted precisely by the depth and calm of Japanese tradition. They value precisely those things that have not changed.
 
Some scholars have their own form of romanticism. John Scheid points out that people tried to reconstruct an archaic form of Roman religion purified of foreign gods and if possible dating back to the Indo-Europeans. These are historical fantasies— we really know very little of the archaic period, and it’s a little late to be championing certain Roman gods against Isis and Cybele. Or even Apollo, who was an import from Greece.
 
The romantics are rarely able to create a movement. Chesterton advocated something called “distributism”, which criticized both capitalism and socialism, but it more or less went nowhere. Gāndhī, though an effective leader, left no organization behind.
 
The problem with romantics is that their nostalgia is misplaced and turns too easily into a contrarian form of conservatism. Chesterton spent way too many pages using his considerable cleverness to defend things that shouldn’t be defended, like male-only suffrage and a view of Jews as “foreigners.” His romantic view of war, quoted above, sounds callously naïve in the light of WWI and WWII. For that matter Gāndhī’s personal embrace of medieval technology was hardly a vision for India, and his views on caste were regressive.
 
In some ways the romantic spirit bloomed again in the 1960s counterculture: a youth rebellion against the squares and for untrammeled self-expression, eccentric and not very responsible. On the religious level, it no longer hankered for Catholic ritual, but for new and/or non-Western religions, especially if they let you take drugs.
 
☑︎ If your religion stretches into modern times, which approach does it take? Naturally, different groups could choose all three.
Mass movements
 
It can be said that what motivated people in premodern times was religion; what motivates them today is mass movements. Religions of course can be mass movements.
 
The best overview of mass movements is Eric Hoffer’s The True Believer:
 
Though there are obvious differences between the fanatical Christian, the fanatical Mohammedan, the fanatical nationalist, the fanatical Communist and the fanatical Nazi, it is yet true that the fanaticism which animates them may be viewed and treated as one.

 
Hoffer— a drifter, then a longshoreman, then a professor— wrote in a period where entire countries were upended by mass movements, which terrified both the powerful and the moderate.
 
It’s worth starting with who is not susceptible:
 
	The abject poor, especially where life has been unchanged for centuries. They tend to be overawed by power, consumed with the struggle to survive, and worried that any change is bad. This is one reason rural areas are more conservative.




	“The powerful can be as timid as the weak.” They may have once been innovators, but once they’ve made it, change becomes a threat.




	The relatively comfortable, who see little reason to change, especially if the economy is growing. When self-advancement is possible, people will pursue that rather than start a revolution.




	Those strongly attached to a community— family, ethnic, religious, even a good workplace. 



	Creators and craftsmen— so long as they are able to freely create. Sometimes the middle-aged creator whose productivity is slipping gravitates toward mass movements.





 


The rising tide only works in a free nation. As Alexis de Tocqueville said:
 
The most perilous moment for a bad government is when it seeks to mend its ways. Only consummate statecraft can enable a king to save his throne when, after a long spell of oppression, he sets out to improve the lot of his subjects.

 
He points out that peasants owned one third of the arable land in France before the revolution, and that most of that land was acquired in the half-century before. It’s when change starts to seem possible that a fire lights in people’s eyes.
 
That leads us to who joins mass movements:
 
	The new poor, those dispossesed by landlords or technology or war. These are often conveniently gathered in the cities where they can be easily reached and organized.




	Those freed from slavery or serfdom: as just noted, if you improve people’s fortunes just a bit, they want more change.




	Minorities, especially if they are deracinated from their communities. 



	Opportunists, including rich ones.  



	Demobilized veterans, who are rarely guided easily back into civilian life.




	Misfits and the bored. Hoffer notes that the bored wives of industrialists offered Hitler funding before their husbands even knew who he was.





 


Again, mass movements are at some level interchangeable. Both fascists and communists tried to recruit from each other, not because of similarity of doctrine, but because they needed the same sort of people, the true believers. A fanatic who leaves one movement feels most comfortable joining another.
 
Why do people join? Hoffer points to the main motivation as frustration. People feel that their lives are ruined and that the ordinary course of affairs will offer no improvement. The mass movement emphasizes and increases this alienation; e.g. in their early stages they do their best to undermine the family.
 
But equally, the movement must offer hope of quick change. Very soon, the corrupt world will be upended, whether by God or by revolution. The oppressors will be punished and the movement stalwarts will be rewarded.
 
Strangely, you can have a rich men’s mass movement. An example is the enclosure movement in 16C and 17C England. Grazing sheep was more profitable than crops, so landlords enclosed common farming areas and chased the tenants away. Ironically, this paved the way for a new mass movement, as the swelling ranks of the urban poor joined Cromwell’s Puritan Revolution. The plutocratic revolution of the 1980s in the UK and US is another; it can be seen as a coordinated effort to grab the gains of productivity for the rich alone and to reverse decades of egalitarianism.
 
To Hoffer, as the essence of the recruit is frustration, the essence of the movement is unity and self-sacrifice:
 
The revulsion from an unwanted self, and the impulse to forget it, mask it, slough it off and lose it, produce both a readiness to sacrifice the self and a willingness to dissolve it by losing one’s individual distinctness in a compact collective whole.

 
The frustrated feel that they are deprived of worldly success, but what they value in the movement is not greater freedom but the lack of it. They’re told what to do, they are cogs in a glorious mechanism. They don’t mind the near-inevitable dictatorship, not least because they will be its enforcers.
 
It’s often noted that the 1930s fascists had a sense of style and spectacle. Hoffer extends this: mass movements excel at play-acting, creating a drama where the members are heroes doing glorious deeds. The processions and rituals enhance this feeling, and it makes martyrdom easier, as death is a performance witnessed by real or notional comrades.
 
There is always an enemy. “Mass movements can arise and spread without belief in a God, but never without belief in a devil.” Elsewhere I’ve complained about the single-villain ideology, which is ridiculous as a theory of the world— but the frustrated don’t want careful analysis, they want a culprit.
 
A side point in Hoffer that may be of special interest today: showing people their historical guilt does not make them meek and repentant; it’s as likely to make them resentful and arrogant.
 
Hoffer notes that the successful businessman usually makes a terrible leader; he’s too focused on the present and does not want to lose everything. A mass movement leader is often a failed man, happy to break everything.
 
If a mass movement succeeds, it begins to rely chiefly on force. Christianity became a plurality in the Roman empire, but to take it over required state support; it made no headway in Persia which had its own state religion. The Bolsheviks defeated the reactionaries, then devoured the other parties, then turned on themselves. The party then relied on its formidable secret police and labor camps to perpetuate itself.
 
Fervor makes for poor art, because to the zealous, art has to be didactic and individuality is the enemy. According to Jacques Barzun, Napoleon complained to his Commissioner of Police (!) asking him why literature in France was so bad, and directed him to fix the problem. (The policeman was unable to do so; he didn’t even invent the roman policier.)
 
The death of a movement usually comes soon after its triumph. The movement succeeds in taking over a country. Then usually one of three things occur:
 
	A disaster which destroys the country— usually because the fanatics have been left in charge. Hitler’s 12 years in power are the prototypical example.




	Men of action take over the movement, and redirect it to practical ends. They admire the founders but damp down the passions and the dogma. “The genuine man of action is not interested in renovating the world but on possessing it.” Such a state may last for centuries. The classical example is the French revolution; after 1815 it was back to normality, but ended up as an invigorated and more egalitarian republic.




	The country is led by neither zealots nor canny men, but caretakers. It simply peters out till it’s replaced by something else. This is best exemplified by the late Soviet Union.





 


The ending of Orwell’s Animal Farm expresses the disgust of one who still holds to the ideology (though not to the movement) at the second or third of these options:
 
No question, now, what had happened to the faces of the pigs. The creatures outside looked from pig to man, and from man to pig, and from pig to man again; but already it was impossible to say which was which.

 
If there is to be any benign result at all, the active phase of the movement must be short. The American revolution is the best example: the war itself lasted just seven years. And make no mistake, it was a mass movement, full of passion and vitriol. It succeeded so well that its revolutionary nature is forgotten. Tocqueville had to write a book explaining to his worried countrymen that democracy really wasn’t that frightening. Hoffer suggests that small countries manage this better than huge ones.
 
There is a section on the origins of mass movements among “men of words”. This is perhaps the weakest part of the book. Hoffer himself says that propaganda is overrated (it “cannot force its way into unwilling minds”) and that a leader can make little headway if the times are not right. Here I’m inclined more to a cultural materialist explanation: mass movements don’t need eloquence, they arise when that frustration level gets too high.
 
Another weak point is his treatment of China. He thinks that the scholar class was too tied to the imperial state to allow mass movements to flourish, but I’m afraid he doesn’t know Chinese history in enough detail. Hàn China had the strikingly modern phenomenon of massive student demonstrations— because it had up to 30,000 students in the capital. In bad times peasants ran off to join bandits or religious groups— the line between these was thin. And of course Máo built one of the most effective mass movements in history.
 
Hoffer wrote in 1951, when mass movements were big news. But for the next forty years, they seemed far less relevant. The West was busy with its postwar burst of productivity, and the mass movements that remained were either dampened, or too far away to worry about.
 
The counterculture of the U.S. in the sixties, by the way, looked to outsiders like a mass movement, but it was nothing like one. It was a celebration of individuality, and though it had a spiritual element (“why is the world like this, why can’t it be like that”), people just pursued this in their own way. If you asked a random hippie about politics, they probably had an ultra-left point of view, but it was unhip to actually do anything about it.
 
Since the ’90s, though, mass movements are on the rise again, and Hoffer deserves a re-read. We have Islamic fundamentalism, Hindu fundamentalism, Brexit, new autocracies in Russia, Hungary, and the Philippines, fascists rising in Europe and Argentina, and above all the reactionary movement in the US.
 
On that Hoffer was prescient: “Should Americans begin to hate foreigners wholeheartedly, it will be an indication that they have lost confidence in their own way of life.”
 
Can you have religions without a mass movement? Certainly— the Amish, the Jains, the Parsis, Reform Judaism, the Bahá’í, shamanism, the kingly cults of Mesopotamia, Egypt, Rome, and the Rigveda. Arguably Buddhism was never a mass movement like early Christianity, but spread by the example of its monastics.
 
I’d also emphasize that zeal is needed for a mass movement, but also exists outside it. The mass movement relies on a mass of alienated, frustrated people and their hopes for millennial change. But you can very well be zealous for a religion or an ideology and also be invested in the present world, and wish to underline rather than remove the existing hierarchy.
What about cults?
 
For a time in the 1980s, there was a media panic about “cults.” The Jonestown massacre was fresh in people’s minds; there were worries about Satanists and brainwashing; Airplane! satirized the ubiquitous airport zealots.
 
Alternative religions are nothing new— ancient Rome and Greece had plenty (p. 102). An 1832 book by John Evans cites these “Miscellaneous Sects”:
 
Quakers, Methodists, New Methodists, Primitive Methodists or Ranters, Bryanites, Jumpers, Universalists, Destructionists, Sabbatarians, Mor-avians, Sandemanians, Hutchinsonians, Shakers, Dunkers, New American Sect, Mystics, Swedenborgians, Haldanites, Freethinking Christians, Joanna Southcott, Muggletonians and Fifth-Monarchy Men, Seceders, Sauds or Saadhs, Jerkers and Barkers, Millenarians.[22]

 
As the mention of Methodists should make clear, alternative religions are just religions, which may settle down into respectability, while others slowly fade away. The panic is rarely justified; David Barrett recalls a 1990s police raid which produced an inverted cross and a recording of disturbing occult music. The cross turned out to be a kite, the music was Holst’s The Planets, and the case dried up.
 
The physical terms— Quakers, Jumpers, Jerkers— refer to ecstatic behavior. These sent observers into their own verbal gyrations, e.g. Evans:
 
About nine men and seven women… rocked to and fro, groaned aloud, and then jumped with a kind of frantic fury. [They] continued their exertions from eight in the evening to near eleven at night….I quitted the scene with astonishment. Such disorderly scenes cannot be of any service to the deluded individuals, nor can they prove beneficial to society.

 
New religions often meet needs that older systems don’t:
 
	A certain novelty and eclecticism. New religions often mix Western and Eastern concepts and claim, like Bahá’ism, to integrate previous revelations.




	Strong community. New religions are usually very welcoming, even or especially to the troubled.




	Authoritarianism, recalling the self-sacrifice Hoffer found in mass movements. Many people are drawn to an authority figure telling them how things are and how to live. 



	Updated social awareness. Many sects act as charities, or promote things like ecology or anti-racism which are not addressed by older religions.




	Personal development. Many people want a more fulfilling life in this world, inner peace, or a spiritual levelling-up.




	Intense experiences, brought on by emotional worship services or meditation, and sometimes by difficult but shared work, such as recruiting strangers.





