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Preface 

This module consists of the following eight study units: 

 Study unit 1: Introduction  

 Study unit 2: African indigenous religion(s) 

Abrahamic religions 

 Study unit 3: Judaism 

 Study unit 4: Christianity 

 Study unit 5: Islam 

Asian religions 

 Study unit 6: Hinduism 

 Study unit 7: Buddhism 

 Study unit 8: Religion in the modern era 

Time frame  
A module at Unisa is defined as consisting of 120 notional hours. You should therefore plan to spend 

about 12 hours on each of the eight study units (i.e. within the semester system a bit more than a 

week per unit), and the remaining time on completing the two assignments and on your preparation 

for the examination. 

Prescribed and recommended material 
There is no prescribed reading for this module apart from this tutorial letter. In fact, this guide 

contains all the material you need to pass this course. The material that we recommend and quote in 

this tutorial letter are available from open domains on the internet, from the Unisa library website 

(see this tutorial letter or myUnisa on how to access the website), or from hard copies in the Unisa 

library. The recommended material is not compulsory for examination purposes, but will definitely 

help you gain more insight into the issues raised in this module. 

Assessment  
Your progress will be formally assessed by means of two assignments and an examination. The 

assessment will be based on the outcomes for the module in general and  the study units in 

particular. 

Assignments  
Formative assessment will take place by means of two assignments. For further information see 

Tutorial Letter 101 for your module. 

Examination  

Summative assessment will take place by means of a two-hour examination. In the course of the 

semester, you will receive a separate tutorial letter containing information on the structure and 

content of the examination paper.  
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Activities  

In this tutorial letter, an interactive or dialogical method has been applied, which is intended to 

encourage you to engage with the study material by doing certain activities. For the method to work, 

however, it is crucial that you should always first attempt to do an activity on your own before you 

proceed to read our feedback on that activity. In cases where you should have no problem in doing 

an activity on your own, we do not provide any feedback. You are, of course, encouraged to discuss 

these activities with fellow students on myUnisa if you have access to the internet (for this module 

such access is highly recommended), or with your lecturers by means of myUnisa or by any other 

means  (e.g. by e-mail or telephone or in person). 

Recommended activities  

You will notice that we include recommended reading/listening/viewing activities in the study units. 

These are not compulsory for examination purposes, but will benefit you greatly in coming to terms 

with the study material. Depending on the time at your disposal and on whether you have access to 

the internet, we strongly recommend that you do some of these additional activities. We may from 

time to time recommend other articles and news items on myUnisa. 
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Study unit 1: Introduction 

by Johan Strijdom 

 

 

1.1  What is "religion"? 
In religious studies we study religion. But what is "religion", exactly? 

 

Now compare your description with the following: 

 

In this definition 

● the "sacred" refers to things, people, places or events "set apart" from the ordinary by a 

specific group 

● "beliefs" include sacred stories (myths) and doctrines 

● "practices" include rituals and festivals.  

 

This definition holds that the primary function of religion as an institution is to create a collective 

identity and to bind adherents together as a unified group.  

We need to emphasise, however, that in addition to its unifying social function, religion may also be 

used to justify class, gender and colonial forms of discrimination and exploitation. Sacred beliefs, 

Outcomes 

After completing this study unit, you should be able to demonstrate an understanding of what the 

academic study of religion involves, by 

● offering a working definition of the term "religion" 

● discussing the difference between phenomenological and critical approaches to the study of 

religion 

● explaining the importance of studying religion in the contemporary world 

● distinguishing and critically discussing the major phases in the history of religion 

● critically discussing the distinction of "families of religion" 

● giving an overview of the contents of this module 

Activity 1.1 

Write a short paragraph in which you formulate your own understanding of the concept "religion". 

Definition 1: A working definition 

The term "religion" may be used to refer to beliefs and practices related to the sacred, which serves to unify its 

adherents. 
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practices and institutions are not innocent and neutral, but embody ethical values, which are 

constitutive of contested power relations in society. In short, religion may heal but may also hurt 

human beings. 

Definition 1, with its crucial qualifications, may serve as our point of departure. There are numerous 

definitions of "religion", but we need a working definition as a common point of reference. As you 

proceed with your study of religion, you may wish to argue that this working definition should be 

adapted in certain respects. 

 

 

We may broadly distinguish between two types of definition:  

Reductionist definitions view religions as human constructs that should be explained rationally in 

sociological and psychological rather than supernatural terms. These definitions are often called 

functionalist, since they focus on the functions/uses of religion in society or in the individual's 

psyche. Definition 1, with the above qualifications, is an adaptation of that formulated by the 

sociologist Emile Durkheim at the beginning of the 20th century. 

Essentialist definitions emphasise  the substantive content of religious belief in a transcendent 

reality (the "sacred" or the "holy") and the profound individual experience, and hold that sociological 

and psychological views are reductive when they ignore this absolutely crucial truth of all religions. 

Definition 2 offers an example of such a definition, which is based on that of the philosopher of 

religion and theologian Rudolf Otto from the beginning of the 20th century. 

Although religious studies started as a discipline within theology (akin to definition 2), it has, 

particularly in the second half of the 20th century, increasingly developed closer connections with 

disciplines such as sociology, anthropology and psychology in the humanities (akin to definition 1, 

which we will use as working definition with the qualifications that we outlined). We will next take a 

closer look at some of the approaches to religion. 

1.2  How do we study religion? 
 In the academic study of religion we may distinguish between phenomenological and critical 

approaches. These are humanistic approaches which developed as a consequence of the insistence 

of the European Enlightenment on a rational-scientific understanding of nature and humanity. 

Activity 1.2 

Consider the following definition of religion, and reflect on how it differs from definition 1 as 

qualified above.  

Definition 2: Religion is a system of ultimate meaning in the sense that it provides an individual 

with answers to his/her deepest questions (e.g. about the origin of the world and the meaning of 

life, suffering and death). Central to religion is the sense of a transcendent, mysterious reality 

beyond the observable world, in the presence of which an individual experiences utter awe. An 

encounter with the holy or sacred thus not only causes the believer to tremble, but also fascinates 

him/her profoundly. 
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Instead of explaining the world in terms of divine revelation, these 18th century intellectuals argued 

that knowledge must be based on measurable, empirical facts, and set out to discover laws that 

would explain the working of nature and humanity. 

This modern, positivistic (i.e. based on empirical facts) approach has left its indelible mark on 

disciplines such as sociology, cultural anthropology, political science, history, law, psychology, and 

indeed theology as well. The comparative study of religion, understood as heir to this humanistic 

tradition, uses these and other disciplines to gain insight into the human construct of "religion" as an 

observable, measurable phenomenon, due attention being paid to its diversity and historical 

transformations. Since the last third of the 20th century these disciplines, including religious studies, 

have however also developed an incisive critique of the original positivistic ideal of objectivity, 

resulting in an elaboration of the critical approaches that we will briefly discuss below. 

1.2.1  The phenomenological approach  

The phenomenological approach intends to describe religious phenomena as objectively as possible 

(the Greek term phainomena means "things as they appear"). The researcher is expected to bracket 

his or her own biases, to make no judgment on the truth of any religion or religious phenomenon, 

and to experience a specific religion with empathy from the inside. The Greek term epoche is used 

for this bracketing procedure. The phenomenological approach in religious studies was developed in 

the first half of the 20th century by the Dutch scholar Gerardus van der Leeuw and the Romanian-

born Mircea Eliade. 

In anthropological literature this proposed insider's perspective is technically known as the emic 

perspective. The crucial distinction here is that between emic and etic perspectives. The 

anthropological terminology was adapted from the linguistic distinction between phonemes and 

phonetics: the first refers to the sounds themselves as pronounced by speakers, the second to 

critical concepts used to analyse the sounds. Similarly, the phenomenological approach may be 

considered emic (the faithful and empathetic representation of the insider perspective), whereas 

the critical approaches below may be termed etic (the outsider perspective of the analyst).  

 

1.2.2  Critical approaches  

Critical approaches are sceptical of the objective, positivistic claims of the phenomenological 

method and instead maintain that the study of religion can never present religious phenomena 

neutrally as "social facts". According to these approaches, the selection, categorisation and 

interpretation of religious phenomena are always necessarily influenced by the subjective position 

or prejudices of the observer. The claim of objectivity often masks unequal class, gender and political 

power relations that are actually at work in religions and in the phenomenological study of religion. 

The task of the critical researcher is then to expose and critique this use of religion as unjust from a 

Recommended activity 

If you are interested in learning more about the phenomenological approach and its critics in religious studies, we 

suggest that you listen to the interview with James Cox (University of Edinburgh, previously from the University of 

Zimbabwe) at: 

http://www.religiousstudiesproject.com/2012/01/14/podcast-james-cox-on-the-phenomenology-of-religion/ 
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self-conscious and specific point of view (indeed never a neutral one), and to offer alternatives. 

Unlike the phenomenological approach, which claims to be neutral and descriptive, critical 

approaches presume specific norms in terms of which they judge the status quo, prescribe 

alternative ideals and introduce programmes to bring about such change. 

Amongst these critical approaches we may mention the following: 

● Karl Marx held that religion maintains an unjust system of class inequality. It serves as the 

"opium of the masses" by promising the poor a better afterlife and preventing them from 

revolting against their oppressors. He held that, when an egalitarian society finally evolves, 

religion would become redundant. 

● Sigmund Freud considered religion an infantile, obsessive neurosis and illusion that needed 

to be eradicated by adults, a remnant of "primitive" society that had no place in an 

enlightened culture. 

● Feminists expose the patriarchal structure of most religions. They work to transform the 

latter towards a more equitable system or explore forms of goddess worship to affirm 

themselves. 

● The adherents of postcolonial approaches show that the colonial study of religion served 

the interests of Western empires. The 19th century founders of the comparative study of 

religion (e.g. Max Müller) and anthropology (e.g. Edward Tylor and James Frazer) posited an 

evolutionary hierarchy, with indigenous religions at the bottom and Protestant Christianity 

at the top, thus legitimising the empire's "civilising mission" to "primitives" in their colonies. 

The challenge of the contemporary study of religion is to rectify this dehumanising scholarly 

tradition. 

● Proponents of human rights, negotiated since the Enlightenment and embodied in the UN's 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), have articulated a set of norms deemed 

necessary for establishing a humane world in which people can flourish. These have been 

used to critique religions when they prevent individuals from enjoying freedom of religion; 

promote intolerance towards religious diversity; or legitimise unjust discrimination on the 

basis of class, race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation or nationality. Liberal constitutions 

as the highest laws of modern secular states guarantee these human rights, which states 

have the duty to protect. 

 

 

 

Activity 1.3 

You may do well to stop here for a moment and reflect on the meaning of some of the terms that you 

encountered above that may not be clear to you. If you are unclear about the meaning of terms used in the 

previous paragraphs, you will need to consult a dictionary or, better yet, debate your ideas and 

uncertainties with fellow students on myUnisa. 
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1.3  Why study religion today? 

 

Feedback 

Here are a few central concepts that you may need to dwell on for a while: 

Modernity refers to the period after the European Enlightenment of the 17th and 18th century until the 

late 1900s, which was characterised by a rational-scientific worldview, the development of technology and 

industry, and a distinction between the secular nation-state (as political, public sphere) and religion (as 

individual, private sphere). These factors played a role not only in the West's violent, imperial domination 

and colonisation of large parts of the world, but also in the emerging bourgeoisie's capitalist exploitation of 

an industrialised, urban worker class, which in turn led to revolutions by both the colonised and the 

workers in the name of liberation. The period paradoxically witnessed not only the emergence of the ideal 

of narrow, homogenous nation-states and the horrors of consequent totalitarian regimes, but also of 

liberal democratic states. These states, which  initially had a limited understanding of their cosmopolitan 

ideals, have since been challenged to become more inclusive of diversity (though often not very 

successfully). 

According to the secularisation thesis elaborated by the sociologist of religion Peter Berger in the 1960s, 

modernity would inevitably lead to an increasing decline in the importance of religion. In the 1990s, 

however, he had to admit on the basis of sheer evidence that he was simply wrong. He now holds that, 

except for Western Europe and some enclaves within universities, the world has not become less religious. 

We should emphasise, therefore, that it has become clear that the modern, liberal division between state 

and religion is not as watertight as imagined earlier, and that the relationship between religion and state 

and the role of education in understanding this relationship need to be rethought and rearticulated – a 

process to which religious studies should contribute. 

Activity 1.4 

Write a short paragraph in which you explain why it is important (or not important) to study religion today. 
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1.4  Major phases in the history of religion  
Since religious studies as a historical discipline emphasises that religious traditions are subject to 

continuous change, you may find it helpful to get a general overview of the major phases in the 

history of religion. These phases are by no means to be understood as absolute divisions, since 

earlier forms and features persisted in later periods. Moreover, the changes did not emerge 

everywhere at the same time.  

Most importantly, as postcolonial critics remind us, we should refrain from simply assuming that 

later forms of religion are better than earlier ones (the evolutionary view that we referred to above). 

One may indeed argue with some Marxists and feminists that earlier egalitarian systems of class and 

gender were more just than later hierarchical ones. On the other hand it would be equally unhelpful 

simply to claim that later stages are nothing but a degeneration of earlier ones. We will have to take 

each stage and each case seriously in order to learn what it teaches us about humanity's search for 

meaning and about the uses of religion in specific social-political contexts. 

The earliest evidence of human religion comes from the Palaeolithic or Old Stone Age, when our 

earliest ancestors, who lived about 30 000 years ago, arranged corpses in a special way for burial and 

buried objects in graves, possibly indicating a belief in an afterlife. This period, furthermore, 

witnessed the origin of rock art (prominently of hunted animals) and statuettes (mostly of corpulent 

women), which may point to the emergence of ecstatic shamanism, imitative magic and the worship 

of fertility goddesses. These early humans belonged to small, relatively egalitarian groups and 

moved around, surviving by hunting and gathering food from their immediate environment. 

The Neolithic or New Stone Age (which began ca 8 000 BCE or before the common era) saw the 

emergence of settled communities, whose mode of subsistence was herding and agriculture. Not 

Feedback 

You may have argued that knowledge about different religions helps  one to 

 better appreciate art, architecture and literature  

 grow spiritually, since it encourages one to think about fundamental questions in life 

We would, however, like to emphasise the following rationale for studying religions, which needs of course 

not be seen as completely unrelated to the more personal considerations above: citizenship education. 

Teaching and learning about different religions educate citizens to live in a multireligious world and nation. 

This reason indeed constitutes the basis for the South African National Policy on Religion and Education 

(2003), according to which all learners in public schools must be taught the basic facts of the major world 

religions and indigenous African religion in order to cultivate in them respect for the religious diversity in 

South Africa and the world. The approach is thus basically phenomenological, although some critical 

perspectives are introduced in the last few years of school. If you have registered for this module as part of 

an education course, you will study this policy in detail. 

If you continue with your studies in comparative religious studies, you will discover that at university level 

we make use of several academic disciplines to relate our analysis of religion to critical issues in society, 

e.g. political and economic power, personal and collective identities, structural violence, gender and sexual 

relations, and environmental issues. 
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only were the beliefs and rituals of these agricultural villages closely linked to the natural cycle of 

planting and harvesting, but they were now maintained by means of a more hierarchical social-

political system in which male chiefs and/or councils dominated. Nature, animals and ancestral 

spirits (believed to influence the lives of living relatives and often contacted through shamans) as 

well as sacrifices of domesticated animals to these spirits became central to these small-scale kinship 

groups. 

In the next study unit we will consider and problematise the view that indigenous religions, notably 

those of the San and Bantu-speaking peoples, have retained elements of the beliefs of the hunter-

gatherers and early agriculturalists respectively. 

As agriculture developed (due to the invention of the plough), the resulting food surplus not only 

supported a bigger population, but also enabled people to develop crafts like pottery and 

metallurgy. These settlements formed the first cities (around 3 000 BCE), dominated by palaces and 

temples and enclosed by defensive walls. These centralised temple-states with increased social-

political hierarchies served as trading centres for surrounding agricultural villages. At the top of the 

hierarchy was the sacred/divine king, supported by scribes, priests and diviners, and at the bottom 

were the masses serving the ruling aristocracy.  

It is in this period that writing was invented, initially to facilitate trade and the administration of the 

centralised empire, but gradually also to formulate laws and compose sacred texts. Polytheistic 

myths were invented and enacted in rituals (particularly in blood sacrifices) to celebrate the order  

or harmony that the urban-based, imperial civilizations were said to have brought. The major urban 

civilizations that developed around rivers included Mesopotamia (Sumer, Babylon and Assyria 

around the Tigris and Euphrates), Egypt (along the Nile), the Indus River valley (through present-day 

Pakistan and northwest India) and China (along the Yellow River). 

The period between the 6th century BCE and the 7th century CE (common era) is sometimes 

referred to as the "Axial Age" – a decisive turning or pivotal era in the history of religions, which was 

initiated by revolutionary thinkers and religious founders in China (Confucius), India (the Buddha), 

Greece (Socrates and Plato) and the Middle East (the Hebrew prophets, Jesus and Muhammad). 

These individuals have been regarded by many in their respective movements as exemplary of the 

ideal human life. Convinced of their universal validity Buddhism, Christianity and Islam undertook 

missions to convert others of different persuasions. This process, which was achieved by means of 

trade and/or conquest, must always be understood within the social-political context of the time. 

We will have more to say about the category "world religions" below, since the greater part of this 

module focuses on an analysis of these religions. 

During the medieval period (ca the 6th to the 16th century CE) mystic devotion, characterised by the 

expression of intense longing to become one with a god or goddess, became more pronounced in 

Asia and Europe. Hindu poets expressed their intense love for Krishna and other divinities, Sufis 

were passionate about their love for Allah, and Christian mystics experienced raptures in their 

longing for Christ and the Virgin Mary. 

The Modern Age (since the 17th  and 18th century CE) reacted by questioning the authority of 

religion on the basis of scientific discoveries. We already discussed the characteristics of modernity 

above, and argued that our definitions and study of religion follow from this era. We suggest that 
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you now reread what we had to say about modernity above and formulate your understanding of 

this era in your own words. (Note particularly the modern distinction between religion as a private 

sphere of emotive experience and faith on the one hand, and politics as the public sphere of rational 

debate on the other. According to this modern conception, religion is to be subjected to the 

rationality of the state.) In our discussion of the history of the major religious traditions that we 

selected for this module, we will specifically draw your attention to the changes that religions 

underwent due to the impact of Western modernity on the world: at the one extreme, liberal 

trajectories have embraced modernity, and at the other extreme, conservative and fundamentalist 

protests have rejected modernity. We will conclude with a study unit which considers atheism and 

alternative forms of spirituality (the new religious movements) as examples of further reactions to 

modernity. 

In our current era (roughly from the end of the 1960s) increasing globalisation has confronted us 

with the diversity of the world's religions, their interaction and conflict. Some philosophers 

characterise our era as postmodern, which is sceptical of the modern claim of objective truth on the 

basis of universal reason. Instead postmodernism insists that truth claims are relative, always 

constructed by subjects from their particular points of departure. The homogenising grand narrative 

of modern progress is strategically deconstructed by giving voice to the stories of marginalised 

groups like the poor, women, homosexuals, ethnic minorities and migrants. 

Michel Foucault, a prominent exponent of the postmodern view of our world, uses a genealogical 

method to show how asymmetrical power relations have been institutionalised in systems as diverse 

as politics, sexuality, medicine, prisons, academic disciplines and religions. The postmodern strategy 

is indeed to unmask the inequitable power relations at work behind absolute truth claims and to 

imagine the institutionalisation of more egalitarian ones that would respect diversity and hybridity 

within and amongst traditions. 

Seen thus, postmodernism is therefore not merely a relativistic attitude towards our world, but a 

strategy to engage creatively with and negotiate the world's multiplicity in order to construct a 

better, more just future. Jacques Derrida, another prominent postmodern thinker, famously 

maintained in an interview late in his life entitled "For a justice to come" (De Cauter 2004) that we as 

human beings cannot claim that we have arrived at justice once and for all, but that we are 

constantly working towards it.  

 

1.5  Families of religions 
The historical, comparative study of religions commonly distinguishes between families of religions. 

Just as it is possible to draw a genealogy of a family (a family tree) on the basis of common descent 

and to identify some family resemblances that members of a family may typically share, it is possible 

– so it is claimed – to do the same for the religions of the world. On the basis of geographical origin 

and historical influence, we may distinguish between at least the following two major clusters or 

Activity 1.5 

Draw up a timeline on which you mark the major phases of religion as discussed above. Then above each 

period, enter the main characteristics of that period. 
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families of world religions: 

● Asian religions include Hinduism and Buddhism as one subgroup, and Confucianism and 

Daoism as a second subgroup. 

● Abrahamic religions (also known as Semitic religions) include Judaism, Christianity and Islam. 

 

The Asian religions started in India and China. Hinduism emerged in the second millennium BCE, 

when Aryan invaders from Central Asia established themselves along the Ganges, incorporating 

older indigenous beliefs and practices (including ones from the older Indus River valley civilization). 

Around the 5th century BCE Buddhism was born in northern India from the Hindu tradition, which by 

that time had developed philosophical literature focusing on individual meditation. 

Confucianism and Daoism emerged in 5th century BCE China, originally as opposing persuasions. The 

former insisted on the need for a hierarchical system to maintain social-political harmony  and order, 

while the latter attempted to escape from such stifling bureaucracies by living in harmony with 

nature.  

These religions have since spread far beyond their places of origin, adapting to and merging with 

their new contexts. Hinduism spread to Southeast Asia and more recently to the West, and 

Buddhism was taken by missionaries to China, Japan, Southeast Asia and also more recently to the 

West. Chinese domination led to the dispersion of Confucianism, and to a lesser degree of Daoism, 

to East and South East Asia. 

The Abrahamic religions started in the Middle East. The story of Judaism begins in the 6th century 

BCE, when Jews in Babylonian exile and later under Persian rule collected and reinterpreted older 

Hebrew traditions. Christianity followed in the first century CE after the death of Jesus of Galilee, 

spreading quickly from Palestine to the major cities of the Roman Empire. Islam was founded in the 

7th century CE in Saudi Arabia by the prophet Muhammad, who learned about Judaism and 

Christianity during his early travels to Syria. These religions, called "Abrahamic" on account of their 

claim to have Abraham as their common ancestor, are monotheistic (i.e. their adherents believe in 

the existence of one God only). 

Through trade and conquest Islam and Christianity too have spread far beyond their places of origin. 

Islam was taken to Africa, Southern Spain, Eastern Europe, Central Asia, China, South and Southeast 

Asia and more recently to Western Europe, the UK and the USA. European colonists took Christianity 

to their colonies as part of their "civilizing mission" (see again our reference to the complicity of 

religious studies as an academic discipline in this process in our discussion of postcolonial 

approaches under 1.2.2 above). 
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There are, however, a number of interrelated dangers associated with classifying religions on the 

basis of family resemblances. 