 


New religions need not have all of these characteristics! There are new religions with no hierarchy at all, ones which don’t proselytize, ones which make no claim to exclusive truth.
 
Marc Galanter, a pychologist, was able to administer surveys to members of two new religions, quantifying their effect on people’s well-being. For the Divine Light Mission, 80% of members reported distress in their lives before they joined, compared to 37% after. The level of relief correlated strongly with their level of attachment to the group.
 
At their best, religions work something like Alcoholics Anonymous: they provide a network of friends who care. Many go further, living in group homes, working with other cult members. For some people, such as those struggling with addiction or mental problems, a cocoon of caring people, and a full schedule of group activities, is just what they need.
 
If your reaction is that you don’t need or want that— fine, but if you’re not a diabetic, you don’t need to take insulin; all that means is that different people have different needs.
 
Like all religions, cults can go wrong. In modern times the besetting temptations for a cult leader are money, sex, and control. All too many start to accumulate Rolls-Royces, or sleep with all the women in the cult, or micro-manage members’ lives. (Cults can be either inordinately pro-sex or anti-sex: the leader of Heaven’s Gate had himself castrated, with seven of his followers.) There is also typically a power struggle or a set of schisms after the founder’s death.
 
When things start to get weird, people may be dismayed or even leave, but when the cult has been so useful, there is a tendency to double down and insist that the leadership know what they’re doing. The same can be observed in mass movements, of course.
 
Galanter points out that the most spectacular flameouts involve a progression from wariness of outsiders to paranoia to isolation. Then there’s a spectacular and often fatal confrontation with the outside world. To avoid disaster, a movement has to avoid the temptation to shut out all negative feedback.
 
The problem of violence can’t be limited to “cults.” It’s alarmingly common for majorities to oppress or kill minorities— compare the history of European antisemitism, the 17C witch hunts, the massacre of Tutsis in Rwanda, or the millions killed— by avowed atheists— in the Gulag or Cambodia. And sometimes it’s society that brutalizes the cults, as in Philadelphia’s 1985 bombing of a houseful of cultists, causing a fire that killed eleven people and destroyed 61 houses. Humans can be indescribably awful to each other.
 
Some of the most fervent anti-cult literature (and questionable practices such as deprogramming) come from fundamentalists. They can’t keep themselves from defining “cults” exceptionally broadly, to mean anything outside their own theology. Barrett casually includes fundamentalism in his list of cults.
 
The literature of new religions can get florid:
 
Jesus Christ  and Saint-Germain— together with all of the heavenly hosts— Ascended Masters, Elohim, archangels, angels and servant-sons of God… have come forth from the inner Mystery School at the end of Pisces and the beginning of Aquarius to teach us how to call upon this name of the Lord, alchemical formulas whereby we must put on our individual Christhood while we overcome personified evil and the energy veil of our negative karma, the so-called sins of our past lives.[23]

 
Now personally I find this sort of language near-meaningless, but no doubt it’s possible to develop a taste for it. What I find interesting here is the breadth of the keywords: the intended effect is surely to grab a little backing from each allusion, unconnected as it is from all the others.
 
As just one example of a modern cult, I’ll look at the Misión Israelita del Nuevo Pacto Universal in Peru.
The leader was Ezequiel Ataucusi, who proclaimed that he was the incarnation of the Holy Spirit. When he died he had up to 200,000 followers.
 
A description of Ataucusi from Peruvian anthropologist Juan Ossio:
 
He was very lucid, and the way he related Biblical passages, explaining the details in his Quechuized Spanish, was very didactic, with very clear images. He had answers for everything. For me he was the archetype of all [his] followers: an Andean man, raised in a Quechua-speaking community, with migratory experience, who was also extroverted, who had diligently read the Bible and tried to interpret it, though it was not an orthodox interpretation. He was someone with very rigid principles and people liked that… Thus, he was a benign and extroverted person, and as well an energetic one…

 
He flourished at the same time as Sendero Luminoso (Shining Path), and was perhaps most important as an alternative to political violence. He got into politics himself when he learned that his idea of forming utopian colonies in the jungle required government permission. He did form more than half a dozen, and several times ran for president.
 
He was a humble peasant, a Quechua speaker, who had the capability to instruct this movement, who brought relief to many of the poor, the lowest of the low, who had the ability to bring them consolation… gave them the means  to  satisfy  their hunger in the colonies, and provided a service to the country in presenting a peaceful alternative to Sendero Luminoso.

 
Some critics accused him of taking sexual advantage of women. Ossio doesn’t seem to believe these stories, but such things are documented in other new religions.
 
His successor (his son) doesn’t seem to have the same charisma. “These messianic movements weaken when the leader dies.” The people’s reaction when Ataucusi didn’t resurrect on the third day, as he had promised, is interesting: “When people have faith, they come up with many explanations.” Maybe God spared humanity for now, or decided to give the church more time to spread.
Religion vs. science
 
Religion and science are both institutions, and they often fight. Which one is right, and how do we know?
 
The essential difference between religion and science is epistemological. They are both bodies of thought, but their approach to knowledge is quite different.
 
	Science is not a belief system at all, it’s a hypothesis system. A hypothesis holds only till counter-evidence becomes compelling.




	Hypotheses must be supported by physical data. They can’t be simply assumed or taken from authority.




	If two hypotheses are equally supported, pick the simpler one. (Scientists shave with Occam’s Razor.)




	Hypotheses must be falsifiable: that is, there must be a way, even if difficult, to test them. 



	Science actively seeks out counter-evidence. That's why cranks are not scientists: cranks may be tireless researchers, but look for positive evidence only.





 


We can add these heuristics for making the thing work:
 
	Science must be shared: you can’t hide your data or ideas.




	Science must be honest: since data are what hypotheses depend on, you can’t falsify data.




	You should be especially suspicious of a hypothesis you like. As Richard Feynman put it, “The first principle is that you must not fool yourself— and you are the easiest person to fool.”





 


On a day to day level, not all science is as dramatic as the above might imply. Plenty of science is just working out previous hypotheses in new or more obscure areas, or adding data to the general hoard, like a description of a new species or planetary system.
 
Plus, scientists are human, all too much so. Scientific revolutions are often generational; as Max Planck noted, “A new scientific truth does not triumph by convincing its opponents and making them see the light, but rather because its opponents eventually die, and a new generation grows up that is familiar with it.” Thomas Kuhn call these paradigm shifts.[24]
 
Religions that care about belief usually argue from authority: you have to believe this because the founder said so, or because it’s in scripture. This, as many a professor has to explain at the beginning of a course in archeology or comparative religion, is not allowed in science. (Nor has it ever been useful when religions confront each other: you can’t refute the Qurʾān with the Bible, or vice versa.)
 
I’d emphasize, though, that premodern religions are judged, by insiders and potential converts, by a different standard: narrative coherence. The religion must tell a compelling story, ideally one that sheds light on how the world works and appeals both to our sense of wonder and our sense of justice. What makes and keeps it compelling we’ll look at in the next chapter.
 
Nonbelievers often imagine that believers spend enormous effort to deny obvious facts about the world. Not at all: people find their belief systems to be well-supported and reasonable. There are reasons for this, of course: people over-value evidence supporting their beliefs; we choose compatible friends and news sources; we are forgiving with a system that mostly works for us.
 
Science relies on morality (e.g. the heuristic that scientists have to be honest about their data), but provides no basis for morality. Belief systems do. Thus science can criticize religion for its inaccuracies, and religion can criticize science on moral grounds.
 
Of course, whether that is helpful or not depends on whether you agree with its morals. It not controversial to say that scientists shouldn’t do experiments that require murdering people. But if fundamentalists complain that studying animal behavior licenses sexual immorality, well, that’s not a critique that will even make sense to outsiders.
 
As noted above, a religion need not oppose science, and modern believers may indeed be eager to demonstrate that their doctrines are compatible with science, especially if the least likely bits are quietly dropped. It’s a better idea than stopping one’s ears and refusing to hear anything that contradicts Holy Writ. But it doesn’t make the religion itself scientific.
 




Stickiness

What makes a religion get adopted and passed on, often in the face of social disapproval or disinterest?  In the modern jargon, what makes a belief sticky?
 
A mere collection of assertions, even useful ones, is not very sticky. G.K. Chesterton addresses this with his usual snark:
 
It is commonly affirmed, again, that religion grew… from a combination that might be called a coincidence… The three chief elements… are, first, the fear of the chief of the tribe…, second, the phenomena of dreams, and third, the sacrificial associations of the harvest…[25]

 
Suppose Mr. Wells, in one of his fascinating novels of the future, were to tell us that there would arise among men a new and as yet nameless passion, of which men will dream as they dream of first love, for which they will die as they die for a flag and a fatherland. I think we should be a little puzzled if he told us that this singular sentiment would be a combination of the habit of smoking Woodbines, the increase of the income tax and the pleasure of a motorist in exceeding the speed limit.

 
The Everlasting Man, ch. II
 
To put it another way, the Encylopedia Britannica is eminently useful and somewhat sticky; people have been reading it for over 250 years. But it’s not an ideology and people are not very invested in it.
 
If a religion isn’t sticky, people besides the founder won’t adopt it, won’t take it very seriously, and will drift away from it. Arguably religions can lose their stickiness and that’s just what happens to them.
 
What makes a belief system sticky? Some possible factors:
 
	It’s catchy— it has meme appeal




	It appeals not just to the mind but to the emotions




	It’s easy to pick up but rewards deeper engagement




	It meets people’s needs better than alternative systems




	It includes antipatterns to discourage leaving





 


A religion can get going thanks to random events, of course. Zoroaster had just one convert, his cousin, until he cured the king’s favorite horse, and the king and his court converted. Lǎozǐ wrote the Dào Dé Jīng at the request of a border guard when he was leaving Zhōu to live as a hermit. It’s widely felt that Christianity would not have spread as it did if Paul hadn’t appeared.
The windup, the pitch
 
We may not think of religions at catchy, but part of that is because we live in a very different world: what was compelling in 500 bce may be quite impenetrable today.
 
☑︎ It might be helpful to ask, what’s the elevator pitch for your religion? If you had to explain it in thirty seconds, what would you say? Here’s an attempt for a few real and constructed belief systems.
 
	Shamanism

	You are suffering because a malign spirit is attacking you. I am more powerful than it is, and can banish it.


	Judaism

	Do not do to others what you would not like them to do to you. That is the whole Torah. The rest is commentary; go and learn!


	Islam

	By submitting to God the whole nation will be united and more egalitarian. No need for conflict, since previous prophets all served God.


	Buddhism

	Life is suffering. Suffering is caused by desire, ignorance, and hate. It can be ended by eliminating these causes. This is done by correcting views, speech, conduct, occupation, effort, mindfulness, and concentration.


	Communism

	Capitalism is the cause of the brokenness of the world. Things can be run for the benefit of all people instead. We can organize this better than the weak-chinned socialists.


	Fascism

	The nation is declining because of those people, you know who. We must be united and pure in order to get rid of them, by any means necessary.


	Endajué

	The divisions of the world hide an underlying unity. Dance, meditation, and self-control will produce calm in these troubled times.


	Irreanism

	Good and Evil are in a cosmic battle and everything we do is a blow for one side or the other. No gods or rituals are necessary, only a strong desire to pursue Good.




I’ve included two political systems because they are geared toward modern concerns, and because ideologies share the same need for stickiness.
 
The pitch for Judaism comes from the Talmūd. It was rabbi Hillel’s answer to a pagan who said he would convert if the rabbi could teach the entire Torah while the pagan stood on one leg. The pitch for Buddhism is a restatement of the Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path.
 
Again, these are marketing pitches, not summaries of doctrine. But an interested outsider has to start somewhere, and the initial message has to motivate greater involvement.
 
There is definitely something common to these pitches: an appeal to the near-universal belief that the world, or our personal life, is messed up. You could write a different set of pitches based on people’s desire for “the spiritual”, something beyond their ordinary life, or for special knowledge.
 
Anyway, it's basic marketing: people won’t buy your product unless they feel a need for it, and you may have to create that need.
 
For instance, when Buddhism spread in China in the 1st millennium, it can be said to have met two needs the Chinese didn’t know they had: temples and monasteries, which gave the city dwellers a lot to see and do; and rites to keep their beloved ancestors out of hell.
 
Naturally, different people get different pitches. In the 9C the Khazar elite adopted Judaism. This was certainly not due to reflecting on the message of Hillel. Rather, the conversion allowed the Khazars to form an identity distinct from the Christian Byzantines and the Muslim Caliphate.
Emotional appeal
 
Some people only really care about ideas. My father was like that; the only thing about a church that interested him was the sermons, and they had better offer food for thought.
 
☑︎ But in general, a religion needs to appeal to the emotions. That might mean people want to feel love, acceptance, and hope. Or a sense of meaning: the faith should give them reasons to keep going. Or a sense of awe. (Fear might keep believers in line, but it’s less useful in conversion, since outsiders may not believe in whatever is supposed to cause fear.)
 
This is undoubtedly one reason so many gods are humanlike. Humans relate best to humans, and impersonal forces, by definition, don’t love us and aren’t even angry at us.
 
One way to fascinate humans is to tell stories. The story of Osiris, Seth, and Isis (p. 50), is moving— we feel the threat of the murderous Seth, pity at the fall of Osiris, admiration at Isis’s resourcefulness. A good part of the appeal of Christianity and Buddhism is the story of their founders.
 
It’s helpful to appeal to the body, too— one reason religions make heavy use of music, dance, food, and occasionally sex. In many ways Islam is a very intellectual religion; no surprise, perhaps, that it’s developed a mystical side with plenty of poetry and dance (Sufism), and that Shīʿah emphasizes the festival of ʿĀšūrāʾ, working up emotion over the death of ʿAlī with processions and self-mortification.
 
Anthropologists contrast doctrinal and imagistic religions. The latter are characterized by deep, vivid experiences— trances, initiations, vision quests. These are highly personal and much is left unexplained. Doctrinal religions focus on repeated rites and the clear exposition; they are easily propagated across an entire empire. Doctrinal religions do accumulate, well, doctrine; but the difference is more a matter of mode of learning: the prototypes are a single intense experience remembered for a lifteime, versus rituals and ideas that are absorbed by repetition.
Quick but deep
 
Ideally it’s not hard to grasp the essentials, but there’s a lot to dive into over time.
 
In Mahāyāna Buddhism, the bodhisattva Amitābha vowed that anyone in any universe could be reborn in his Pure Land simply by invoking his name ten times. Similarly, you become a Muslim simply by reciting (and believing) “There is no god but God, and Muħammad is the Messenger of God.” That is, the barrier for entry is very low.
 
At the same time, if Hillel’s summary was all there was to Judaism, one imagines the pagan would be disappointed. It’s like video games: if you can do all that can be done in a hour, you move on to something else.
 
Naturally this creates tension between those who want to remove barriers and spread the word, and those who are concerned with correct belief and/or practice. So there’s a cycle between religious leaders who drastically simplify the faith, and those who load it down with new requirements later.
Helpfulness
 
Religions are not exactly social service agencies, but providing useful services is one way they build good will and draw people in. Examples:
 
	healing




	education




	entertainment




	feeding people in the neighborhood




	counseling




	emergency refuge (for the starving or persecuted)




	new friends in a new city




	pooling resources





 


Plus, spiritual needs are needs too! Just about everything a religion does— preaching, worship, prayer, festivals, fasts, cosmology, rituals, blessings, curses, omens, visions, hugs and counsel— meets some psychological or social need.
 
You may not feel the need for some of these things— and that’s fine, not all believers do either. But a standoffish religion that offers nothing but philosophy probably won’t be very successful. I’ve included Irreanism as a sample religion precisely to show how to address this for a rather nerdy belief system.
 
This applies to political ideologies too. They need to offer practical things for their supporters, and the canny old machine politicians knew that to keep the votes coming they needed to help people navigate city services or get jobs.
 
A stumbling block for unbelievers is that they consider some of the helps unreal— the old line of “how can your made-up sky-daddy help you?” But religion is there precisely for when practical methods can’t help. If you’re a farmer, you don’t ask the gods to plow your field, but you ask for rain because you can’t solve that problem by your own effort.
 
Unbelievers also like to to complain about “superstition”, and admittedly it’s hard to look at some cultural practices without finding them inefficient and obstructive. Isn’t it a huge waste of time to bring the chickens over to check the auspices, or make a sacrifice, or avoid using electricity on the Sabbath, or whatever else a religion asks for?
 
For one thing, it’s bad anthropology to insist that a cultural practice has no benefit. If nothing else, it may increase social cohesion. Showing reverence to a deity may be psychologically helpful, just as hugging a pet or a stuffed animal is. If a brahmin has to wash because he talked to a lower-caste person, perhaps that reminder of his social status is satisfying. If a magistrate has to check the auspices, that may help convince himself and others that society is ruled by norms, not just whims.
 
But there is probably some sort of equilibirum of ritual that applies over time. There are periodic reforms, after all, and individuals can be more or less lax than the norm.
 
I’d also add that though watching rituals can be dull, many religious activities, from shamanic trances to Pentecostal revivals to Sufi dances to ʿAšūraʾ processions to Holī celebrations (which feature crowds tossing colored powder at each other), can be enlivening.
Don’t touch that dial!
 
As Richard Dawkins pointed out, memes and memetic complexes contain mechanisms designed to make it difficult to get rid of them. For simple examples like melodies or Internet jokes, this may come down to vividness or cleverness. For a scam, it’s often an included warning not to tell others— since they might talk you out of what the scammer wants you to do.
 
A religion contains memes or antipatterns that discourage leaving the religion or asking the wrong sort of questions.[26] These can be quite pointed:
 
	warnings that unbelievers will languish in hell




	warnings that other gods are demons




	commands to shun those who leave the faith




	curses on those who do not respect canon, such as Rev. 22:18’s curse on anyone who adds or subtracts from the text




	warnings to distrust “secular science”, or outsiders in general




	ridicule of other systems





 


These apply to political systems too— deviate too much from the party line and you’re thrown out. Atheists, I’m sorry to say, can be as closed-minded as any zealot. And academic communities have their own kinds of anathema.
 
But the protective mechanisms can also be far subtler:
 
	prepared answers to the most common objections




	encouragement of “faith”, discouragement of too much rationalistic inquiry




	declarations that certain texts contain all the answers




	assurances that any truths in other belief systems are already incorporated in one’s own




	reminders about how valuable the belief system is




	an attitude of pity for the “lost”





 


Now, people tend to moralize about this, but belief systems can’t just count on everyone nodding in agreement forever. Thus something as benign as education in the humanities has to argue now and then— to students, to deans, to congressional committees— that there are important benefits to education in the humanities, and that defunding them is a mistake. If we could come up with a perfectly benevolent democratic, egalitarian pro-science ideology, it had better not be so mild and soporific that people don't bother to pass it on.
 
A curious instance where this sort of thing is needed is sites that store high-level nuclear waste, which can remain dangerous for 10,000 years or more. How should such sites be labeled, in a way that remains effective when the very language has changed?
 
This is a clear case for some antipatterns. You want your warning signs to truly warn, to be memorable, to resist attempts to deny or minimize the danger. And, I’d add, you don’t want the message itself to attract residents and exploration. The famous language that Sandia Labs came up with— “This place is not a place of honor... no highly esteemed deed is commemorated here... nothing valued is here”— may not pass this test: readers, being human, may suspect that such a message hides highly valuable treasure.
 




Putting it together

☑︎ By this point you may know a lot more about religions, but have little more idea on how to create one for your world, or how to present the information.
Presentation
 
Let’s look at the presentation, since that’s the easier question. As with a conlang, start with an outline. I’d suggest this:
 
	Introduction

	Who practices the religion and where




	Overall characteristics: the elevator pitch




	How it differs from other religions








	How it was founded: tell the story of its creator(s)




	Beliefs

	God(s)




	Cosmology




	Afterlife




	Moral values, especially if surprising








	Practice

	What do individuals do?




	Important prohibitions




	What celebrations or public rites are there?




	What clerics exist, and what do they do?








	Conflicts and disagreements

	Within the religion




	With other religions




	In modern times, with the state or with science








	Scriptures: description, perhaps a sample





 


I’ve provided descriptions of two conreligions at the end of the book as examples, and there are more on my site, zompist.com.
 
Feel free to vary the order. E.g. if a religion is more interested in practice than in beliefs, start with practice!
 
Choose a conlang that is key to your religion and create the appropriate terms— see the chapter on Language, p. 127. Use the ‘native’ terms when discussing beliefs, gods, clerics, etc.
 
If you’re up to it, provide short texts from your religion. This allows your believers to speak in their own voice, and makes the dry pseudo-anthro-pological descriptions come alive.  Some ideas:
 
	A cleric introduces the religion for outsiders




	A believer enumerates the problems of their times




	A refutation of a heretic




	Lamentations about some tragedy suffered by believers




	A vision of the otherworld (heavenly or hellish)




	A list of proverbs




	A master attempts to instruct a dull student




	Like Enḫeduana (p. 118), a cleric praises the god but asks for vindication




	An outsider’s satire of the foolish bits of the religion




	An overview of the religion’s sects, from a zealot in one of them




	A sermon advising moral behavior but also asking for money




	A cleric considers a bit of theology in depth, e.g. the problem of evil







How-to
 
If you’re absolutely baffled on how to start, see my list of questions for a quick religion, p. 17.  Choose according to your own preferences, or randomly.
 
To fill out the description, re-read the chapters in this book on the appropriate section, and make decisions: is it monotheistic? where did it come from? how does it differ from other religions? what religious professionals exist?
 
For a human character, you specify goals, values, and eccentricities. Religions are the same:
 
	What’s important to an individual?




	What’s important to a cleric?




	What does it prohibit?  



	What oddities baffle outsiders? 



	What sort of secular power does it wield?




	What’s its attraction to people?





 


Beliefs and practices are all very well, but what does it feel like to follow this religion? Perhaps there is an overall emotion: the Roman feels pride, the Sufi feels love, the Yorùbá feels connection, the Buddhist feels calm; some preachers specialize in producing fear, and others ecstasy. But of course various rites and activities may involve a wide range of emotions.
 
A religious experience, whether a rite or a conversion or a pilgrimage, often involves a procession from anxiety to catharsis to satisfaction. As novelists and playwrights know, you often can’t get that catharsis without that anxiety.
 
A conlang isn’t much use till it’s fairly well filled out, but a religion can start with a short sketch, just enough to let you create characters who follow it. Later, you can deepen it. You can add different sects which accept slightly different doctrines. You can talk about changes over the centuries. You can discuss how the religion is challenged or influenced by outsiders. You can add entire new scriptures.
 
You’re not restricted to what you’ve read here, either. Maybe you can come up with something weird, or just very personal. Such as… what’s your profession? If Confucianism is the religion of a teacher, and Islam that of a merchant, what would the religion of a computer programmer or a musician or a doctor or an animal trainer look like?
 
For a conreligion that’s decidedly weird but very plausibly developed, you can’t do better than Tamsyn Muir’s necromantic cult in Gideon the Ninth.
Religion in games
 
You can skip this bit if you’ve never played tabletop RPGs, or if you have experience with any actual religion. This section is mostly about misconceptions about religion that come from games.
 
D&D suggests to GMs ways of thinking about religion that are suitable for making games predictable and balanced, while still resembling fantasy novels and respecting player choice. E.g., in first edition AD&D:
 
	Clerics have a specific deity, who really exists in the universe.




	High-level spells are granted only by the deity, who can make the process difficult if the cleric has been bad.




	Magic is a reliable process which is apparently the only benefit of religion.




	Gods live mostly on their own Planes or fight each other; because of this they probably won’t intervene for their followers.




	Pretty much all the heavens and hells of all religions exist.




	Plus there’s this weird law vs. chaos system going on.





 


As a conworlder, I have to roll my eyes at all this… it’s the sort of sloppy worldbuilding, also seen in superhero comics, that comes from having multiple authors who each throw in their favorite things. So there’s a lot of variety, but it’s rather a mess, with too many powerful beings and no one in charge.
 
This assemblage bears a superficial resemblance to polytheism; but actual polytheisms are usually far more hierarchical: there’s a chief god, and not infrequently the major gods have minor gods as servants. Often there are also family ties: the gods are related.
 
Although the system is designed to let GMs— or players— create their own deities, it also makes the gods pretty interchangeable: their only function is to hand out spells and give quests. Surely the gods’ habitation, portfolio, and values should influence how they do business? Some ideas:
 
	Gods are sometimes said to live in heaven, but often they live in the city, in their temple. Perhaps players’ gods should be near-omnipotent in that city, weaker outside it.




	Some gods are friendlier than others. E.g. Enki talks with interest to individual heroes, while Enlil delegates the process to godlings.




	Far from being concerned only with celestial affairs, religions have the gods deeply concerned with their favored nations. If a quest is important to them, wouldn’t they give lots of supernatural assistance?




	Surely the list of spells should be tailored to each god? Destruction spells from the god of Death, healing spells from the god of Love?




	Do gods really care about adventurers fighting kobolds and accumulating +2 swords? See “Quests” below.




	If one god is busy, perhaps their sibling, parent, or child would be willing to assist.





 


The manual asks if clerics have “been faithful to their teaching, followed the aims of their deity, [and] contributed freely to the cause.” Sounds like Sunday school! Refer back to Roman religion (p. 76), whose gods didn’t care about faith or morality, only the correct performance of ritual. Or shamanism, which has no teachings and no cause.
 