First, these families of religion are not to be conceived of as pure, separate systems. The political 

theorist Samuel Huntington, for example, argues in The clash of civilizations (1996) that post-Cold 

War politics could be characterised by the conflict between the major cultural  and religious blocks 

(e.g. Christianity, Islam, Buddhism-Hinduism and sub-Saharan Africa civilization). A historical 

Recommended activity 

Since you will need access to the internet for this activity, we have not made it compulsory. We would, 

however, encourage you to try to obtain access for this particular activity, since it will give you a colourful 

impression of the origins and current distribution of the major religions of the world.  

On a world map indicate where the following religious traditions originated, as well as the approximate 

time of origin of each tradition: 

 Asian religions: Hinduism and Buddhism, as well as Confucianism and Daoism 

 Abrahamic religions: Judaism, Christianity, Islam  

Now compare this map with a map that shows the current distribution of these religions (you may search 

for such maps on the internet or in books). Once you have done this, answer the following questions: 

 Which religion has the largest number of followers today? Where in today's world are they 

concentrated? 

 Which religion has the second largest number of followers today? Where in today's world are they 

concentrated? 

 Which religion has the third largest number of followers today? Where in today's world are they 

concentrated? 

Feedback 

Nearly a third of the world's current population identify with Christianity. Christians are found on all the 

continents, but the largest concentrations are found in the Americas, Europe and sub-Saharan Africa. Many 

more Christians currently live in the Global South than in the Global North. Christians form the majority in 

about two thirds of the world's nation-states. 

Islam is the second largest religion with roughly a quarter of the world's current population, concentrated 

in North, West and East Africa, the Middle East, and Central, South and Southeast India. Indonesia is the 

country with the largest number of Muslims, followed by Pakistan and India.  

Hinduism is the third largest religion, making up about 13 per cent of the world's current population. 

Hindus are largely concentrated in India. 

For graphs, tables and maps of the current distribution of Christianity and Islam we recommend those 

compiled by the PEW Forum at 

http://www.pewforum.org/Christian/Global-Christianity-exec.aspx, http://www.pewforum.org/Global-

Muslim-Population.aspx and http://www.pewforum.org/Muslim/Muslim-Population-of-Indonesia.aspx 

http://www.pewforum.org/Christian/Global-Christianity-exec.aspx
http://www.pewforum.org/Global-Muslim-Population.aspx
http://www.pewforum.org/Global-Muslim-Population.aspx
http://www.pewforum.org/Muslim/Muslim-Population-of-Indonesia.aspx
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approach questions Huntington's essentialist view, however, on the basis of the diversity within and 

influences across these traditions. Families intermarry – a fact that complicates simple genealogies 

and accounts for diverse manifestations of any given tradition in different places and at different 

times. 

Secondly, classification of families of religion on the basis of common geographical origin may 

prevent one from seeing their consequent spread and specifically local manifestations. It would, in 

other words, not suffice for us to limit ourselves to a general view of religions; it is imperative that 

we should investigate local expressions of religious traditions (whether in its place of origin or in 

Diaspora communities) by means of anthropological fieldwork. In this module we will thus pay 

specific attention to the manifestation of these religions in South African history. 

A third concern is that the classification of families of religion according to "world religions" tends to 

marginalise indigenous traditions. Scholars of religion have differed on the number to be included 

under the category "world religions": Max Müller, the 19th century founder of the discipline of 

religious studies, for example, included eight (Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism, Daoism, 

Zoroastrianism, Judaism, Christianity and Islam), but his list was sometimes adapted in the 20th 

century by the omission of Zoroastrianism (which originated in ancient Iran) and the addition of 

Shintoism (Japan's indigenous religion). 

 A recent guide to world religions, edited by Mircea Eliade and other prominent scholars of religion, 

identifies 33 "world religions"! In this module we will limit ourselves to the Abrahamic (Judaism, 

Christianity and Islam) and Eastern (Hinduism and Buddhism, but not Confucianism and Daoism) 

religious traditions, but we will crucially attend to the academic study of African indigenous religion 

in the next study unit and conclude the module with a discussion of contemporary religious 

movements. 

1.6  The structure of this module 
The structure of this module follows from the above discussion. We begin with African indigenous 

religion(s), then analyse Abrahamic and Asian religions, and conclude with contemporary religious 

movements. Although many introductions to a study of the world's religions discuss the older Asian 

religions before Abrahamic religions, we decided to start with the Abrahamic cluster, since most of 

our students are more familiar with it. Within the clusters, however, we keep to the chronological 

sequence of the religions' emergence. This means that, within the Abrahamic cluster, we follow the 

sequence Judaism-Christianity-Islam, and within the Asian cluster the sequence Hinduism-Buddhism. 

Each study unit will begin with a brief introduction to the academic study of the religious tradition 

under discussion. We will then, in accordance with our working definition (i.e. the adapted definition 

1 we examined at the beginning of this study unit), discuss the basic beliefs (myths and teachings), 

practices (rituals and festivals) and institutions of the religion, and relate these to the values within 

the religious tradition. The scriptures in which these dimensions are expressed, will be discussed as 

far as the written word is relevant to a specific religious tradition. 

Since a presentation according to the above themes may give the impression that the religion is a 

fixed, unchanging essence, it will be followed with a historical survey of the development of the 

tradition. This will add crucial historical nuances to the preceding thematic discussion, since it will 
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give you an indication of the changing nature of the religious tradition (i.e., when, where and in 

which social-political contexts the concepts, beliefs, practices, institutions and values concerned 

were introduced during the history of the religion). The historical survey will attend not only to the 

emergence and development of each religion, but also to the ways in which it reacted to modernity 

and its contemporary manifestations – particularly within the South African context. As should be 

clear from our discussion of critical and postmodern approaches to religion, it will be necessary 

briefly to discuss the problematic areas of gender and politics in respect of these religious traditions. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Activity 1.6 

Look at the table of contents of this study guide. Then read the outcomes for each study unit. This should 

give you an idea of the scope of this module and the issues to be studied. 

Feedback 

Let us repeat what we have already said a few times above, simply because it is crucial that you should 

gain a clear understanding of the structure of this module, which intends to introduce you to the world's 

religions. 

We will study the following material in consecutive study units: 

 African indigenous religion(s): San hunter-gatherers and Bantu-speaking farmers in southern 

Africa 

 Abrahamic religions: Judaism, Christianity, Islam 

 Asian religions: Hinduism, Buddhism 

 Contemporary religious movements 

In each of these study units we will examine the following aspects of the particular religious tradition in 

accordance with our adapted definition 1: 

 its beliefs (i.e. basic concepts, teachings and myths  or sacred stories) 

 its practices (i.e. rituals and festivals) 

 its institutions (i.e. its social, political and economic organisation) 

 its values (specifically its power relations) 

 its scriptures (where relevant) 

 its history (to show how the above themes emerged and changed over time) 
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Study unit 2: African indigenous 
religion(s) 

by Johan Strijdom 

 

 

2.1  The academic study of African indigenous religion(s) 
The term "indigenous" refers to the first or original inhabitants of a territory. Thus in Canada and the 

USA the term "first peoples" is used to refer to the Inuit (Eskimo) and native Americans ("native" 

from the Latin term natus, which means "born"), while in Australia the term "aborigines" (from the 

Latin ab origine, "from the origin") is commonly used for its first inhabitants. 

Historians challenge the conceptualisation of "indigenity" as referring to an unchanging, fossilised, 

pure essence. They instead emphasise the changing and hybrid nature of all cultures and religions, 

ascribing such changes primarily to migration and interaction with other groups.  

In the case of African indigenous religions it is helpful to describe the changes that occurred in terms 

of precolonial, colonial and postcolonial encounters. Since no written records are available for the 

precolonial period, the historian has to rely to a large extent on archaeological evidence and 

comparative anthropological fieldwork among oral societies. For the colonial period the historian 

does, of course, have written records, but these must always be critically analysed due to the racist 

prejudices that European colonial authors typically showed towards African cultures and religions, 

believing them to be a "primitive" phase within an evolutionary scheme. Finally, the persistence of 

elements of African indigenous religions in postcolonial African states cannot be understood without 

attending to their changing function within the context of modern state formations. 

In this study unit we will briefly look at the following two case studies to illustrate recent academic 

studies of African indigenous religion(s): 

Outcomes 

After completing this study unit, you should be able to demonstrate 

 an understanding of what the academic study of African indigenous religion(s) involves 

 knowledge of the basic beliefs, practices, institutions, oral transmission and historical 

developments of African indigenous religion(s) 

 engagement with a selection of critical issues in African indigenous religion(s) 

 the ability to compare the religion of the San hunter-gatherers with that of Bantu-speakers, and 

on the basis of that nuanced comparison to argue whether one should speak of African 

indigenous religion(s) in the singular or in the plural . 

 the ability to produce and communicate information on and insight into African indigenous 

religion(s) accurately and coherently in assigned tasks  
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 the religion of San hunter-gatherers, particularly as evidenced in Drakensberg rock paintings, 

and the current predicament of the San 

 the religion of traditional African farmers in southern Africa and its transformation in colonial, 

apartheid and post-apartheid contexts 

After completing the study unit, you should be able to offer a historically nuanced comparison and 

critical assessment of the traditional religion(s) of San hunter-gatherers and Bantu-speaking farmers 

in southern Africa. On the basis of this comparison, you should be able to determine whether, in 

southern Africa, it is appropriate to speak of "African indigenous religion" in the singular or of 

"African indigenous religions" in the plural. 

2.2  First case study: The religion of San hunter-gatherers as 

evidenced in Drakensberg rock paintings, and their current 

predicament 
On the basis of language, territory and history, anthropologists typically draw a distinction between 

the following two groups of African indigenous peoples in southern Africa:  

 San hunter-gatherers  

 traditional African farmers  

You will encounter the words "Bushman" and "Bantu" in academic literature, but these terms are 

currently seen as derogatory and should therefore be used with sensitivity when you speak and 

write about African indigenous religions in southern Africa. The term "San" is now preferred to 

"Bushman" (even though "San" too used to be a derogatory word, since it was invented by Khoikhoi 

herders to refer to vagrants). "Bantu speakers" used in reference to a linguistic group seems to be 

more acceptable than "Bantu"  – a term that was abused under apartheid. Here we will use 

"traditional African farmers" and "indigenous Bantu speakers" interchangeably.  

As our first case study of African indigenous religion we consider the religion of San hunter-

gatherers. We will pay particular attention to the rock paintings in Drakensberg shelters as evidence 

of the traditional San religion, but will also comment on the changes that San religion has undergone 

and its current situation. 

These San hunter-gatherers were the earliest human inhabitants of southern Africa, and have 

populated the area since Neolithic times. Although there was a division of labour between men as 

hunters of game and women as gatherers of edible plants, the gender relationship was fairly equal. 

They lived in relatively small, egalitarian bands throughout southern Africa, were genetically quite 

diverse, and probably spoke diverse click languages (if we assume that the linguistic diversity of the 

past 500 years applied to earlier periods as well).  

Anthropologists distinguish between the northern, southern and southeastern San, and argue that 
although these groups could not understand each other's languages, they did share some 
fundamental beliefs and rituals. We will focus specifically on the evidence of San religion that 
Drakensberg rock paintings have provided. 
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2.2.1 Beliefs 
It is amply clear from the Drakensberg rock paintings that these San believed in a spirit realm beyond 

the tangible world around them, a spoirit realm that was represented by the paintings on the 

surface of the rock face. This spirit world was inhabited by strange rain and spirit animals, humans 

with the heads of eland or smaller antelope and cloven hoofs, as well as the malevolent spirits of 

some of the dead.  