Later versions of D&D apparently downplay alignment without quite getting rid of it. When I was a GM I thought it was barmy, and if you’re doing a conreligion I suggest banishing it from your mind.
 
Michael Moorcock, with an assist from Poul Anderson, created the opposition of Law and Chaos— without reference to good and evil. They are in eternal conflict, but are also supposed to be balanced. Law is equated to order and harmony, but it can decay into stagnation, lifelessness, and totalitarianism. Chaos can be amoral and random, but is also a wind of freedom when Law gets too strong.
 
Now, this doesn’t really represent any religion I know of, but it’s good worldbuilding, and it does represent a very modern ambivalence about the past: a recognition that past hierarchies were oppressive and dehumanizing, and that a lot of things we were told were bad (democracy, equality, feminism, sexual freedom) are actually good. See the chapter on modernity.
 
But when you simply overlay this opposition onto that of Good and Evil, you get a cumbersome and frankly weird system that entirely loses the ambivalence of Moorcock’s vision. Moorcock’s Law and Chaos were not alignments at all; that is, neither were universal values, nor does a character need to embody one or the other. Sometimes you need more Law and sometimes more Chaos.
 
Treating Good and Evil as alignments at all is also pretty weird. (Though see the description of Irreanism!) Only a tiny minority, if that, actually describes itself as evil, and that’s mostly for the shock value. The thing about actual moralities is that everyone aims for Good, but they don’t define Good the same way. Neither Good nor Evil is an absolute label such that everyone can agree on who is what.
 
RPG writer Seedling presented an alternate set of contrasts which would be a far more interesting checklist for both characters and religions:
 
Mercy vs. Ruthlessness

Courage vs. Prudence

Cunning vs. Honesty

Ambition vs. Humility

Impartiality vs. Loyalty

Self-Sacrifice vs. Survival

Passion vs. Stoicism

Asceticism vs. Extravagance

Frankness vs. Propriety

Novelty vs. Tradition

The D&D system suffers, to my mind, from a common tendency among fantasy/s.f. readers: aiming to systematize magic to look like science. And for a game, this is defensible! You don’t want to have spells that fail half the time, or work only if you spend an hour buttering up your god.
 
It’s awfully reductive to treat gods as a box you knock on so spells come out. The manual seems uncomfortable with this too; that’s why there’s all the stuff about the god testing your devotion to the cause. This feels like bad theology and bad game design. A basic game mechanic shouldn’t depend on annoying roleplay checks, nor should the god be just a cranky spell vendor.
 
While we’re at it, I’d like to address another notion that appeals to s.f./fantasy fans: that a god’s power correlates with worship. A god who musters little belief can barely grant a cantrip; a god worshipped by hundreds of millions can re-order the cosmos.
 
I don’t think any religion believes this, but it does resonate with a commonly held belief: that the gods need us for something. The Mesopotamians were explicit on this: the gods want our sacrifices. The Babylonian version of the Flood has the gods deciding to destroy humanity because it’s too loud, but they repent when Enki whispers to humans that they should stop offering sacrifices.
 
In Hindu epics and stories, there’s the notion that a period of repentance and self-mortification, a tapasya, creates a sort of spiritual heat, which the gods cannot ignore. They will appear and grant a boon. This works even if the ascetic is a demon. E.g. Rāvaṇa in the Rāmāyaṇa undertakes a tapasya of 20,000 years, and receives enough power to conquer three worlds. He also receives the boon that no god can defeat him. That creates a new problem, solved by having Viṣṇu incarnate as a human, Rāma, to take him on.
 
I mention these ideas because they’re deeper than the rather crass equation of number of worshippers with spiritual power, and because if you’re used to monotheistic religions the idea that the gods need anything can be surprising.
 
Finally, one more reminder that religions don’t need gods at all, or the powers you consort with may not be the gods.
Stories from religion
 
Let’s say you’re a gamemaster. What can you do with religion, besides the usual idea of gods granting spells and requiring warriors to split open heads with maces rather than swords? Or you’re a conworlder who wants to tell stories within your world.
 
This will all probably work better if you work with the player rather than giving them a write-up of the religion and demanding that they follow it. Supplying ideas is fine, but it’s hard to care about a conreligion you had no hand in making.
 
As an aside, this fits a fascinating trend in some non-D&D games for more collaboration between players and GM. From Yochai Gal’s One Shot World:
 
Set out a blank sheet of paper, and ask the player who is the most well-traveled… to draw a rough outline of the region. Then ask the most social character… to draw a point of interest they’ve heard rumors about. Finally, ask the most knowledgable character… to draw roads, rivers, forests…

 
Or from Fellowship, by Vel Mini:
 
When you play as the Elf, you decide what the Elves are, what their culture is like, what they value and care about, what their relationship is with the rest of the world. When someone asks about the Elves, all eyes will turn to you for the answer.

 
Jeffrey Henning, who has run campaigns in this way, warns that not all players want this level of co-creation. But you can start with smaller details; e.g. ask the Thief what person he knows in a tavern.
Prohibitions
Prohibitions can enhance creativity, since you have to work around them. These might range from minor annoyances to scruples that affect almost everything. Examples:
 
	“I can’t use malign magic. Except against demons.” 



	“I can’t kill a living being.”




	“I must give away a quarter of my winnings.”




	“I can’t keep money, though I can spend for immediate needs.”




	“I can’t work— and that includes adventuring— on the holy day.”




	“I can’t eat meat.”




	“I can’t have sex.”




	“I must cleanse with water after killing any creatures.”




	“I must cleanse after speaking with someone not of my religion.”




	“I can’t join a party whose only goal is collecting gold.” 



	“I must stop to pray five times a day. Yes, in dungeons too.”




	“I cannot strike the first blow in a fight.”





 


A prohibition is only interesting if it affects the story. E.g. if you can’t eat pork, that’s irrelevant if you’re dungeon-crawing, though it might be important if you’re seeking clues at the Pork Festival.
 
People often find ways to follow the letter of the law but not the spirit. Perhaps someone can only kill for food; therefore they must cook and eat at least a small portion of any monster they kill. This might not always be advisable for health reasons.
 
In Nnedi Okorofor’s Binti, a young woman in the future travels to a university on a far planet. She is Himba, and retains the ancient practice of coloring her skin with mud. This isn’t a major plot point, but it does come up many times, both as something distinguishing her from other humans, and as a concern about moving to another planet (is its mud fit for purpose?). 
Quests
One hoary use of religion is to motivate quests… maybe too often, quests that resemble every other quest (“fetch this holy bauble from this dungeon”).
 
Historically, one thing religions do is motivate travel. E.g.:
 
	Fetch a religious bauble. There are all those Holy Grail stories!




	Visit a holy shrine, or a whole set of them. 



	New adventurer? Vision quest! Meet your god and get your first powers. Or more generally, if a player is a cleric, role-play their conversion, it’s probably a good story.




	Find manuscripts that answer a burning religious question. This is the story of Journey to the West, which is based on a real Chinese monk’s travel to India to collect Buddhist scriptures.




	Go abroad to spread the good word.




	Scout out a foreign land which will be safer for your fellow believers.




	Journey to a holy place to free it from the infidels.




	Seek money and companions to repair your temple back home.




	Rescue some beleaguered believers.




	Bring a noted monk from abroad back home, where he can reinvigorate your religion. A Chinese emperor sent an army to bring the Buddhist monk Kumārajīva to China.




	Locate holy places that were lost when people in the homeland changed religion.




	Make some money so your family can be supported while you live in the forest as an ascetic.




	Bring the idol of another religion to the capital, so that its worship can be established. 




 


Ironically, shamanistic religions are better suited to adventurers than the para-Catholicism of the manuals. They offer guidance and spiritual help for what the seeker, not the god, wants to do. All the god really wants in return is some sacrifices— and not 45,000 gold pieces either, more like a chicken and some liquor. And some money for the shaman, of course.
New values
Everybody wants money, a comfortable life, and a family, right? And the bad guys want power? No, not at all.  Religions can motivate people to repudiate all these goals.
 
The Buddha, for instance, was a prince, who left his wife and young son in order to pursue enlightenment. There are orders of Christian, Buddhist, and Jain monks who are supposed to wander the world begging for alms… though laymen have a habit of providing nice monasteries for them.
 
I’ve talked about villains’ ideologies earlier (p. 96), but I’d emphasize that almost no one actually has an ideology of “gain power and hurt people”… even if that’s what their actions amount to.[27] If you want a rough-and-ready ideology for your Dark Lord, it’s probably something like this:
 
	Boldly face some external threat




	Prevent someone else from taking power to do what you consider bad




	Restore the purity and virtue of an earlier age.





 


One of my favorite examples of villain motivations done right is the video game Fable III. You’re the sibling of an oppressive ruler, and you undertake a long struggle to find allies and overthrow him. You succeed— only to find that all your brother’s actions were meant to build up resources to fight an existential threat, which is now your job. Plus he was pretty incompetent, so you have no treasury, and you promised expensive projects to gain those allies.
 
In my conworld Almea, I created Dhekhnam, a vast realm which served as the antagonists to the viewpoint cultures of Eretald. It was ruled by non-humans, the ktuvoks, who lived in the wetlands and the ocean; they had given humans technology from agriculture to metallurgy— as well as a religion which glorified ktuvoks. From their point of view, they provide peace and equal development, and are better rulers than humans. In later centuries they move to more of a partnership with humans, and they embrace modern technology. Finally, their entire empire was conquered once by the humans, so they have a valid motivation to not want that to happen again.
Conflicts
Religions give people new reasons to oppose each other. Which is great for authors! Some possibilities for a character:
 
	They distrust people of another religion or sect.




	They distrust ‘sinners’, e.g. crooks or the lustful.




	They look down on everyone who isn’t enlightened.




	They’re afraid of those they’re attracted to, as that could lead to sin.





 


That sounds rather negative, so I hasten to add that religion might create extra connections:
 
	They view other members of their sect positively.




	They seek out people to heal, teach, or convert.




	Like Confucius, they seek to learn from anyone they’re with.




	Maybe they’re too trusting with con men and fast talkers.




	They can use their status as an outsider to help the oppressed.




	Their liturgical language may be useful in the wider world.







Death as a transition
If you keep asking “what happened next”, well, as E.M. Forster points out, when a story is extended it “cannot sincerely lead to any conclusion but the grave.” This can be a bringdown, so authors try to find another way— a “happily ever after” where we all agree not to inquire too much about the “after.”
 
Indian literature doesn’t have this problem, because of reincarnation. Death becomes simply a transition to a new scene and way of life— maybe even an interlude as another species. A Couple of Soles (p. 54) is another example where a tragic death is merely a plot point.
 
You don’t have to follow suit, but I find it fascinating that this difference in cosmology leads to very different narratives.
 
Tibetan Buddhism takes reincarnation very seriously: both the Dalai Lama and the Panchen Lama are not succeeded by heirs or disciples, but by a young child who is determined, by Tibetan clerics, to be their reincarnation. (The Dalai Lama is said to be an incarnation of the bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara, and the Panchen Lama that of Amitābha.)
The spirit world
We don’t know if spiritual realms really exist… but they are great narrative devices. Your characters can meet the gods or other beings on their own turf. Perhaps they have windows on the ordinary world so they can advance the plot or provide fast travel. Perhaps there are uncanny denizens to meet, or heavenly intrigues to stir up.
 
An earthly model might be the Duat, the Egyptian underworld. This was remote enough that even the gods had trouble reaching it or communicating with its lord, Osiris. It was apparently full of dangers, which is why the Book of the Dead armed the newly dead with magic spells to face or evade them. These dangers might or might not be serious for the inhabitants— after all, demons don’t need handrails to protect them from the lava pits.
 
Above all, these realms are a chance to be weird. After all, they are not built for human senses and need not be very much like the earth at all. (Unless they are havens for the dead, which religions tend to depict as gardens.) A world of spirits might well redecorate and redesign their realm at will— unwittingly making it confusing or dangerous for humans. It might work the other way as well: the ordinary world might be alien or dangerous for spirits.
 
French comics are usually too grounded in reality to help much, but check out Moebius for visual inspiration and Schuiten & Peeters for disturbing architectural visions— cities that do not quite follow the rules of our reality. The works of Hayao Miyazaki and Jim Woodring are very good at evoking the otherworldly; if you prefer horror, check out Junji Itō or Charles Burns.
Religions for aliens
 
The jinn are responsible for hearing and obeying the word of Allah. But this is exceptional; almost all religions are aimed at humans.
 
Your conworld may have other species. How do their religions differ?
 
Religions should fit the culture and biology of the target species. Perhaps we should start by looking at aspects of human biology that are probably relevant for religion. (We won’t know for sure till we can compare notes with aliens.)
 
For each trait I’ll suggest some opposite features and how that might affect ethics and culture.
 