San shamans, while in a trance, often imagined climbing a rope to the spirit world, where they would 

plead with the supreme creator god and receive supernatural potency to heal the sick, facilitate 

success in the hunt and make rain. In the rock paintings this rope is represented as a thin red line 

fringed with white dots that intertwines spirit animals and human-like beings. The belief system was 

Activity 2.1 

Study the following map of southern Africa and identify the traditional territories of the northern, southern 
and southeastern San groups.  

 

 

Feedback 

The northern San, also known as the Kalahari San, traditionally lived in today's northeast Namibia and 

central Botswana. The southern San, known as the /Xam (the diacritical sign indicates a click sound), lived in 

the semi-arid western and central area of contemporary South Africa. The southeastern San, who created 

the Drakensberg rock paintings, were decimated in the 19th century due to the arrival of European colonists. 
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thus linked to the hunt (the primary mode of existence among traditional San hunter-gatherers), but 

also served to bind them together as a group. 

Veneration of ancestors did not feature in the religion of traditional hunter-gatherers. Thus the 

pygmy hunter-gatherers in the central African forest simply covered a dead relative with branches 

and moved on, so that the corpse could again become part of the spirit of the forest. When a San 

hunter was accidentally hit by a poisonous arrow, a 19th century observer recorded, no attempt was 

made to save him. He was carried to the camp, where he took leave of his wife and children: "I who 

was bringing them meat die … I shall not see you again; for the time to talk is over. I am still, I shall 

not speak in the darkness" (Lewis-Williams 2011:54–55). After he had been buried, his wife left the 

camp to join her father's band, where her brothers taught her sons how to make arrows and hunt. 

 

 
 

2.2.2  Practices 
The most important ritual among the San was the trance dance. Traditionally men with rattles 

around their lower legs danced for hours on end around a fire at night, using short steps, to the 

rhythmic clapping and singing of women. Eventually some fell into a trance, which they believed 

enabled them to enter the spirit realm. It was in this altered state of consciousness that the 

Drakensberg shamans had visions of therianthropes and rain animals. The purpose of the ritual 

dance was to enter the spirit realm, where spiritual potency  or supernatural power would be 

acquired to effect healing and bring rain for the group. 

In the Drakensberg rock paintings humans are often depicted as bending forward, their arms thrown 

back, their noses bleeding. This is indicative of their being in a state of trance. The presence of 

representations of fish and eels may connote the shaman's experience of the altered state as being 

submerged under water. 

In addition to effecting healing, the trance dance also served to bring rain. The San of the 

Drakensberg conceived of rain as a bull (the heavy thunderstorm) or a cow (the soft, soaking rain). 

The task of a special San shaman was to capture the latter in the spirit realm and to lead her to the 

place where such rain was needed. In the rock paintings rain cows show unique features, which 

were probably linked to individual shamans. 

Recommended activity 

We recommend that you take a moment to look at a few San rock paintings of strange spirit animals and 

hybrid humans (the technical term for the latter is "therianthropes"). You will find such images at the 

African Rock Art Digital Archive (www.sarada.co.za) and at the Bradshaw Foundation's Rock Art Archives 

(www.bradshawfoundation.com/rari/). The Rock Art Research Institute at the University of the 

Witwatersrand (Wits) is devoted to research on sub-Saharan African rock art 

(www.wits.ac.za/academic/science/geography/research/5616/rock_art_research_institute.html). Our 

notes on San religion, as evidenced in Drakensberg rock paintings, are largely based on two books by David 

Lewis-Williams, a former director of this institute, namely: Images of mystery: rock art of the Drakensberg 

(2003) and San rock art (2011). We recommend these books, should you want to explore further. 

http://www.wits.ac.za/academic/science/geography/research/5616/rock_art_research_institute.html
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Neuropsychological research on altered states of consciousness has been used to understand San 

visions as represented in the Drakensberg shelters. In a light trance people universally experience a 

vortex or tunnel and see flashes of light and geometric patterns, which in the case of the San cave 

paintings appear in the form of white spots and threads. In the deepest trance state, people may see 

(or rather, hallucinate) hybrids of animals and humans, which in the case of the Drakensberg San 

were culturally determined as eland or smaller antelope with human heads.  It must be emphasised, 

of course, that the Drakensberg San would not have understood their visions as neuropsychological 

reactions induced by rhythmic rituals, but as encounters with an actual spirit realm that was 

believed to affect healing and bring about rain. 

 

2.2.3  Institutions and values 
Although the San traditionally distinguished between male hunters (of wild animals) and female 

gatherers (of edible food in the wild), their social structure was relatively egalitarian with no chiefs 

or kings. Both men and women could fall into a trance, although men tended to do so mostly. 

Shamans who entered the spirit realm held a special status, but were expected to use the 

supernatural power that they obtained in the spirit realm to the benefit of their kinship group (see 

below on the way their role changed when they encountered African farmers). 

2.2.4  Oral transmission rather than sacred scriptures 
The San had no sacred scriptures, but transmitted their indigenous religion by means of oral stories, 
songs, ritual dances and rock paintings.  

2.2.5  History  
Three different groups of people that arrived in southern Africa during the past 2 000 years 

challenged the continuing existence of the San and profoundly influenced and changed their culture 

and religion: 

 Khoikhoi herders (formerly called "Hottentots", which is now considered derogatory) migrated 

southward into the western part of Southern Africa and attracted some hunter-gatherer San to 

their herding way of life. The term "Khoisan" is used for these assimilated groups. 

 Bantu-speaking farmers migrated southward and settled in the northern and eastern coastal 

parts of southern Africa, where they lived in villages, grew crops and tended livestock. Although 

they developed relationships with the San of the Drakensberg (especially in the Eastern Cape by 

intermarriage, which accounts for the many click sounds in isiXhosa), they were more powerful 

and through their occupation of land limited the Sans' access to game. San shamans came to be 

respected by these African farmers, however; they were often employed by their chiefs as 

rainmakers, and probably sometimes taught their diviners. 

 European colonists, who brought their guns and horses, decimated the San hunter-gatherers. In 

the Drakensberg the San disappeared as a group. The San that have remained in the western 

part of South Africa are marginalised and extremely poor, despite the post-apartheid 

Recommended activity 

We recommend that you now search the websites in the previous recommended activity for Drakensberg 

rock paintings that depict ritual trance dances and contain elements indicative of San trances (e.g. nasal 

bleeding, forward bending, arms thrown backward). 
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government's attempt to restore their dignity by using the extinct /Xam language for the 

national motto and two San men greeting each other in the national coat of arms. In South 

Africa some San groups have been successful in reclaiming traditional land, where they now 

attempt to market their traditional culture and religion to tourists (even though they have been 

profoundly influenced and changed by Christianity and Afrikaans). In Botswana, however, the 

government has been less accommodating to the San of the Kalahari. A transnational movement 

of indigenous peoples, actively supported by the United Nations, has been agitating since the 

1990s for the recognition and improvement of human rights for indigenous groups within 

nation-states worldwide. 

 

 

2.3  Second case study: The religion of traditional African farmers 

("Bantu-speaking villagers") in Southern Africa and its 

transformation in colonial, apartheid and post-apartheid contexts 
Although the first African farmers arrived in Southern Africa probably in around 300 CE, the 

ancestors of the majority of today's Bantu speakers in Southern Africa migrated from eastern Africa 

around the 10th century CE and as the stronger group, they incorporated those earlier farmers into 

their own culture. Anthropologists distinguish between two main groups: 

 Nguni speakers (the ancestors of today's Swazi, Zulu and Xhosa speakers) settled along the east 

coast, living in beehive huts around a central cattle enclosure (kraal) in relatively small villages. 

At the head of each homestead was an elderly patriarch, usually married to a number of wives 

who each had her own hut, its position spatially determined by her place in the hierarchy of 

wives. A number of homesteads would form a clan under the authority of a chief, giving rise to 

larger settlements. In the early 19th century a mighty Zulu empire was created under Shaka, 

who as warrior king (chief of chiefs) not only conquered and united several Nguni clans, but also 

disrupted and displaced many other groups of African farmers. Although the Nguni of the 

eastern Cape (collectively known as the Xhosa) also had elderly males acting as the heads of 

homesteads, chiefs over villages and kings reigning over the chiefs, their kingdoms never 

Recommended activities 

 Draw a map of Southern Africa and indicate the traditional territories of the San and the African 

farmers with whom they interacted (specifically the Zulu, Xhosa, and Sotho-Tswana). In which ways 

did the encounter between Bantu-speaking villagers and the San change the traditional culture and 

religion of the San hunter-gatherers?  

 When did Europeans move from the coast into the interior? Indicate their routes. Who were these 

colonists? In which ways did the encounter between the San and the colonists change the culture and 

religion of the San?  

 For the most recent information regarding the Kalahari San in Botswana, search for documentaries on 

the web and share with us on myUnisa. 

 Are labels like "San", "Zulu", "Xhosa", "Sotho" – or "Afrikaner"/"Boer" – of any use today? Or: To what 

uses are these labels put today? What role does religion play in these identifications? Discuss your 

ideas on myUnisa. 
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expanded and were never unified to the same extent as the kingdom of the Zulu. The Swazi to 

the north of the Zulu developed their own kingdom in the 19th century. 

 Sotho-Tswana speakers settled on the central interior plateau and in the northern part of South 

Africa as well as in Botswana (the very name Botswana is derived from the language that is 

spoken by the majority within its territory). They developed larger settlements than the Nguni 

speakers, the chief's homestead or king's residence separated from the homes of commoners 

(they lived in thatched rondavels that were unlike the Zulu beehive huts). As patriarchal leader 

the chief owned both the cattle and the land. 

We need to stress, however, that these ethnic and linguistic distinctions were more fluid than the 

rigid identities that the apartheid state attempted to institutionalise. We already noted the 

interaction between the San and the Xhosa above. The same can be said for these Bantu-speaking 

groups. Intermarriages, migrations, trade and warfare inevitably resulted in intercultural exchanges. 

The arrival of Western colonists and Christianity profoundly changed African cultural and religious 

identities, as we shall see below and in the study unit on Christianity. 

We will discuss the traditional religion of Bantu speakers in South Africa as a single entity, focusing 

on examples derived from Nguni and Sotho-Tswana speakers. We will base our discussion mostly on 

the following two books by David Chidester, professor in religious studies at the University of Cape 

Town: 

 Chidester, D. 1992. Religions of South Africa. London: Routledge. 
 Chidester, D. 2012. Wild religion: tracking the sacred in South Africa. Berkeley: University of 

California Press. 
 

2.3.1  Beliefs 
Both Nguni and Sotho-Tswana speakers traditionally believed in a spirit realm that was invisible to 

normal human beings and inhabited by a Supreme Being and ancestral spirits. The following should 

be noted regarding this spirit realm: 

 The Supreme Being created and ultimately maintained everything, but was generally believed to 
be remote from human beings and therefore did not require direct worship. We should note 
further: 

o In the Sotho languages he (or rather "it") was known as Modimo, a genderless, mystic 
power believed to be the source of all life. 

o In isiZulu he was known as uMvelinqangi, "the one who appeared first", or uNkulunkulu, 
"the great, great one". He was believed to live in the sky (iNkosi yeZulu "Lord of the sky") 
and to be the ultimate source (Uhlanga) of everything. Only in exceptional cases, for 
example during times of severe drought, was he approached on special hills in KwaZulu-
Natal. 

o In addition to this male High God, Zulu speakers traditionally believed in a female deity 
or divine princess, Nomkhubulwane, who was believed to be linked to the virginity of 
maidens as well as rain and the fertility of the earth – aspects that were crucial to 
farmers. 

 Ancestral spirits (amadlozi in isiZulu, badimo in the Sotho languages) referred to parents 

(mostly elderly men amongst Nguni and Sotho-Tswana speakers) who died, entered the 

spirit realm and were believed to intervene in the daily lives of their descendants. They 

were therefore also referred to as "the living dead". They were believed to be responsible 
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not only for the well-being of family members who duly honoured them, but also for 

occasionally sending misfortune and illness to family members who neglected or showed 

disrespect towards them. To appease angry ancestral spirits, ritual offerings of beer or 

sacrifices of domesticated animals had to be made by the patriarchal head of the family. 

Ancestors of chiefs and kings were believed to have a wider political influence than those 

of ordinary people.  
In the 19th century ancestral beliefs became a means to reaffirm attachment to a specific territory in 

opposition to colonial invasions. Under modern conditions of industrial capitalism, when young men 

and women migrated to cities in search of work, ancestral beliefs assumed an economic function. 

Since the ancestors were believed to reside in their original homes, migrant workers would typically 

send money that they earned back to their rural families. 

Evil that befell a family or clan might be ascribed not only to displeased ancestral spirits, but also to 

witches. Whereas angry ancestral spirits might be appeased by the appropriate ritual means, 

witches were believed to have inherited their evil character and could not be pacified. They were 

seen as inherently evil people, who used supernatural forces to inflict misfortune, illness and 

untimely death on innocent victims. Diviners were consulted to determine whether misfortune or 

illness was caused by an angry ancestral spirit or a witch. If the latter, the diviner would identify the 

witch (often an old, antisocial woman), who was expected to confess publicly and compensate for 

the harm done, or be expelled and in extreme cases killed. (See below on colonial laws and 

contemporary human rights interventions that have attempted to eradicate the practice of witch 

hunts.) 

2.3.2  Practices 
We have already referred to domestic rites that the patriarchal head of a homestead was 

traditionally expected to conduct in honour of the family's ancestors. The most important domestic 

rituals were offerings to the ancestral spirits in the form of beer libations and animal sacrifices. The 

latter was followed by a communal meal, which joined the extended family in joyful celebration. 

In addition to these domestic ritual practices, we may distinguish between life-cycle rituals and 

seasonal festivals. 

Important transitions in an individual's life (birth, initiation, marriage, death) were traditionally 

accompanied by special rituals. These are technically known as life-cycle rituals or rites of passage, 

and carried significance not only for the individual but also for the wider group. 

 At birth, it was traditionally believed, a child entered a homestead from the ancestral spirit 
realm – a dangerous transition, which required an appropriate ritual response. The mother, 
considered to be in a state of ritual pollution and posing a risk to those who come into contact 
with her, remained in isolation for about 10 days in the company of married women only. 
Subsequently a sacrifice to the homestead's ancestors marked the incorporation of the child into 
the patriarchal lineage. 

 Initiation rituals marked the transition from adolescence to adulthood, and traditionally served 
to prepare the young for marriage and procreation. The ritual sequence typically required the 
separation of the initiates, their instruction about their roles as adults, and their eventual 
reincorporation as adults into their communities. 
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During the instruction phase, boys were taught about their role as husbands and warriors. In the 

Xhosa and Sotho-Tswana traditions, initiation of boys was accompanied by circumcision. Under 

Shaka the practice was abolished for young Zulu men, since he needed strong warriors, but King 

Zwelithini recently reintroduced it for Zulu initiates as a potential means to combat the spread of 

HIV/AIDS. 

Girls traditionally underwent less elaborate initiation rituals, during which they were taught about 

their domestic duties as wives and mothers. 

These initiation rituals traditionally served to reinforce hierarchical power relations, specifically the 

domination of women by men in the homestead and the subservience of all to the authority of the 

chief (or king). 

The unequal power relations between men and women were particularly marked in the traditional 

role of women in marriage, the practice of polygamy and the payment of bride wealth (lobola). The 

primary task of a woman was to obey her husband, work in the fields and produce offspring to her 

husband's lineage.  

Bride wealth, traditionally paid in cattle to the father of the bride, did not in the first place serve to 

seal a bond between the individual husband and wife, but a bond between the extended families. 

On the one hand it compensated the father of the bride for the loss of his daughter's labour power 

in a subsistence agricultural economy. On the other hand it was also intended as a mechanism to 

regulate the proper behaviour between husband and wife: should a husband mistreat his wife, she 

might return to her father, who might keep the bride wealth; and should the wife disobey her 

husband or fail to work in the fields or to give birth to children, the husband might send her back to 

her father and demand that the bride wealth be returned. 

If at birth someone entered the visible world from the invisible spirit world, it was believed that, at 

death, he/she returned to the spirit world – once again a dangerous transition that called for specific 

rituals. Like birth, death brought pollution and involved women in major ways. Not only were 

women traditionally responsible for the ritual preparation of the corpse for burial, but they also 

served as mourners in the funerary ritual. 

In Zulu tradition, re-entry into the spirit world of the ancestors did not occur at the moment of 

death, but only a year after death, when a special sacrifice was performed "to bring the ancestral 

spirit home" (known as the ukubuyisa ritual). The oldest male member of the family officiated at the 

blood sacrifice and a festive meal with beer followed. Subsequently the ancestral spirit would be 

expected to be actively involved in the lives of his descendants. 

Seasonal festivals/ceremonies were collective rituals, often performed in the interest of those who 

held political power. Two examples from the Zulu tradition  were: 

 the four-day reed dance festival in September with invited virgin girls dancing at the king's 
palace, thus enacting the myth of one, pure Zulu nation under their king 

 the annual harvest or first-fruits festival with its sacrifice of a bull, which too served to 
sanction royal power 
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Activity 2.2, part 1 

1. Read the following section from Chidester's (1992:26-28) analysis of the Zulu first-fruits festival, and 

then answer the subsequent question. 

In ritual, these new political relations of state building [i.e. the establishment and expansion of a Zulu 

kingdom under Shaka in the early nineteenth century] – domination, incorporation, and exclusion – were 

reflected in the privileged, exclusive claims advanced by Zulu royalty to ownership of the first-fruits festival. 

As chief-of-chiefs, the Zulu king used the annual umkosi ceremony as an occasion to reinforce his privileged, 

hierarchical authority over all incorporated chiefs and commoners. For a few days prior to the ceremony, 

the king was treated with purifying, strengthening medicines. The king also acted out his domination by 

jumping over various objects that symbolized enemies of the kingdom. When people had gathered at the 

king's court for the festival, chanting, drumming, and striking shields and spears, the king emerged to dance 

with the army. The royal dance song contained the refrain – "They hate him, they hate the king" – which 

placed the entire festival within the context of military conflict. 

In the evening a black bull that had been captured from an enemy group was sacrificed. Having been treated 

by a specialist, the meat was distributed to warriors, the gall to the king. At that point in the ceremony, the 

Zulu royal symbol, the inkatha, a ring wound together out of straw from the entrances of several huts, soil 

from footprints, grass on which the army had slept, and vomit from the royal family, was taken apart, 

treated with medicines, and rebound. Symbolizing Zulu unity, the inkatha also signified the privileged, 

dominant position of the royal household in this religious ideology of kingship. On the first day of the first-

fruits festival, celebration was focused exclusively on the political and military power claimed by the king. 

On the morning of the second day, the ritual addressed the fruits of the harvest. The king performed a 

ceremony with gourds that were taken from a basket to be thrown and shattered against the shields of the 

warriors. The king took the final gourd, threw it on the ground, and stamped on it to signify the crushing of 

an enemy. Taking the mush from the ground, the king threw it toward the sun, invoking the favour of the 

heavens over enemies on earth. After the king was cleansed with medicines and a ritual bath, the festival 

ended with a feast, celebrated with dancing by the army and the king. At the conclusion of the feast, the 

king's councillor proclaimed new laws, an occasion that could allow for public discussion and dispute, but 

nevertheless a conclusion to the ceremony that reinforced the king's legal jurisdiction over the kingdom ... . 

The martial opening and the legislative closing of the umkosi ceremony suggested that a first-fruits ritual 

had been incorporated into a new rite of power, as it was placed between military and legal ceremonies that 

reinforced the sacred, royal power of the king. Rather than celebrating the first fruits under the authority of 

a homestead, or a lineage, or even a chiefdom, this Zulu ceremony was a rite of power implicated in the 

power relations of state building. Fertility, therefore, while always having had political implications, was 

clearly submerged under the centralized military and legal authority of the king in this ritual enactment of 

Zulu royal ideology. 

Ironically, that centralized authority was itself decentred by the destruction of the Zulu kingdom after 1879 

... . Under colonial domination, royal ritual assumed an ambivalent character, both resisting and 

accommodating new power relations. During the 1920s and 1930s, Zulu royalists tried to revive the religious 

status of the king. Under South African law, however, the Governor-General (later, the State President) had 

been declared Supreme Chief of All Nations, holding the authority to appoint or dismiss all chiefs under his 

domain. South African law, therefore, represented new relations of power under which royal or chiefly ritual 

was submerged. … Obviously, under the military and legal force of colonialism, the politics of religious rites 

of power had changed radically by the twentieth century. 

You have probably noted that in our discussion of traditional beliefs and practices amongst Bantu speakers 

we have used the past tense. After reading this passage from Chidester, could you think of a reason why 

we did so? Would you agree with the use of the past tense? 
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Feedback 

The past tense is used here as a strategy to avoid the representation of indigenous African religion as "a 

timeless present", and to emphasise instead that many of these traditional elements have undergone 

profound changes in form and function due to the encounter with Western modernity (i.e. colonialism, 

Christian conversion, capitalist industrialisation and urbanisation and the postcolonial state). In the above 

extract we followed the history of the ritual only up to colonialism, but it had an afterlife with new 

functions under apartheid and in the post-apartheid state. We will touch on this again in the historical 

section below, but the next reading will already prepare you for that. 

Activity 2.2, part 2 

Now read the following analysis by Chidester (2012:132–133) of the Zulu reed dance festival, and again 

answer the subsequent question. 

The Royal Reed Dance Festival, as advertised on a tourist website, promises a "vibrant celebration of 

Zululand's traditional culture and rich heritage". Convened once a year, in September, at the palace of the 

Zulu king, this festival draws thousands of Zulu participants, "more than 10,000 invited virgin girls," and, of 

course, tourists, who can witness the ceremony as part of a package that includes touring sugarcane fields, 

wildlife reserves, magnificent coastlines, and "undulating hills and valleys silently speaking to your soul with 

its natural beauty". 

Performed over four days, the Reed Dance enacts the ritual unity of a Zulu nation that is embodied in the 

ritual purity of young women. As the tourist site explains: "The royal reed dance festival in Zululand 

illustrates the proud heritage of the Zulu nation and plays a huge part in the unification of the nation's 

people and the king. To ensure ritual purity, only virgin girls are permitted to partake in the ceremony. 

There are many myths surrounding the festival, one is that if a girl is not pure her reed will break when 

presenting it to the King, publicly disgracing her and her community."  

Not to be missed in any tourist itinerary, this festival draws together themes that have also not been missed 

in cultural studies of invented traditions, ethno-tourism, and manufactured heritage.  