	We are quite social animals, who only thrive when we live in close contact with other humans.

	Solitary animals like cats might have far less emphasis on ethics, and would focus on thriving as an individual.




	Colony animals like ants or naked mole rats might aim for a ruthless homogeneity. And perhaps they don’t care too much about individual survivability, including life after death.








	We are omnivores, thus suited to a wide range of diets and thus biomes and lifestyles. 
	Carnivores would probably be quite blasé about killing and eating other animals. It wouldn’t be a macho thing for them, it’s just how they survive. 



	Herbivores often do like meat, they’re just bad at acquiring it. But this might be extremely frowned upon.




	If you basically eat just one thing, like pandas do, it’s likely to narrow your horizons.








	We are, by mammalian standards, big and mobile. We can’t go mano-a-mano with a bear or lion, but with rudimentary technology, and a pack of friends, we can hunt them.

	Prey animals might be a good deal more circumspect about their place in the cosmos. You probably pray not to be eaten, while being jaded about it happening to others. 







	We are unprotected and unthreatening compared to most animals; our one superpower is being able to outlast other animals running, which of course became our hunting strategy.

	Birds are probably insufferable about their ability to fly. 



	Top predators could be rather smarmy about their ecological role, keeping other species in check.




	Are prey animals nice? As Konrad Lorenz points out, they can be murderous in intraspecies conflicts when the victim can’t get away.








	We’re forced by our big brains to be born tiny and helpless, needing help and close supervision to survive.

	Some animals have little or no childhood; that surely has a big impact on ethics.




	A very few animals will try to eat their own littermates— hyenas, for instance. Their rationalizations must be stunning.








	We’re neotenous, retaining childlike heads and behavior, much more than the other apes.

	What if a species just isn’t very playful or curious?




	The extreme is insects, who are virtually different creatures at different stages of life. What do you think their view of the afterlife is?








	Our males and females are close in size compared to other apes. We’re not as egalitarian as bonobos, but more so than chimpanzees. Human ovulation is hidden, possibly to encourage pair-bonding.

	I can’t summarize animal sex in a bullet point, but it can be mind-bendingly different. See Olivia Judson’s Sex Advice for All Creation, Meredith Small’s What’s Love Got to Do with It?, Emily Willingham’s Phallacy, or Lucy Cooke’s Bitch: On the Female of the Species.




	There are earthly species that have more than two sexes, but more than two are never required to reproduce. But maybe your planet has three-stranded DNA and three sexes… 







	We can’t live in the ocean, and not too well in the desert.

	Swimming and flying creatures would think and move three-dimensionally. Both mediums make it hard to fence someone in. This should affect metaphors and even cognition.




	A species restricted to one biome might be more parochial, but also more attuned to keeping the biome healthy.




	What if all environments are extremely hostile? (Maybe you’re not on your home planet.) I imagine you’d greatly value sharing knowledge and genes. 







	We live about forty to eighty years. In traditional societies, that means elders have a lot of useful knowledge and warnings.

	A short-lived species might be prone to catastrophes, but also to very quickly exploiting windows of favorable conditions.




	Very long-lived species (as in my s.f. universe, the Incatena) have a long memory, thus avoid historical disasters; but also have to take measures to not become too stagnant.




	Human cultures are optimized for rearing children. Things look different if you’re raising children for 1/10 of your lifetime rather than 1/2.









 


These things get even more complex with multiple species, especially if they have competing lifestyles. If both species in a predator-prey pair are sentient, it must be extremely awkward.
 
Remember also that humans don’t have just one religion! Your conreligion should be affected by the biology of its believers… but that biology shouldn’t produce just one religion. Come up with the big cosmic questions your people will ask, and then think up multiple answers.
Future religions
 
What will religions in the far future look like?
 
There’s room for imagination here, because I feel that s.f. has a dearth of good religions. The general ideas seem to be:
 
	Nothing at all.




	…except for Christian fundamentalism, as seen in Heinlein, or Stross and Doctorow’s Rapture of the Nerds.




	There’s a new Dark Age, therefore a new Catholic Church.




	A parody cult that worships technology, generating curses like “Great spaceways!” Cf. Aldous Huxley’s Fordism in Brave New World.




	Some sort of mad cult supplying crazed antagonists.





 


Boring.
 
Let’s assume that high tech, an emphasis on science, and a big helping of individualism keep going. What religions are compatible with that?
 
All of them, really, if they’ve taken the rationalist path (p. 161). That is, people tone down the literalism and the prickliness about modernity, but they are free to follow the rituals, be as devoted as they like, privately deplore how materialist everyone else is. Admittedly this is more or less projecting present-day America into the future, but there’s no good reason it would be less possible in in 2525 than in 2025.
 
The top religions may well be, as they always have been, influenced by the top political powers. One hint: there are presently 1.4 billion Chinese and the same number of Indians, out of 8 billion humans. It’s a fair bet that 500 years out, the proportions will be similar— and sorry, Star Trek, but US culture won’t still be the prototype. So Hinduism and Chinese folk religion are likely to still be there.
 
Recall that religions by no means stand still, even if their adherents think they do. In 500 years there should be something as dramatic as the Protestant Reformation. Maybe there’s an entirely new Abrahamic religion; maybe Hinduisim cycles to a new set of gods; maybe a new sect within Buddhism believes that Maitreya has arrived.
 
If you’ve been awake in the last forty years, you’ll know that conservative or fundamentalist forms of religion can coexist with modernity— indeed, are created by modernity. On the other hand, a good rule of thumb is that people are outraged by changes since their childhood, not since the beginning of time. In my s.f. novel Against Peace and Freedom, I have fundies who have no problem with homosexuality, genetic modification, or Islam— because these are ancient for them. But they object to novelties like mechawombs, wings and tails on humans, and immigrants from other planets.
 
I’d also gently suggest that complete individualism, a fetish for technology, and laissez-mourir capitalism could destroy our species and that we must and will grow out of them. We could use some more community (coupled with tolerance for different lifestyles), sustainability, egalitarianism; less reverence for tech and more for ecospheres. A better value system, in other words. And that might well be some sort of religion.
 
I’ve talked about shamanism and speaking with gods, and I wouldn’t be surprised if such a common part of human experience makes a comeback. It hasn’t been a big part of s.f. because most s.f. writers have never experienced it. (Besides Philip K. Dick, who really could have used a mentor to make sense of whatever happened to him.)
 
Of course, it will be harmonized with whatever else people believe; perhaps people say they’re communing with the galactic collective consciousness. Already there are new religions that talk about UFOs or galactic civilizations or immortality through science; future religions may not talk about “gods” per se. (But remember that your people won’t marvel at things that are everyday for them. Rockets or quantum mechanics won’t be numinous when they’re a thousand years old.)
 
If we run into aliens, we might well pick up some of their religions; see the last section.
 
In the last few centuries religions have found rivals in political ideologies. Fifty years ago, it would have been a fair prediction that future belief systems would be political mass movements, displacing religion entirely. At present, rival Nazi and Communist rallies seem as anachronistic as newsreels.
 
But perhaps the division between religion and ideology may exist because, after all, the idea that people can change the government they live under is relatively new. Maybe new belief systems are hybrids, combining the explicit morality of a political system with the spirituality of religion.
 
That could be good or bad, of course, but that’s human beings for you. Besides, we’re storytelling here, and the best setup for stories is a world good enough to have love and beauty, and bad enough to have villains to fight and problems to solve.
 




Example: Fada

These chapters are conreligions of my own, included as models you can follow. I’ve kept them short so you see you don’t have to overachieve… also to make them fit in the book. You can find some much longer religious sketches on my website, zompist.com.

 
I’ve included a director’s commentary, in paragraphs like this one, where I can point out some of the influences and why I made the choices I did.

 
This religion is polytheistic, of the sort found in almost all early agricultural civilizations, but there’s still a living tradition of shamanism.

Téllinor
 
Téllinor (Verdurian ‘westland’) is the far western region of Ereláe. Until the modern era the Zone of Fire at the equator prevented travel along the northern coast of the continent, so the only way to reach it was to sail around the planet to the east. It was discovered by Verdurian traders in the 3200s. To the north is the tropical region of Angenvari, to the south the frigid taiga of Jagai.
 
A local kingdom, Yamda, felt that too much of its silver was leaving the country and banned the traders; in response Verduria occupied the country (3355). This began two centuries of colonization, but also solved the silver drain: the money was now needed to pay local troops.
 
Téllinor is temperate though arid; it developed an agricultural package around -500, consisting of nutgrass, rye, littlewheat, and the groundnut. The Almean equivalent of cacao was found here. Ironworking began around 2500, and the local chiefdoms started consolidating into kingdoms around 3000. There was no native writing system.
 
The people speak languages in the Yamda-Trêng family. In this sketch I’ve used terms from Yamda.
 
[image: ] 


I’ve concentrated here on the religion or religions before Verdurian contact, as practiced in the Yamda and Trêng kingdoms. I’ll briefly discuss modern developments.
 
The Téllinorese themselves, contrasting their religion with those of outsiders, call it fada in Yamda (Trêng ɦada, Bhrumese ɦadhə).
The Yamda language has both a plural and a collective: a god is fa, gods are faga, but the collective of gods, or the idea of divinity, is fada.
Cosmology
 
There is a rich mythology, elaborated in stories and art. There wasn’t much need for consistency; even the story below had many variants, some with an entirely different cast of characters.
 
At first there was nothing but Hyanpyol, Lord Bone. Bored and lonely, he created (by masturbating) the gods Osônfa, Topedêya, Abaša, and Maya.
 
This began the process of creation, because the gods breathed and thus produced air, and sweat and urinated, and thus produced water. But there was no place to stand, and nothing to eat.
 
“There is only one way to create solid earth (fir),” said Lord Bone, “and that is to kill one of us and make it of their body.”
 
But this only led to endless argument, because no one wanted to be killed. Finally Maya told his siblings that Lord Bone must be killed, because he had given them the idea of murder, and because he was the most powerful, and thus could kill each of them.
 
They agreed, and killed Lord Bone while he was sleeping. They created the solid worlds (firfarga) from his body. With his spirit (tyora) they created animals and humans. Plants were not considered to have spirit.
 
Each of the gods had their own domain, separate from the solid worlds. Topedêya’s was the ocean; Abaša’s was the sun, Osônfa’s was the heavens. Maya, who was the least trusted, became Almea’s three moons, as far from the solid worlds as possible.
 
The firfarga are divided in two. Our everyday physical world is Yêsfar, the Upper World, or Rôpyofar, the New World. These terms imply an Old World (Prôyafar) or Lower World (Nêrtfar), and there is one, underneath the earth, dark and grim and full of monsters.
 
It was once the home of humans, but the gods needed worshipers, and showed them how to climb out of it by following tree roots. In Prôyafar humans grew from the ground, but once they reached the surface they divided into men and women. They also learned to eat ordinary food; underground they could only eat roots and insects. For this reason, eating those foods is now taboo.
 
The world was populated by animals and by sentient beings. The latter are no myth on Almea; the iliu live on the continental shelf, the elcari in the mountains, ktuvoks in the wetlands, and flaids in the Floran archipelago (see p. 212). Of these the Téllinorese only knew the iliu, who lived in Topedêya’s realm and belonged to her. Prôyafar was populated by the Rebuda or Root People, who grew in the dark soil much as the primordial humans did.
 
Osônfa is the chief of the gods, but extremely remote. The stars are his agents and warriors; when they appear on earth they are imperious warrior women, têpralaga.
 
Many religions, including Greek and Babylonian, include younger gods killing a primordial one. The idea of climbing up from a lower earth is Native American.

Death and the burial cult
 
It can be said that fada is really three religions, centered on death, rain, and personal vision. Each has its own ceremonies and divinities, with little overlap or overall coherence.
 
A human being is made of tyora breath or soul, pyol bone, and jo water. All of these are literally parts of gods. Water is the glue that holds all three parts together; as one ages it dries up, and as it is lost entirely from the corpse, breath and bone no longer hold together.
 
The bone tends to sink down toward the underworld. The tyora at first accompanies it. Sometimes it stays there; sometimes it fades away; sometimes it returns to the upper world as a ghost (šreto), usually to cause trouble.
 
The ideal however was to make its way to the realm of Topedêya, where it received a new body and lived under the sea like the iliu. (Some said that the iliu were the dead.) Making the journey was not a matter of moral judgment, but of will, preparation, and favor. You had to know the way, you had to have friendly spirits on your side, and you had to have spiritual strength for the journey. That strength was pyol, associated with vigor and wisdom, but also with the physical bones, which had to be brought with or summoned.
 
Within the body water (jo) became blood (gêgra). In reproduction the female provided the red parts (blood and organs), the male the white parts (bone and sinew). In legends, two females could produce a child, but it would be boneless; and two males could, but it would be all bones. Worms and insects were examples of both processes.
 