For a historian of religions, however, the evocation of myths and rituals is a different kind of invitation to 

visit this dance of traditional culture and rich heritage. Focusing on ritual, for example, we must notice how 

the emphasis on ritual purity, which is specifically cast as female virginity that is performatively 

demonstrated in a public display, is underwritten by a myth that national unity depends upon sexual purity. 

You will note that the present instead of past tense is used here. Why this change from past tense in the 

previous extract to present tense here? 
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2.3.3  Institutions and values 
We have already seen that the following male figures traditionally dominated in the indigenous 

religion of African Bantu speakers: 

(1)  In the homestead, the patriarchal head exercised his authority over the extended family. 

Chidester (1992:5) aptly captures his role: 

As a centre of power relations … the homestead was supported by religious beliefs and 
practices that reinforced unequal, hierarchical power relations between males 
and females, adults and children, and the older and younger members of the 
homestead. The oldest, adult, male member of the homestead performed the role 
of ritual elder, but he also had an interest in the labour power and reproductive 
power of his subordinates in the homestead. Invoking the jural authority of the 
ancestors, ritual elders implicated ancestor religion in those relations of power 
that controlled the homestead, the basic unit of production in economic and 
social life. 

 

(2)  In politics, the chief exercised his traditional authority over a number of homesteads that 

formed a village under his control, whereas the king (chief of chiefs) exercised his authority 

over a number of villages brought under his control within a particular territory. Here, again, is 

Chidester's (1992:5) concise formulation: 

The chiefdom represented a larger sphere of political authority that encompassed 
homesteads. But often that authority extended only to a chief's claim to being the 
wealthiest homestead head among a coalition of homesteads. Nevertheless, 
religious beliefs and practices associated with a chiefdom were also implicated in 
power relations, especially when chiefs sometimes held a centralized power to 
distribute land and cattle to subjects. On this larger social scale, the chief stood at 
the apex of power relations that were simultaneously religious and political, 

Feedback 

In this passage Chidester analyses the present economic, gender and political functions of the collective 

ritual. Unfortunately space does not allow us to quote his full analysis here, in which he relates this ritual 

to the past (including the impact of Christian missionary interventions on Zulu notions of sexual purity), to 

the recent introduction of virginity testing as a response to HIV/AIDS, and to president Zuma's invocation 

of Zulu tradition in explaining his polygamous household and extramarital child. The important point that 

you need to note, however, is that a historian of religion does not essentialise religious beliefs, practices 

and institutions, but foregrounds their changing form and function within new social-political contexts. 

Recommended activity 

Do a Google search for video clips on the Zulu reed dance festival and other indigenous rituals of Bantu 

speakers (e.g. initiation, burial and animal sacrifice), and discuss what you find on myUnisa. As a student of 

religion, ensure that you always read and observe critically, as you have just learned from the previous 

activity! 
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responsible not only for political authority, legal administration, or military 
defence, but also for the ritual strengthening of the land. In the nineteenth 
century, the rise of powerful states, such as the Zulu, Swazi, or Pedi kingdoms, 
was invested with the emergence of royal ideologies that distinguished between 
aristocratic and common chiefdoms in a new kind of political order, but also 
subjugated or excluded chiefdoms on the periphery. … The power relations of 
political authority, therefore, involved religion in a different range of symbolic, 
social projects than the ancestor religion anchored in a single homestead. 

 

We need to say more about indigenous diviners – an institution that is crucial to understanding how 

the religious system of Bantu speakers traditionally worked. After having experienced a calling and 

undergone a special initiation, the diviner (isangoma in isiZulu, San-derived igqira in isiXhosa, and 

ngaka in Sesotho/Setswana) was believed to have special access to the spirit realm. This access, it 

was believed, gave him or her (most Nguni diviners were female, and most Sotho-Tswana diviners 

were male) the power to divine the causes of misfortune by means of special techniques (e.g. by 

falling into a trance or by throwing bones) and to prescribe remedies. The diviner could, for example, 

identify an angry ancestor as the reason for illness in a family, or "smell out" a witch as the cause of 

an untimely death. In the former instance the diviner might prescribe a sacrifice to placate the 

ancestor and effect healing, and in the latter instance he/she might suggest the expulsion or killing 

of the inherently evil witch as the solution to the problem. 

Diviners operated in domestic as well as political spheres, and thus could exert considerable 

influence on the power interests of individuals, chiefs and kings, which sometimes resulted in 

competition and conflict. Chidester (1992:20) recounts the following pertinent case of a chief who 

asserted his power over that of diviners in his territory: 

In the political arena, diviners might … come into conflict with … the authority of chiefs. 
For example, the early nineteenth-century Tswana chief Kgama I once set a test for all 
the diviners under his jurisdiction. Announcing that he was sick, Kgama invited all the 
doctors to divine the cause of his illness. After casting their dice and bones, most 
specialists divined that the chief had been bewitched. Only two discerned that there was 
actually nothing wrong with him. As a result of this test, Kgama declared that most of 
the diviners were ignorant frauds. He decreed that they would be forbidden to continue 
in their practice, ordering the burning of their divining bones and medicine bags. Only 
diviners who lived in the wards of the two specialists who had divined correctly would 
be allowed to continue practicing their arts. In this act, therefore, Kgama did not merely 
indicate a certain scepticism about the practices of religious specialists; he asserted his 
chiefly religious and political authority over the sacred knowledge and power that those 
specialists represented. 

 
A distinction is often made between diviners and herbalists (Chidester uses the term "sacred 

specialists" for both). The latter focused on the healing of illnesses by prescribing medicines derived 

from plants and animals. In addition they would often call on ancestral spirits, just like the diviners. 

Diviners, however, specialised first and foremost in techniques of obtaining spiritual power over 

illness, misfortune and evil, and might use medicine as an additional resource. We will note the 

impact of Western modernity on traditional healers below. 
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2.3.4  Oral transmission rather than sacred scriptures 
Traditionally the beliefs and myths of Bantu-speaking farmers were transmitted orally from one 

generation to the next. Although one would assume that some changes were introduced as the 

sacred stories were retold in new circumstances during precolonial times, it was only with the 

advent of writing in southern Africa that changes that resulted from the profound impact of the 

colonial context on indigenous oral traditions could really be studied and described with some 

accuracy. For example, when 19th century missionaries debated the term that could be used for God 

in their translations of the Bible into isiZulu, they differed on whether uNkulunkulu would be 

appropriate. In more remote areas this term was used by Zulu speakers for the ancestor of a specific 

group, in other areas which were to some extent influenced by Christianity it could refer to the 

ancestor of universal humanity, and in areas where missionaries had the greatest impact it would 

refer to a Supreme Being. The fact that uNkulunkulu was accepted as the term for God in the 

translation of the Bible into isiZulu resulted in the suppression of the first two meanings and the 

prioritisation of the third.  

2.3.5  History 
In our exposition so far we have already drawn your attention to ways in which the indigenous 

religion of Bantu speakers has changed. If you have missed them, please reread the preceding 

paragraphs and identify these examples. In the paragraphs below, we highlight the following further 

cases to show you how traditional myths, rituals and institutions of Bantu speakers in southern 

Africa have been transformed in colonial, apartheid and post-apartheid contexts. 

(1) Reinterpreted myths.  In the 19th century Zulu speakers reinterpreted their creation 

myths in at least two ways in response to the colonial context. In one version 

uNkulunkulu created not only male and female, but also black and white people. Black 

people were given the land and white people were given the sea. The improvised myth 

thus served to legitimate the entitlement of the Zulu people to a specific territory, from 

which white colonists were to be excluded. It was therefore believed that the colonists 

came from and belonged to the sea; the land was not theirs, since uNkulunkulu had 

divided the spheres in this way at the very beginning (a good example of the 

construction and essentialist use of primordial myth).  

 

Another version of the creation myth, which relates how the first human beings 

emerged from a bed of reeds, was reinterpreted to explain the subordination of Zulu 

speakers to white colonists. According to the myth, black people emerged first, but with 

very little (meagre clothing and spears). White people, however, remained much longer 

in the bed of reeds, and eventually emerged with much more (wagons, ploughs, clothes, 

guns, writing), which enabled them to dominate black people. The implication of this 

version was that black people had to submit to and learn from white colonists in order 

to gain access to the same knowledge and power. Whereas the first version of the myth 

resisted colonial invasion, the second conformed to colonial ideology. 

(2)  Renewed performances of rituals. We noted above the changes that 

circumcision rituals and festivals (the harvest festival of first fruits and the reed dance) 

have undergone in the Zulu tradition during the past two centuries.  
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In addition to considering the debate around indigenous rituals in the public domain 

(e.g. in various forums, in newspapers, on television and on the internet), it is crucial 

that we should consider their ambiguous place in South African law. On the one 

hand the Constitution promotes respect for religious diversity and protects the right 

of adherents of traditional religion (and of all other religions) to practise their rituals 

freely. On the other hand the question regarding how far this freedom should 

extend and at what point it should be limited, is fiercely debated. Animal rights 

activists, for example, have protested the ritual killing of a bull at the Zulu harvest 

festival and took their case to court some years ago in an attempt to stop the 

practice (although they lost the case on technical grounds). Human rights activists, 

as a further example, have objected to virginity testing of Zulu girls as a violation of 

the basic human right to dignity of each individual woman. It is clear that 

modernity's insistence on questioning sacred traditions has not exempted 

indigenous African religion(s). 

(3)  Changing institutions. The role and status of patriarchal heads of families 

have been profoundly challenged by feminist activists, although with differing rates 

of success, on the basis of the constitutional guarantee of gender equality.  

Under colonialism and in apartheid's system of Bantustans  or homelands, 

traditional chiefs and kings were used as middlemen in a system of indirect rule. The 

post-apartheid state has subjected these chiefs and kings to national legislation, 

however, which circumscribes their function as cultural or religious rather than 

political.  

Diviners and herbalists have adapted to modern industrial and capitalist conditions 

by taking their skills to cities, to which many young black men and women have 

migrated from rural homesteads and chiefdoms in search of work. Although modern 

laws have made the identification of witches by diviners illegal (human rights 

discourse sees witch hunting as a violation of the individual's basic right to life), the 

practice has certainly persisted. In recent years the debate on diviners and herbalists 

has come to focus on their services as practitioners of traditional medicine. This 

debate has affected their self-understanding under the new conditions in the 

healthcare system. We also need to note that legislation has been introduced to 

regulate the use of endangered plants and animals in traditional medicine. 

Activity 2.3 

Discuss on myUnisa the controversy that has in recent years revolved around rites of passage among 

southern African Bantu speakers. Pay particular attention to debates about the circumcision of male 

adolescents, the status of lobola and polygamous marriages. How would you describe the form and 

function of these rituals as they are practised today in comparison with the ways in which they were 

practised in the 19th century? 
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In conclusion we should note the controversy around white sangomas. Conservative 

exclusivists argue against the legitimacy of white sangomas on the basis that 

ancestors are necessarily bound to the genealogy of a specific kinship group. 

Inclusivists, on the other hand, hold that adoption of members outside the kinship 

group has not been uncommon to indigenous African practices and that white 

sangomas should therefore be accepted. 

Recently neoshamans have begun offering their services in the Diaspora (notably the 

USA, Canada and Europe) and in cyberspace. One example of the latter is that of 

Credo Mutwa, who in David Chidester's (2012:113) words, "has emerged in the 

global circuit of neoshamans as the ultimate spokesman for African indigenous 

authenticity to underwrite a variety of projects, including New Age spirituality, 

alternative healing, and encounters with aliens from outer space". You may indeed 

wish to search him on the World Wide Web! 

 

 
 

Now that we have examined African religion, we will turn to the Abrahamic (or Semitic) religions, 

starting with Judaism. 

Activity 2.4 

Write an essay in which you offer a historically nuanced comparison between and critical assessment of 

the traditional religion of San hunter-gathers and Bantu-speaking farmers. On the basis of this comparison, 

consider whether in southern Africa it is appropriate to speak of one African indigenous religion, or 

whether one should rather speak of multiple indigenous African religions. 

We will provide you with feedback on this activity in a tutorial letter.  
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Introduction to the Abrahamic religions 

 

In the previous study unit (study unit 2), we explored various aspects of African indigenous religion 

within a theoretical framework of two case studies, namely that of (a) the San hunter-gathers and 

(b) the Bantu-speaking farmers in Southern Africa. Perhaps after completing study units 1 and 2 you 

have realised that the study of religion is much more complex than you initially assumed, and that by 

studying these multifaceted belief systems, practices and institutions, we are able to gain a better 

understanding of the worldviews (intellectual perspectives or frameworks of ideas and beliefs) that 

shape the people we interact with in our daily lives.  

Due to advancements in technology (more especially information and communication technology), 

the world, which was once understood to be "vast" and "disconnected", has now been transformed 

into a "global village". As citizens (or e-citizens) within this global village, we all interact with people 

from different religious traditions; hence having a basic understanding of the role that religion plays 

in the lives of such individuals helps us to understand the philosophy (values) that produce specific 

behaviour patterns in different situations. 

You will recall that, in study unit 1, we provided you with a brief introduction to the Abrahamic 

religions. Abrahamic religions are also referred to as "monotheistic religions" (referring to their 

belief in one God). Another term often used to describe Abrahamic religions is "Semitic religions" 

(implying that they originated in the Middle East). As noted in study unit 1, when we speak of 

Abrahamic religions, we refer to the three main religions, Judaism, Christianity and Islam. These 

three religions share common origins and values. 

A comparative study of these three main monotheistic religions is today not a common 

epistemological practice among historians of religions. This is partially due to some scholars 

believing that these three religions should not be seen as distinct monolithic blocks which are then 

compared with each other, but rather as the result of a constant process of exchange, adaptation 

and demarcation. In this study, however, we seek to identify a comparative approach to these 

monotheistic religions by using the main categories identified in study unit 1 (basic beliefs, practices, 

sacred texts, institutions and history). In order to avoid positioning these three monotheistic 

religions as a single unit, this study follows the phenomenological approach anchored in specific 

historical and cultural contexts. In order to stimulate further discussion, you will find selective 

engagements with historical critical aspects as well.  

So why are the Abrahamic religions important, especially in this era? Apart from constituting three 

of the world's most prominent religious traditions, the past few decades have seen major disputes 

concerning these religious traditions (as noted in the Pew Forum data mentioned in the feedback to 

the recommended activity in study unit 1 >>). Let's list a few examples according to their 

geographical area:  

1. Africa: The conflict in the city of Kaduna (Northern Nigeria) involving Christians and Muslims 

over the introduction of Muslim law as the criminal code throughout Kaduna; the judgement 

passed by Islamic courts in Northern Nigeria sentencing two women to be stoned to death for 
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having sex out of wedlock (marriage); and the mass Islamic awakening ("Arab Spring") in 

Egypt.  

2. Middle East: The longstanding territorial conflict in Israel and Palestine between the Jews and 

the Muslims. 

3. South Asia: The intractable conflict over Kashmir between India and Pakistan, which is often 

portrayed as a conflict between Hindus and Muslims. 

4. Europe: The controversy over the Danish cartoon caricaturing the Prophet Muhammad, which 

resulted in violent protests around the world; as well as the much debated French banning of 

Muslim women wearing full face veils in public.  

5. USA: The construction of an Islamic centre and mosque near Ground Zero (the site of the 

former World Trade Centre in New York), which sparked major civil unrest; and the 

controversy around Pastor Terry Jones from Gainesville, Florida, who threatened to burn the 

sacred Islamic texts (the Quran) on the ninth anniversary of 9/11.  

Many of the scenarios listed above have engendered increasing interest in the study of Abrahamic 

religions. Thanks to our ever expanding access to knowledge (through technology), today we are 

presented with far more information on the " lived experiences" of Abrahamic religions, which 

makes it an exciting cluster to study critically. For this reason our journey into the world of 

Abrahamic religions will not be merely a historical account (although we will touch on their 

histories), but rather an overview to the commonality and diversity that exists among these religious 

traditions.  

So let's begin our journey as we step into study unit 3 and explore the first religion of the Abrahamic 

cluster, namely Judaism. 
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Study Unit 3: Judaism 

by Denzil Chetty 

 

 

3.1  Introduction: the academic study of Judaism 
The academic study of Judaism has taken different forms over time, and continues to evolve into 

new approaches. The historical study of Judaism emerged in the 19th century German school of 

thought referred to as the Science of Judaism. It aimed to construct a history to counter the 

prevailing Christian belief system that ascribed a semidivine status to Jesus (see Heschel 1998). 

These scholars therefore intended their account to oppose Christian ideology by classifying it as a 

pagan offshoot of Judaism that assimilated mythical beliefs in a virgin birth, incarnation and 

resurrection (more on this in the next study unit). To affirm this intellectual position, scholars 

belonging to the Science of Judaism began to define Judaism as a set of religious ideas which can be 

understood logically through historical and philological methods (see the discussions on Patheos 

Library – Judaism <www.patheos.com/Library/Judaism/Origins/Historical-Perspectives.html>). 

During the second half of the 20th century we saw the emergence of more robust sociological trends 

that began to problematise the social functions of Judaism. One such trend consisted of the 

contentions of multiculturalists and feminists, who began to see the issue of patriarchy in Judaism as 

problematic (see Biale 1986:7).  

In the course of the early 21st century sociological approaches began to be applied, particularly to 

the modern discourses of "power" and "identity". Such discourses tended to resonate with the 

Jewish people, since they enabled the Jewish people to control their own political, cultural, religious, 

economic and social life (see Biale 2002). One of the critical challenges emerging within the context 

of the Jewish social function was whether Jewish identity should be perceived as ethnic and/or 

religious. Both these social functions emerged as critical in maintaining the "distinct" status of the 

Jewish people.  

Outcomes 

After completing this study unit, you should be able to demonstrate 

 an understanding of what the academic study of Judaism involves 

 knowledge of the basic beliefs, practices, institutions, sacred texts and historical developments of 

Judaism 

 engagement with a selection of critical issues in Judaism 

 the ability to explain where Judaism fits into the history of religions and how adherents of Judaism 

relate to members of other religions 

 the ability to produce and communicate information on and insight into Judaism accurately and 

coherently in assigned tasks 
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Let's now look at some of the important religious traits that set the Jewish people apart as a distinct 

group.  

 

Figure 3.1 A group of Jews in Israel gathered around a table debating the sacred texts. (Source: Department of Religious 
Studies and Arabic.)  

3.2  Basic beliefs in Judaism 
Judaism does not have a formal dogma or set of beliefs that one must hold to be a Jew. It is noted 

that orthopraxy (right living and right actions) are more important than orthodoxy (right beliefs). 

Nevertheless, there is certainly a place for belief within Judaism. Over the past centuries, we have 

seen the teachings of Judaism being debated according to various interpretations by the different 

branches of Judaism, such as the Orthodox, Ultra-Orthodox, Reform, Conservative and 

Reconstructionist branches. (We will reflect on these branches of Judaism in more detail later.)  

 

In Judaism, the most widely accepted Jewish beliefs are the "Thirteen principles of faith" articulated 

by the medieval Jewish scholar Rabbi Maimonides. These proclaim belief that  

1. God and God alone is the creator of all things  

2. God is One, and this unity is unique  

3. God is without body or physical form  

Recommended reading 

 Milton Steinberg (1975), "Basic Judaism" and Danny Wool (2006), "Judaism". 
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4. God is eternal  

5. it is only proper to pray to God and not anyone or anything else  

6. all the words of the prophets are true;  

7. Moses is the chief of all prophets  

8. the present Torah (the Law) is the one that was given to Moses  

9. the Torah will never be changed and nothing similar will come forth  

10. God knows all the deeds and thoughts of humanity  

11. God rewards those who keep his commandments and punish those who transgress them 

12. a messiah will come forth  

13. the dead will be resurrected  

However, mandatory belief in the above principles is not considered the foundation of being a Jew. 

So let's return to the question at hand: What then constitutes a basic set of beliefs on which Jews 

collectively agree? In order to articulate a basic set of beliefs, we highlight the following three 

principles, which advocate  a unique relationship between God and humanity. 

3.2.1  Belief in one God 
Firstly, the most important belief in Judaism is that in the existence of one supreme deity. God is 

One (monotheism), is all-powerful (omnipotent), has complete or unlimited knowledge (is 

omniscient), and is without limitations or form (Nigosian 2000:258).  

Secondly, in Jewish tradition God is regarded as the only creative cause of existence, therefore 

everything has come into existence by his will.  

Thirdly, in Jewish tradition, God is described as possessing the following five characteristics (Krüger, 

Lubbe & Steyn 2009:163–165):  

 He has human qualities (anthropomorphism).  

 He is different from the created world and cannot be identified with any aspect of creation 

(transcendentalism).  

 He is present in everything (immanentism).  

 He has formed a covenant relationship with the people of Israel as his "chosen people" 

(particularism).  

 He is a God "of all creation" (universalism), who is regarded as an active participant in all human 

affairs, not those of Israel only.  

While God is portrayed as the embodiment of love, mercy and grace, he is also perceived as a God 

encompassing anger and retributive justice (Nigosian 2000:258). In order to reap the benefits of a 

relationship with this God, his followers need to love him and obey his commandments (law). If they 

disobey, God will reciprocate with anger and justice (see Rabinowitz 2008). 
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3.2.2  The Chosen People 
The second belief is built on the relationship that exists between God and the Hebrew people. 

According to Jewish tradition, God revealed a set of laws to Moses on Mount Sinai, and these laws 

were to be delivered to the Hebrew people. These laws served to suppress their potential for evil. By 

accepting these laws as God's instructions for living life correctly, the Hebrew people entered into a 

covenant relationship with God as his "chosen people". This covenant relationship makes them 

God's elect, secures their identity and destiny, and forms the basis of a theological argument that 

legitimises their occupation of contemporary Israel (which we will discuss later).  

Some contemporary Jewish scholars have challenged the religious concept of the "singularity" of the 

Jewish nation – in other words the concept that they are a "chosen people" amidst other nations. 

These scholars tend to argue that God gave the laws to all nations, but only the Jews accepted and 

ascribed to them. Thus, the idea of being "chosen" is the 

result of Jews "choosing" to follow the law (Nigosian 

2000:260). They contend that God's acceptance of Israel 

should not be understood as "divine preference" but as 

"human choice". For these contemporary scholars, God's 

covenant relationship with the Jews underscores his 

relationship with humanity. Hence, in modern society, non-Jews are neither expected nor forced to 

live within the law prescribed for Jews, but they must adhere to at least seven basic obligations, 

namely the obligations not to (1) profane God's name; (2) worship idols; (3) commit murder; (4) 

steal; (5) commit adultery; (6) be unjust; and (7) cut off the limbs of living animals.  

3.2.3  The advent of a messiah 
The notion of an expected messiah (mashiach) forms a fundamental part of Jewish belief. The word 

"messiah" can be interpreted literally as the "anointed one", and refers to a leader that will redeem 

humanity and establish God's kingdom on earth by ushering in an era of "perfect peace" (Nigosian 

2000:261). According to Jewish tradition, the messiah is expected to be a mediator bringing about 

liberation from oppression.  