All this made it extremely important to prepare for death and to be properly buried. Preparation began before death: making friends with spirits, learning the way to Topedêya. This you learned from elders. Someone who died prematurely, without knowing the incantations that provided movement and protection for the tyora, was in a bad state and would become a šreto. Fortunately, family and friends could perform extra rituals to rescue and mentor the lost tyora.
 
People had to be buried in a sitting position— the afterlife was an active one, not one of rest— and with the proper rites and sacrifices. Without these the šreto would come back and cause sickness until it was propitiated. You also wanted your burial spot kept safe from animals and from sorcerors, who could take your bones for evil magic.
 
Some people became minor gods. This could be done after death, for merit; but sometimes a god took a lover from among mortals.
 
Besides the šretoga and the vague association with Topedêya, there were no gods or spirits involved in the death cult, and no dedicated priests. These rites were handled by families, and the elders accumulated their knowledge merely by long experience.
 
The red and white body parts idea comes from both Hinduism and Judaism. Knowing the way to the land of the dead is ancient Egyptian. My planet, Almea, has multiple sentient species, such as the iliu; if you do too, that may have religious significance to ordinary humans.

 
As some Téllinorese thought the iliu were
the dead, some medievals thought fairies were.

Rain and crop deities
 
Téllinor has a Mediterranean climate, even drier in the north and east. The crops need rain, but the rain can be recalcitrant, and the gods must be implored to bring it.
 
You do not bother the major gods for this. The rain is the domain of the Jeralaga, the Sky Maidens, who are the daughters of Abaša and Maya. (They get their capriciousness from their father.)
 
As this is so important to the community, it’s well organized. There is a dedicated class of priests, the lyapamiktoga, who hold rituals to bring rain, both privately and involving the whole community. Drought is taken as the Sky Maidens being angry, either due to lapses in ritual or in morality.
 
The cure may be more ceremonies; but if and only if that doesn’t work, the lyapamiktoga are empowered to take extreme measures, which might mean starving themselves till the rain comes, or might require sacrificing a child—usually a daughter, on the principle that goddesses require female sacrifices. A cultural materialist would observe that the child might die of starvation anyway, and that reducing the number of young females is one of the only premodern ways to lessen population pressure.
 
If you don’t address the rain, you can address the crops themselves. There were cults of Ôrofa for nutgrass, Ryêtto for littlewheat, and Ganala for rye. When Verdurian crops were adopted, Ôrofa took over wheat, but maize required a new goddess, Pyolyôngla ‘Boneflower Lady’.
 
The Yamda love to gather for storytelling and dancing, lubricated with kôkik, nutgrass beer. Their music, hyôro, was percussive and passionate. Verdurian traders who attended were intoxicated in several senses, and often did things they later regretted. Hyôro music frightened and intrigued them; Téllinorese performers brought hyôro to Verduria, and it ended up as a major contributor to modern Almean pop music.
 
The rain and crop ceremonies were similar affairs, with more of a thematic focus, but the same music, dancing, and drinking. As fertility rites, they often ended in sex. However, ceremonies to address drought were more somber and required sexual abstinence instead.
 
All these rites belonged to agricultural regions. In seaside villages, which focussed on fishing and trade, ceremonies focused on the sea instead, asking for safe journeys and good fishing, overseen by Topedêya. Merchants asked for blessings from Maya, while craftsmen had their own god, Samvurga ‘Lord Wood.’
 
The rain cult is influenced by the Zuni. Sacrifices of humans in extremis are found in many cultures, including Greece and Rome— and God did order Abraham to sacrifice Isaac.

 
I created hyôro as a component of what would become Almean pop music; the equivalent for Western pop music is African. But ecstatic music is worldwide; compare the cult of Dionysus, or the songs of Chǔ.

Possession
 
The Téllinorese also have a form of shamanism, though spirit possession (myaha) is not limited to shamans. The one possesed, either temporarily or as a career, is an emyahto (m.) or emyahla (f.).
 
The priests of the rain and crop cults are never shamans. But possession is one of the things that can happen in a celebration, once the hyôro is in full swing and the kôkik is flowing. In this context the possession is usually brief and consists of feverish trembling and dancing, or daring acts such as walking on or holding embers, followed by a collapse into a stupor. This can affect just about any adult. Outsiders are often surprised to see wizened elders in the throes of myaha, though they don’t last as long as the young.
 
The shaman is consulted mostly for healing, though often the affliction is spiritual. A person can lose their tyora, or be afflicted by a sorceror. One can also lose one’s bones— sufferers insist that the actual bones are gone, replaced by poor sorcerous imitations. The symptoms are loss of vigor and sexual dysfunction.
 
A healing ceremony often involves quite a few onlookers, plus a hyôro drummer. The shaman speaks briefly to the patient; some cases can be solved with herbs or massage, plus of course gifts to the shaman. He or she then goes into a trance, and then spirit travels to seek the source of the problem. Sometimes it’s immediately evident; other times it requires asking other spirits, or fighting them. The šretafar or spiritual world has the same cosmology described above, but shamans claim that there are worlds and gods that the priests know nothing about.
 
Though the shaman, or rather the spirit possessing him, does most of the work, the ceremony is participatory: it’s a good sign if the patient is possessed also, and it can help if some of the onlookers are too. (There is an etiquette to this, however: you don’t want to upstage the shaman, and only the shaman can provide the actual cure.)
 
What spirits possess a person? It’s never one of the major gods, except sometimes Topedêya or Maya. Usually it’s a tier of spirits (tyora) who may be minor gods, other beings such as iliu or rebuda, or even ancestors (šreto).
 
Often these are folkloric figures, with their own legends and colorful traits. Some of the most popular:
 
	Jeta, the Fox. He is something of a trickster figure, clever and talkative.




	Nagêt, the Fool. He is clumsy and speaks in non sequiturs, but is very powerful.




	Hyannông, Lady Owl. Owls are not known for wisdom but for knowledge of distant things, including the future.




	Yašala, the Lame Woman. She is a šreto, who cannot swim well enough to reach the land of the dead, and thus helps humans instead.




	Kranto, the Liar. Often says the opposite of what he means. Very popular in Hrať, whose name is cognate.




	Krošala, Lady Guts. Another šreto, who was gruesomely murdered by a sorcerer. As such she has a passion for revealing sorcerers.




	Santêpla, Queen Star. She is the goddess of the brightest star in Almea’s sky, which the Verdurians call Meme. She is imperious and often demands more than other tyoraga. 



	Nabyo, the Captain. He was a Verdurian, drowned at sea and thus unable to reach whatever place Verdurians go to when they die.





 


The tyoraga all have typical costumes and gear, which the shaman will approximate. When possessed, he or she will take on their mannerisms and bodily movements. Males may be possessed by female tyoraga, and vice versa.
 
Sorcery (rogôl) is greatly feared. The basic methods of a sorceror (rogôlto, f. rogôlla) are those of the shaman: to know how to heal is also to know how to harm. However, there is more of an emphasis on creating poisons or harmful objects (koršoyga), often made from natural toxins and human bones. (Some but not all of these toxins are of interest to modern medicine.)
 
Shamans are respected community leaders, while sorcerors are shunned, and often killed if identified. But in a sense, there’s a social need, if a limited one, for psychopaths. A personal or political grudge may lead someone to make their way, in the darkest of nights, to the sorceror’s hut.
 
If a shaman gets a reputation for failing to heal their patients, they are liable to be considered a sorceror. Probably for this reason, shamans refuse to take certain cases.
 
Much of this is boilerplate shamanism, but some of the not-quite-gods are influenced by Candomblé.

Under colonialism
 
The Yamda kingdom was taken over by Verduria in 3355. Verduria and other eastern Ereláeans took over more and more kingdoms. By the late 3500s the entire west of Ereláe had been colonized: Verduria and Érenat in the temperate zone, Kebri in tropical Angenvari, and Xurno in the frigid south, Jagai.
 
The Verdurians had their own form of polytheism, which spread among  the Téllinorese, by marriage and other close association. But this was mostly a matter of adding new names and stories. Verdurian-speaking Téllinorese worshiped Řavcaëna, the goddess of the earth, Ažirei, goddess of the sea, and Nečeron the god of craft. But the rituals and prayers were those of the Jeralaga, Topedêya, and Maya.
 
Verduria also had a proselytizing monotheistic religion, Eleďát. The Eleďi worked hard to discourage “paganism” among their converts, as well as worship centered on drinking and hyôro. On the other hand, if there was a drought and praying to Eleď didn’t end it, the people went back to the rain and crop deities. By the 3600s a native cult of Elez had developed, which reinstated old-style festivals, but told stories about Elez rather than the Jeralaga. Many of these stories were unrecognizable or shocking to Verdurian Eleďi— e.g. Elez, unlike Eleď, had a vigorous sexual life.
 
One Verdurian custom was eagerly adopted: drinking beer and, better yet, distilled liquors.
 
Neither imported religion made any dent in shamanism. The Verdurian government disapproved of shamans as “backward” and in the 3630s tried to outlaw them; this only strengthened the developing independence movement.
 
By accident, one Téllinorese god was imported to Verduria. A trader brought a statue of Abaša back home and installed it in front of his house. There were reports that the statue gave blessings and visions, and a cult grew around it. Eventually a small temple was built for Abaša, and the cultists bought the statue and installed it there. The believers were Verdurians, not Téllinorese, and knew nothing of Téllinorese worship but the goddess’s name. But like many new cults it was fervent in its worship and offered spiritual healing and visions, to the extent that many Verdurians thought it was an authentic import.
Osongát
 
By the 3600s, there were many Téllinorese immigrants into the colonial power, Verduria. They often lost their Yamda-Trêng languages, but most continued to worship the Téllinorese gods.
 
A Yamda immigrant named Brinumo Ryetšip was raised as Eleďe. He liked the cosmic nature of Eleďát, but was left cold by its stories of Cuzeians and Arašei and Elenicoi. His teachers called the Téllinorese gods demonic, but when he looked at his friends and neighbors, this made no sense to him. Still, the fada seemed tied to the Téllinorese heartland and had been unable to resist the Verdurians.
 
Ryetšip decided that there was one god, but he had many Faces (golî): Eleď to the Eleďi, the Verdurian gods to the other Verdurians, the fada to the people of Téllinor. He identified this god with the remote creator Osônfa, or in Verdurian Osonga. (This was influenced by Trêng Sôngɦa.) There was no need for conflict between peoples, as all their gods were Faces of Osonga.
 
He began to receive visions from Osonga, and wrote down his messages, and started preaching (in 3621). He found a wide audience, first among Téllinorese and then among native Verdurians, due to several factors:
 
	The welcoming theology: no one was wrong or unsaved.




	Lively worship, a mixture of Eleďát and fada. Drinking was forbidden, but hyôro music stimulated the believers.




	Personal messages from Osonga and other tyora. Not only Ryetšip but other members could fall into a trance and channel a goly.




	The church emphasized helping believers in their everyday life— their struggles with food, housing, and jobs. His churches thrived in urban neighborhoods, where people were not rich, but could help each other.





 


Political conditions worsened in Verduria, and foreign cults were suppressed. Ryetšip was imprisoned, and finally exiled. He ended up in Govanro, in Sarnáe. Here his church grew quickly. The Sarnáeans had been part of a ktuvok empire only a century before; they did not find their needs met by either Eleďát or Eretaldan polytheism. They found Osongát to be just what they needed, not least because it was, like themselves, on the margins of Eretaldan society.
 
Alarmism over native religions is common in colonial powers. The US banned Native American religion for years, and Haïtian authories attempted to ban vodoun. But those same religions spreading to the dominant culture can be seen with santería.

 
Colonial people often reinvent the imperial religions; one example is Aládurà Christianity in Europe, started by Yorùbá but also spreading to white Europeans.

 




Example: Irreanism

Irreanism is a more philosophical religion. I’ve included it as a contrast to Fada, and to naïve conceptions of religion: it has no gods, no priests, no creation, no idea of faith. And though its origins are premodern, it’s also an example of a religion suited for the modern era.

The flaids
 
Irreanism (ʔirranatt) is the religion of the flaids, a non-human species restricted to the archipelago of Flora, about 100 km off the coast of Verduria.
 
Flaids (rhymes with plaid) diverged from humans about 200,000 years ago. They are taller than humans, but their most notable features are their very large heads and feet.
 
[image: ] 


They are peaceable in disposition, but fierce when aroused: conquerors, pirates, and scam artists who try to impose on them are quickly sent packing. They are generally conservative in behavior and belief— you rarely see a flaidish addict or extremist.
 
At the same time no one can be quite as eccentric as a flaid: everyone has a hobby, and the outliers can be very odd indeed, and yet calmly tolerated so long as they are not dangerous.
 
They are naturally egalitarian, making sure that no one is left out of the islands’ pleasant existence— and that no one can lord it over them. In the 3200s they grew tired of their kings and threw them out. To prevent laundering royal funds, the Forujmory (parliament) passed a law requiring its own approval for any transaction of more than a million meckiner (silver coins). In 3539 the law was applied to bequests and salaries, and this helped the country adopt free enterprise without plutocracy.
 
Flaids love deep, abstract studies, such as mathematics, alchemy, and morality; being highly playful, they approach these with games, stories, and paradox. They also throw themselves into practical work— gardening, shipbuilding, porcelainware. In the modern world they are wizards with computers and, just for the hell of it, systems hacking. In warfare, they are well able to defend their islands, and known for devious traps and unconventional methods.
ʔirran
 
The islands were not as peaceful and prosperous in the 2200s. A long period of weak kings had resulted in a struggle for power among the nobles, often erupting into war. Pirates and bandits, both flaidish and human, preyed on the common people. For a millennium the nearby humans had been ruled by the Caďinorian empire, but this was now in decline and beset by nomadic invasions; it was no longer able to patrol and pacify the littoral.
 
The flaids worshiped many gods, called piikeren ‘holy ones’. There was no uniformity; there were gods for different regions, professions, and even families. The flaidish approach to the gods was quite transactional: they were asked for protection, fertility, and healing, in return for sacrifices and prayer. The gods subsisted on fuust ‘smoke’, which referred not just what was burned for them, but to the prayers which also rose to heaven. If the worshipers got what they asked for, that established the power of the god; if not, they would adopt a new one.[28]
 
The flaids love stories, and developed a very rich mythology, in which the gods fought monsters or sometimes each other, had sex, made bets with or tricked each other. There were just-so stories explaining one or another aspect of the world. Storytellers felt free to create new episodes; but ritual made no reference to the stories, though they might well increase the popularity of a given god.
 
There was a tradition of philosophy (kestora), reflections on the world and the universe, influenced both by humans and by the iliu, the mysterious and highly advanced civilization that lived in the oceans. Philosophers tended not to believe in the gods, because no one could agree on their number or nature.
 
One young flaid named ʔirran (in Verdurian, Irrean), who lived near Tolgron, studied both gods and philosophers, but was dissatisfied. As he put it, “Who knows anything? The people sacrifice to what they know not; the scholars prove in great detail that we can know nothing.”
 
He decided to travel. He listened to humans in Eretald, to the iliu in their land enclave, to the elcari in the mountains, to the ktuvoks in their swamps; he journeyed for more than five years. But he found “each had their wisdom, but what they agreed on was small.” He returned to Tolgron, believing that he had learned nothing.
 
To take his mind off the problem, he took odd jobs— farming, construction work. One day, though tired from work, he took the time to repair his neighbor’s fence. Later he relaxed with a book (he had learned to read on his travels) and a dish of molasses custard. And later on he heard the boy next door crying after being hit by his brother, and felt a pang of anger and pity.
 
He went to sleep, then bolted awake, realizing that the enlightenment he had sought for in vain in sacrifices and in books, and in five years of travel, was right in front of him.
 
All there is, he realized, is Good and Evil.
The great struggle
 
All existence, he maintained, was the scene of a cosmic conflict between Good (mell) and Evil (churk). They divide the universe, and every thinking creature is a soldier in the fight. Every act, from the movements of the stars to a mumbled curse or blessing, is a blow advancing one side or the other.
 
You could see this by looking at tyrants and saints, but equally by looking at everyday life— ʔirran’s joy in work and helping his neighbor, the injustice of a boy bullying his brother. The smallness of these actions was the point. Even small acts of Good are worthwhile, are a step in the right direction; even small acts of Evil are wrong, are losing ground to the enemy.
 
An ideology may concern itself only with grand actions, but then it is likely to dismiss those small acts of good and evil. And even in the service of grand goals, dismissing minor good is foolish, and dismissing minor evils is itself evil. For that matter, concentrating only on grand acts— sacrifices, asceticism, the vices, crime— means ignoring most people and most of life.
 
Outside observers are often taken aback by the ferocity of this vision. In its light, the peaceful villas and bright flowers of the flaidish countryside seem nestled on the brink of a volcano. As you get to know them, the flaids are the same: unruffled calm hiding an intense and rarely revealed energy.
 
There is nothing inherent in the universe to make Good superior to Evil; that is only our preference. ʔirran says, “If any flaid, knowing the nature of Good and Evil, chooses Evil, I have nothing to say to him. But I have chosen the Good.” One may be a partisan for Good; Good is not required to respect Evil or make a place for it. But, in effect, the universe disagrees. Good disapproves of Evil, but that is simply Good’s opinion.
Morality
 
One might expect the morality (mellbit) of the flaids to be black and white; but in fact it’s complex and nuanced. ʔirran taught that all sentient beings, collectively and individually, are tresspo, mixed good and evil. Unlike most humans, he considered the iliu to be not all good, the ktuvoks not all evil.
 
Initially a person does good by chance, and evil by ignorance. We are careless because we don’t know the stakes. It takes a lifetime to learn to be good and not just tresspo. This is a matter of education, mentoring, and self-examination.
 
ʔirran warned of two misinterpretations of the cosmic struggle. One is to mistake Good for mere convention (juur). For flaids, being conventional (jurick) is no insult. But they are perfectly aware that many things are done not because they are good, but because they are convenient or traditional; also that it is an evil to browbeat the young or the eccentric for unconventionality.
 
Second, he warned of gedmell, a ‘good front’, which we might call  sanctimoniousness or hypocrisy. The nature of Good is not obscure: it is joy, freedom, love, courage, wisdom, and sacrifice. Evil is slavery, cruelty, discord, violence, arrogance, and corruption. What it is not is mere rebellion, raucousness, or sex. Likewise, Good is not prudishness, inoffensiveness, or an air of sanctity.
 
He used the example of a parent who tells their child that, because children must be obedient, any opposition or mischief is evil and must be punished. But parents are only guardians, not lords; this is evil (domination) masquerading as good— gedmell. Or take a flaid who refuses to talk to his cousin, because that cousin is loud and dresses immodestly. A good flaid should be kind and forgiving, and understand that both they and other people are tresspo. To parade one’s own virtue is a form of arrogance.
 
The worst of all is to countenance evils because they benefit one’s side, however just the cause. The ends do not justify the means. As ʔirran put it, “If the practitioners are not kind, the practice is not mell, it is gedmell.”
 
Flaidish morality, like ʔirran’s moment of revelation, is focused on everyday life, especially domestic life. From ʔirran onwards, flaidish books on morality are offered as friendly guidance, from one soul to another, aiming to promote rueful self-awareness rather than judgment. There’s often a heavy dosage of humor and storytelling; e.g. a popular Irreanist book is Maichen kutch (Cat and Dog), by Yachel ʔullche, which consists of puzzled ruminations on a family’s behavior by their cat and dog.
 
As the Irreanist writer Treckpo noted, “The big things are easy. When Gaskoom invaded, we resisted, and that was it. But three people living together in a house… that is morally complex.”
 
The flaids are wary of power and deeply concerned with injustice. As ʔirran said, “To ignore evil when you can stop it is to do evil. To be a lord when the people are suffering, is to ignore evil all the day long.” This attitude contributed to the fall of the nobles (described below) and the later fall of the kings. But it also applies to lesser institutions; one of the worst things one flaid can call another is gaazelick (domineering).
 
Irreanism has some Buddhism in it, some Zoroastrianism, and a dash of C.S. Lewis, whose concern for everyday morality wrapped in an engaging fantasy in
The Screwtape Letters would appeal to the flaids.

 
Note, I didn’t just say that flaids like a dose of humor in their morality; I invented a specific example with a named author. This sort of thing doesn’t take much time, and adds vividness.

Cosmology
 
Irreanism is unabashedly dualist, believing that mind (kozatt) and matter (testatt) are distinct realms with their own laws. Kozatt includes mathematics, a longtime flaidish interest; on Almea the flaids were responsible for the invention of calculus (korbit)
and probability, among other mathematical and scientific ideas.
 
The mind (koz) was divided into reason (curaya) and feeling or passion (prooz). Reason was supposed to be in control, in which case feeling was a valuable support. ʔirran maintained that all Irreanist belief could be derived and explained by reason alone, with no need for faith or even any unlikely assumptions. The choice to follow Good or Evil was however not rational but passionate.
 
Good and Evil are purely kozick (non-material), but not personal. Good is not a god that can be prayed to— ʔirran devotes considerable scorn to the idea— and has no plans or desires. However, it is not an abstraction; more like a universal energy. ʔirran observed that the more a person is devoted to one side or the other, the more mental and physical energy they have. Dullness and lethargy are signs of the confused, tresspo soul.
 
The universe is eternal: it has always existed and always will. A corollary is that there is no ancient paradise and no final triumph of Good or Evil. Irreanists consider it foolish to worry about cosmic trends. If the world is improving, it should be helped along; if it’s declining, all the more reason to establish islands of Good.
 
Caďinorian philosophers focused on the question of origins and causation; they didn’t accept the traditional gods, but often ended up with an abstract God as a solution to both problems. With no idea of creation, Irreanism had no need for God; instead it focused on change (veltmot). No object, no person, and no institution would stay the same; indeed, it was likely to change so much or so fast that the idea of it being the “same thing” was called into question.
 
Rather than simply denying the existence of gods, ʔirran demoted them. They were not cosmic forces and did not run the universe. Thus piikeren came to mean not gods but culture heroes or powerful spirits, and one could enjoy stories about them without worship or sacrifice. (Later the word kaim was borrowed from Kebreni to talk about the idea of gods in other religions.)
 
In earlier times, the flaids accepted the Caďinorian idea of seven elements (ptoconder): fire, earth, iron, rock, air, water, and light. Matter in general was not good or evil or even tresspo, but some things did seem to be imbued with moral power: healing medicines or toxins, for instance. These were considered a suspension (jirchet) of matter and one of the spiritual powers; there were thus fourteen suspensions and bodily substances— good and evil airs, waters, etc.
 
To this was added the concept of change: a substance was not static, but was likely to be changing from one state to another. A quality tends to turn into its opposite, which is why foods go bad and poisons lose their toxicity.
 
All this was the basis of flaidish alchemy (jiryunbit). This however went far beyond Irreanism proper; the alchemists assigned moral properties to substances in a way philosophers considered improper.
 
Focusing on change is characteristic of Chinese philosophy, while a universe without creation is found in Hinduism and then Buddhism.

ʔirran’s practice
 
ʔirran lived for nearly forty years after his revelation, writing, studying, and spreading his revelation. He had some success, but no more than a fraction of flaids followed him.
 
His major work, not much longer than this description of the religion, is called Mellen churk (Good and evil). The flaids had not yet adopted writing, so his works were memorized by his followers.
 
He had enough followers that he had to think about organization. The one thing he was sure of was that there would be no priests or rituals. “The piikeren do not need your smoke; nor does the priest. To do good, do good; do not say a spell that symbolizes doing good.”
 
Irreanists therefore meet much as ʔirran did with his students, in small groups, eating together, meditating, confessing their weaknesses, studying the sages, teaching children. At first they met in houses or gardens, later in chendmoryr ‘quiet places’ or temples.
 
They also organize social work. “If you are going to chendmory and remember that your neighbor has no food, go first to feed him.” The largest medical organization in Flora is named ʔirranys Kritt, ʔirran’s fence, referring to the act of kindness that led to his revelation.
 
The most opposition ʔirran faced was from priests who were offended at his dismissal of the piikeren, or perhaps feared the loss of their profession. There are stories of ʔirran or his followers being accosted by the priests; most of these end with a witty putdown, or a slapstick comeuppance for the evil priest. He liked to remind the priests of the more absurd or ribald actions the myths attributed to the gods, or challenge them to burn not just the entrails but the rich meat.
 
He’s also said to have been captured by a bandit, whom he charmed by telling ghost stories. “He was politer than the piikeren priests,” he remarked. It was perhaps relevant that he had no money to steal.
 
ʔirran never married; if asked he only commented that “my wife is the Good.” Flaidish women by nature do not get pregnant except when strongly pair-bonded; one corollary is that sexual experimentation is normal and expected in adolescence (which for flaids ends at 23). There are some hints that ʔirran was bisexual and enjoyed the greater freedom allowed to the unmarried.
Hermits and their prince
 
Within a few centuries a class of clerics had arisen— buxeler ‘wise ones.’ These were teachers, mentors, and confessors, and also pursued their own studies and meditations.
 
Many of the buxeler lived on their own, pursuing their own enlightenment as ʔirran had, without founding or joining a temple. There were called zeerelen or hermits.
 
In the 2540s a noble, Mornio Saxys, became an Irreanist and then a zeerel. He is considered the second founder of Irreanism, known as the zeerel mornril, the hermit prince. He was a mystic, who undertook fasts and sleeplessness till he fell into trances and experienced visions.
 
He reported back that there were multiple worlds (chemmetchen), most of them very unlike Almea, but all full of kozer (spirits). Some of these were the lands of the dead. When we die, we  are reborn in a chemmetch which aligns with our choices in life: a pleasant life for the good, a hideous one for the evil. If you had not made a clear choice you went to a tresspo world, but one where choices were more stark. As the soul was refined, it moved to better or worse worlds, according to its choices.
 
Saxys did not think the soul would be eternal; in accordance with the doctrine of change, it would disappear after some centuries, or become something else entirely.
 
Good, in his view, was not epitomized by Reason (curaya) but by Love (mod), which ʔirran had relegated to prooz (feeling). In Saxys’s view, ʔirran had taught (correctly) that one must do Good; but he taught that one must live in Love.
 
Saxys went about Flora speaking of his vision, and also writing, as the flaids now used the Caďinor alphabet.
 
The flaids listened to his stories of solitary hermitage and decided they wanted that; being flaids, they took on the project in groups. That is, they created the bidmory or monastery, where a small group would pursue and share visions, read and discuss Saxys and ʔirran, and preach to the locals.
 
It was the monasteries that, over the next two centuries, converted almost the entire population to Irreanism. The first, largest, and most important of these was on a far island, now known simply as Bidmory after the institution.
 
Saxys was also responsible for an important legal change. In an idle comment, ʔirran had told his followers that all their children should inherit equally. Saxys applied this to his own estate, and strongly suggested that his noble followers do the same.
 
The clever bit, so to speak, was that this change did not require any sacrifice in this life: only the heirs would be affected. Within a century it was normal practice, and enshrined into law by the Forujmory. Only the king was exempted. The effect, of course, was to divide noble estates over time and reduce the power of the nobility. Now the only way to get rich was through trade, so the ex-nobles put their energies into trade and manufacturing. This in turn was the basis of later Floran prosperity.
 
The head of either a temple or a monastery is a fedjel ‘chief’. If there were branches in other places, a mornfedjel (‘first fedjel’) oversaw them. There was no further hierarchy. However, the mornfedjeler of Syxesteer and Bidmory were particularly respected.
 
Without Saxys’s visions and emphasis on Love, Irreanism would be in danger of being too dry. You want to make room for emotion and a sense of mystery.

Arguments
 
The flaids are not much for schisms. That smacks of zealotry, which they find tacky. On the other hand, they don’t have much patience for orthodoxy, and love a meaty discussion, so there are a number of disagreements within Irreanism.
 
	Whether the highest part of the soul is curaya or prooz (reason or feeling). Some find Saxys’s ideas on Love to be too sappy; others find them essential.




	Whether visions offer any insight into the universe, or are merely an exploration of our own consciousness.




	Whether the spirits exist, or if they do, if they can be trusted.




	How much one should defer to community opinion.




	Whether there is, as the iliu insist, a Creator.




	Whether expressions of reverence for nature, as among the Kebreni, are a good idea. 



	Flaids on the whole dislike busybodies; but there were people who thought that other people were not following Good avidly enough and should be prodded or punished.




	Ritual is avoided, but it’s become common to offer short blessings (mellaimer) for life changes and other events. Some want more of these, some think they should be eliminated.




	Pilgrimages to various bidmoryr, or places frequented by the sages, are common. Some think these are decidedly unspiritual. 



	Whether the humans would be improved by Irreanism, or if they’d ruin it.





 


Modern times have offered more challenges.
 
	The seven elements are no longer accepted by science, and the fourteen suspensions are no longer good medicine. 



	Modern science insists that the universe had an origin. The flaids resisted this, and are still drawn to alterate theories of multiverses or cycles.




	Some wonder if mind is a epiphenomenon of nature. Where this leaves Good and Evil is highly debated. Dualism and the stark choices of ʔirran are not as self-evident as they once were.




	The flaids have an aversion to plutocracy and to policies that favor the rich; but some think this does not go far enough, and want something more akin to socialism or anarchism. Flaids like to build consensus, and this can be excruciatingly slow.




	The modern world has required a good deal more interaction with humans, in Eretald and elsewhere. Some say this has been a mistake, others that flaids must be more involved in the world.





 


Flaidish feminism (frinsoon) should be noted. The key figure is Vassick Kertche, a journalist and activist in the middle 3400s. Irreanism had never disparaged women, but that didn’t mean flaidish society was free of sexism. In premodern Flora, women did most of the child-rearing and domestic work, and though they were not legally excluded from the Forujmory or the army, they had little presence there. Society was full of assumptions, conventions, and laws that held women back, often justified as “protecting” them.
 
The great vice of the flaids is not that they reject change, but that it takes a long time. Kertche tirelessly wrote articles and books, gave speeches, created organizations, spoke to legislators. “Though I am small as a bee, I will buzz,” she said. Her nickname Vassick ‘ironlike’ hints at what others thought of her.
 
She saw some victories in her own time, such as a law that facilitated divorce, and one that allowed women to be military officers. It was not till the 3500s that the problem of diversity was taken seriously. (Of course, technological change also lightened the burden of domestic work, and child care options besides the family were provided.)
 
As noted, flaids pair-bond very strongly, and there is no great value attached to virginity. Their morality is not therefore focused on sexual sins. They are not bothered by homosexuality; still, they only allowed gay marriage in the 3600s.
 
How does Irreanism achieve the stickiness to propagate itself? One factor is its simplicity and rationality, which are well suited to the flaids. At the same time, it appeals to deeper passions: there is always more good one can do (or if you like, more love to give), and evil to resist.
 
There is something for every type of flaid, if not every type of human: study and mild asceticism for the individualistic; discussion and teaching for the intellectuals; social work for the benevolent or industrious; visions and universal love for the mystical.
 
There’s also an emphasis on stories, games, and puzzles. One popular manual for children is essentially a set of moral dilemmas, rather like an advice column but with no answers. Some are intended to be obvious, some have no accepted solution. Many deal with animals or fantastic beings. Adolescents are often captivated by Desiseler (Paradoxes), which is simply a collection of linguistic and philosophical paradoxes.
 
You can probably tell that I like the flaids; but my intent here is not to make them perfect. Some of them are prone to crankery, officiousness, or blind conservatism.

 
Teaching through appealing stories is probably universal, but some particular examples are Attar’s
Conference of the Birds and the Sanskrit Hitopadeśa.

Interactions with humans
 
Irreanism has spread to humans, especially in Flora’s littoral neighbors: Verduria, Kebri, Ismahi, and Érenat.
 
This is mostly by human rather than flaidish initative. Perhaps because of this, the religion has not appealed much to commoners, but rather to intellectuals and the leisured. It suits those who look on their fellow humans— and their gods— with distance and a bit of disdain. They can stand with the philosophers against the common conception of gods, and admire the simple clarity of Good vs. Evil without being subject to the communitarian nature of flaidish society.
 
Irreanists, with their sober cosmology and emphasis on morality, were an influence on Eretaldan paganism. The Society of God, founded in 3542 to revitalize paganism by means of elite study groups, removing ritual and myth in favor of an abstract Divinity, was founded by an ex-Irreanist.
 
The founder of Osongát (p. 210), Brinumo Ryetšip, spent some time in Flora. The flaids discouraged him from adding Good as a goly or Face of God: Good was not a person or a god. However, the flaids’ dedication to morality and justice impressed him, and Osonga began to talk more about both.
 
The flaids are extremely resistant to human religions; they feel that gods are projections of ourselves into the cosmos, and Irreanism is based only on what is most real— the mind and morality. As a buxel wrote, “We love stories about gods and spirits, but we understand that they are stories.” Even iliu spirituality leaves them cold; they comment that if Iáinos runs the universe, he does not do it very well. Equally powerful Good and Evil seems to them to explain the world better.
 
However, they have some interest in Endajué (especially the metaphor of the Dance) and in Bé spirituality. The usual idea however is not to adopt these religions, but to incorporate their better ideas into Irreanism.
 
Religions appealing to a different class of people at home and abroad is exemplified by Hinduism and Buddhism in the West.

 
.
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[1] That is, what Christians call the Old Testament. Tanakh is the Hebrew title, and it’s more appropriate, as it was written for Jews, not as a prequel to the New Testament.
[2] This is from “Second Isaiah”, that is, Is. 40–66, written in the 6C bce during and after the Exile, as opposed to the 8C bce prophet responsible for chapters 1–39.
[3] E.g. Ba‘al was adopted under the alias Jupiter Dolichenus. Doliche was a city in eastern Anatolia, modern Dülük.
[4] In fact aslan is the Turkish word for lion.
[5] We can now look at a globe and find that the spot opposite Italy is New Zealand, which is thus the location of both Purgatory and Hobbiton.
[6] Odysseus had to sail north to access Hades. Greek νέρτερος ‘of the underworld’ is cognate to north.
[7]
Victima originally meant only a sacrificed animal. Its handler was the victimarius.
[8] This was just one prodigy recounted by Suetonius. Another was that some sacred horses were observed crying; yet another that. a wren flew into the Assembly Hall of Pompey and was attacked and devoured by a swarm of birds.
[9] This was done during the war with Hannibal, a time when Rome could use a little supernatural boost.
[10]
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC10326357/ Maurice Eisenbruch, Journal of Interpersonal Violence 7/2023 “Reconsidering the Unwanted Sexual Touching of Boys by Adults: An Ethnographic Study in Rural Cambodia”
[11] Based on the most famous Sith Lords, the naming procedure seem to be: remove in- from a word like insidious, invader. Thus there should be a Darth Vidious, Darth Ane, Darth Sect, etc. Sadly the extended universe does not bear out this rule.
[12] There’s a recognizable decription of a Bacchic rite in an unlikely place, C.S. Lewis’s Prince Caspian.
[13] This could be done using a loophole: the husband could not claim potestas if the wife had left the household for three consecutive nights in the last year.
[14] The word comes from Russian шама́н, from Evenki or Tungus šaman. This in turn may derive from Sanskrit śramaṇa ‘ascetic, monk’, or from Tungusic ša- ‘know’.
[15] It’s curious that the gods would mark the truth statistically. But I don’t think people thought in those terms. It’s a natural habit of mind to seek confirmation.
[16] This requires caveats. E.g. in 1076 the Holy Roman (i.e. German) emperor Henry IV was excommunicated by Pope Gregory VII. This led to revolts against Henry and condemnation from both nobles and clerics; after a year Henry had to petition Gregory for absolution, barefoot and in sackcloth. However, this was just one incident in a tumultous life that included multiple popes, antipopes, and antikings.
[17] The fées lived in féerie. Terms like “a Fairy knight” were reinterpreted as referring to the being itself rather than the land, thus fairy.
[18] Only in 1992, under John Paul II, but better late than never.
[19] An example for non-linguists: English p is aspirated, spoken with a puff of air, in pot but not in spot. That is, [pʰ] and [p] are different phonetically, but make up a single phoneme /p/. In Mandarin, there are separate phonemes /pʰ/ and /p/, spelled p, b.
    In lay terms: English speakers think of the two p’s as “the same sound”, Mandarin speakers do not.
[20] See Manvar Singh in the bibliography.
[21] With some odd exceptions. For instance, all French churches built before 1905 are owned by the state. And after decades of persecuting the Russian Orthodox church, Stalin in 1943 turned around and reinstituted it, not least because it would faciliate Soviet control over Eastern Europe.
[22] Sauds? This was a sect in India, which apparently makes Evans’s list because, according to the Church Missionary Society, they resembled the Quakers.
[23] I don’t want to shame individuals by name when I’m using them as a bad example. If you want to know more, the passage is taken from Barrett’s book.
[24] He also insisted that paradigms are incommensurable; that is, they can’t be compared objectively. He later grew uncomfortable with the way people interpreted this, and suggested that paradigms can be compared by value: the better theory is more accurate, consistent, broad in scope, simple, and/or fruitful.
[25] The target here seems to be H.G. Wells. Chesterton is right that this is a poor analysis of religion, which certainly predated both agriculture and kings.
[26] The architect Christopher Alexander coined design patterns for time-tested, helpful solutions. The term was adapted by programmers. An antipattern is something that hinders or manipulates users, like hiding the unsubscribe function.
[27] Are you preparing a list of counter-examples? I could too, but again, that is almost certainly not what those people have in their heads. As George Orwell pointed out, even totalitarians don’t celebrate “murder.” They hide it from themselves as “rectification of unreliable elements” or some such.
[28] Flaidish has a vowel system not unlike English. Short vowels a e i o u are pronounced /æ ɛ ɪ ɔ ʋ/. Vowels are long when doubled (fuust) or before a single medial consonant (Flora), and are pronounced /e i wɪ u yu/. Pronounce ai as /æ/, au as /ɔ/.
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