 

The arrival of a messiah is linked to the return of the exiles to the land of Israel, the rebuilding of the 

temple, the resurrection of the dead, and the judgement of all humanity (Krüger, Lubbe & Steyn 

2009:168). The messiah is also expected to be a political leader that will not only gather the "chosen 

people" and free them from oppression, but also reinstate Jewish political sovereignty in the land of 

Israel (Fisher 2009:143). It is believed that, after the coming of the messiah, all other nations will 

recognise the God of the Jews as the God of the entire world. Some contemporary Jewish scholars 

assert that instead of an individual messiah being responsible for the establishment of God's 

kingdom on earth, someday humanity collectively will reach a level of transcendent enlightenment, 

justice and kindness, which will create the "ideal" climate for God's kingdom on earth (Nigosian 

2000:261).  

Recommended reading 

Judaism 101: "Mashiach: the messiah", http://www.jewfaq.org/mashiach.htm. 

Definition 

Covenant relationship: a binding 

agreement embedded with a promise 

between God and his people (Jews). 

http://www.jewfaq.org/mashiach.htm
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It should be noted that historically there have been many individuals who claimed or assumed the 

title of "messiah". A noteworthy claimant  was Moses of Crete (5th century CE). He called himself 

Moses and promised to lead his followers back to Palestine. The second noteworthy claimant was 

Sabbatai Zevi (17th century). He pronounced himself as the promised messiah and drew many of his 

followers from mystically inclined Jews. They came from all classes of Jewish society (rich and poor, 

learned and uneducated). His following also extended to Europe. Another messianic claimant worth 

mentioning is Menachem Mendel Schneerson (20th century). It should be noted, however, that he 

never directly claimed to be the messiah; it was his followers that made the claim. Most recently, in 

the 21st century, there was Goel Ratzon from Tel Aviv, who claimed to be the promised messiah and 

to possess supernatural healing powers.  

 

 

 Activity 3.1 

 

 

© Denzil Chetty 2013 

Analyse the above cartoon and provide Moses with a suitable response to the question being posed to 

him: "What must I do to be considered part of the chosen ones?" 

Analysing cartoons can serve multiple purposes, for example developing critical thinking skills as well as 

content-based application skills. In analysing a cartoon, one should search for the following: 

objects/people, words/phrases, dates/numbers, sensory qualities,bold/italics, the use of objects as 

symbols, emotions, adjectives that describe emotions and the message.  
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3.3  Practices (rituals) in Judaism 
Rituals are repetitive actions, in other words they consist of a series of actions in a specific order. 

The psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud, himself of Jewish descent, considered them to be nothing but 

examples of compulsive, obsessive behaviour. Does this theory really explain ritual sufficiently, 

however, or is it a little too reductionist? The observation of sacred practices (rituals) at specific 

times, whether on a large or small scale, and whether periodic or occasional, are intended to 

represent Israel's founding stories and their moral and political messages. Such actions and 

observances have  recently acquired a central place in the comparative study of religion, as they 

distinguish sacred time and space from profane time and space. They do much more, however. For 

example, they structure social and political power relations that may be hierarchical or egalitarian, 

oppressive or liberating. One way in which to understand the importance of these practices in 

Judaism is by seeing how varied they are in content. In this section, we contextualise Jewish rituals 

into four categories. 

 

 

3.3.1  Rites of passage 
The first rite of passage, which is one of the most significant and distinctive of all Jewish rites, is the 

circumcision of all male children when they are eight days old. This rite serves as an external symbol 

of the enduring covenant between Abraham and God and a commitment to Judaism (Nigosian 

2000:262). During the ritual, Elijah is called upon to witness that the Jews faithfully maintain the 

bodily sign of the covenant. 

The second rite of passage is performed at the "coming of age". It is referred to as Bar Mitzvah (son 

of the commandment) and is performed when a boy reaches the age of 13. The rite is enacted by the 

candidate through the public reading of a selected text from the Torah in the synagogue. Afterwards 

Feedback 

Cartoons are a creative way of bringing critical discussions to the fore. When analysing the cartoon, one 

should take note of the following: the caption/quotation/statement, words or phrases providing a context, 

the action taking place, whether it represents any interest group, and the message of the cartoon.  

In your analysis of the cartoon, you should be able to position the conversation as one taking place at 

Mount Sinai, between Moses and one of his followers. The presence of the two stone tablets (the 10 

commandments) indicates that Moses' response should encapsulate a discussion around following the 

precepts/laws given by God as the foundation for maintaining a distinct identity from surrounding nations. 

Hence the classification "chosen ones" refer to a covenant relationship between God and his people. 

Recommended video  

Watch the documentary on Jewish rituals and festivals at 

<http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q1C0aMylgdg>. Watching these recommended video clips will serve 

to enhance your understanding of the content of this module. You are more than welcome to view similar 

themed clips. 
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a celebration is held and blessings are pronounced on the young boy as he takes full responsibility 

for his behaviour and assumes his duties as a Jewish man. Feminists have been critical of the 

function of  these rituals, arguing that they exclude and subordinate women. Hence, in recent years, 

a similar rite of passage, termed Bat Mitzvah (daughter of the commandment) has been introduced 

in the Reform movements.  

The third rite of passage relates to marriage. While local practices differ, there are certain 

observances that are common to most Jewish communities. The wedding ceremony takes place 

under a canopy (called a huppah), and the groom invokes the matriarchs (Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel 

and Leah) as exemplary models. The canopy is symbolic of the home that will be made by the bride 

and groom. Then, over a cup of wine, seven blessings are said, which recall the story of Adam and 

Eve as well as that of the restoration of Israel. (The joy of the moment is seen as a foretaste of the 

eventual redemption of the scattered nation.) Lastly, the bridegroom breaks a glass under his foot as 

a reminder of the destruction of the Temple.  

The fourth rite of passage is that observed at death. This entails an elaborate ceremony comprising 

cleansing rituals and burial. During the rite, the Shema (the central prayer in the Jewish prayer book) 

is uttered by the dying person, where possible. Grief is symbolised by making a small tear in the 

clothes, and a kaddish (a hymn of praises to God), stressing the belief in the bodily resurrection of 

the dead, is recited in memory of the deceased. This is followed by seven days of mourning (shiva), 

during which those closest to the deceased refrain from any normal activities. A more general period 

of mourning continues for the next 11 months and culminates in the placement of a memorial stone 

at the graveside (Nigosian 2000:262).  

3.3.2  Holy days and festivals 
Religious communities periodically revisit that which is most sacred to them, to prevent this from 

being forgotten during the normal course of mundane activities. On holy days and festivals, the 

sacred is restored (Paden 1994:101).  

In order to understand the rituals performed on such days, we need to think in terms of two 

important contexts: (a) ritual display and (b) ritual time. In the first context, ritual is always a tangible 

expression, that is an action or performance of some kind that is "tactile, visible, audible and 

somatic" (Paden 1994:98). The second context, "ritual time", refers to a specific moment at which 

the religious community reinforces a specific sacred story, such as those of the annual festivals. The 

following Jewish holy days and sacred festivals are discussed against this background. I should also 

note here that they are dependent on the lunar phases.  
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1) The Sabbath (Shabbat). The most important of all Jewish observances is the Sabbath. The 

Sabbath or seventh day is considered the day of rest and worship. It begins on Friday at 

sundown and continues to sundown on Saturday. The Sabbath is ushered in with a 

benediction over the wine and bread and the lighting and blessing of Sabbath candles by the 

woman of the house. Orthodox Jews usher in the Sabbath on Friday night by attending a 

synagogue service. However, Saturday is reserved for worship by all Jews. Orthodox 

observance of the Sabbath forbids lighting or extinguishing fires or lights, riding in motor 

vehicles, or performing any form of labour (Hopfe & Woodward 2004:269). The Sabbath is 

concluded by means of a symbolic ceremony which entails extinguishing the candles and 

passing a spice box from hand to hand in the family for each person to taste or smell, which 

symbolises the sweetness of the Sabbath as it closes (Nigosian 2000:262).  

2) Passover (Pesach). The highlight on the first evening of the festival is a ritual meal (called 

the Seder or "order of service"). The family gathers around their table for supper, at which 

they share unleavened bread and wine, as well as lamb and bitter herbs. Why? These are 

elements taken from the Exodus story and are intended to remind the Jews of their having 

been slaves in Egypt and liberated from their slavery by God. The meaning of the ritual is 

actually made explicit by the retelling of the story (the haggadah or "narrative"), in which a 

child strikingly participates. The emphasis is on its contemporary relevance. The story of the 

Exodus, enacted during Passover, is always present: the God of Israel always intervenes in 

the history of his chosen people, liberating them from their oppression, whether in Egypt, 

during their exile, or during the holocaust. But note that Israel is not to be imagined as 

merely passively waiting for God to intervene; rather they are called actively to participate in 

the struggle for liberation from oppression. Such strategies are therefore often discussed 

during the Seder meal. 

 

 

Recommended video 

CNN's Dan Gilgoff explains the Passover and explains how the Seder meal recalls ancient events. Watch it 

at <www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZlSVShBAVtw>. You can also look for other similar video clips. 
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3) Feast of Weeks (Shavuot). The Feast of Weeks is celebrated 50 days after Passover. It is 

normally celebrated over two days (the sixth and seventh day of Sivan). It was originally 

celebrated as a festival to commemorate the first grain harvest or the first fruits. However, it 

later became associated with the Exodus, during which Moses received the Ten 

Commandments on Mount Sinai. Hence the ritual remembers both the bringing of the first 

fruits of the harvest into the temple and the receipt of the Ten Commandments from God 

(Young 2010:194). The ritual entails decorating the home with fresh fruits, plants and 

flowers and reading from the Torah, which includes the books of Exodus and Ruth.  

4) New year (Rosh Hashanah). The Jewish New Year is commemorated on the first and second 

days of the month of Tishre (September-October). It begins with the sounding of a ram's horn 

(the shofar) as a call to repentance. The call begins a ten day period in which the Jews review 

their lives during the previous year, pay their debts and fulfil their obligations to others, and 

prepare for the new year. Sweets or apples dipped in honey are eaten as a symbol of hope for 

the year ahead (Young 2010:194).  

5) Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur). The holiest of all Jewish holidays is the Day of Atonement 

(Hopfe & Woodward 2004:270). It is celebrated on the tenth day of Tishre, at the end of the 

period of penitence begun at the New Year. It is traditionally a day of abstinence from work 

that is devoted to prayers for forgiveness and reconciliation. It comprises an elaborate 

ceremony which entails solemn prayers, fasting in the synagogue, as well as the confession of 

a list of shortcomings and sins. Just before sunset the congregation in the synagogue chants 

the Kol Nidré (prayer for forgiveness for unfulfilled vows made to God). The ritual ends at 

sunset the next day, each family sharing a festive meal.  

6) Feast of Huts (Sukkot). The Feast of Huts is celebrated five days after Yom Kippur. It is often 

regarded as a joyous festival that marks the harvest festival of thanksgiving, and extends for 

seven days. A sukkot (a makeshift booth or hut) serves as a reminder of the temporary shelters 

that housed the ancient Jewish people during their wanderings in the desert. During the 

festival, the family meal is served in the sukkot, which is equipped with a table, chairs and 

fresh fruit. Special services are held in the synagogues on the first two and last two days of 

the festival (except for the Reform Jews, who observe only the first and last days of the ritual).  

7) Feast of Dedication (Hanukah). The Feast of Dedication had been a minor holiday in 

Judaism until recently, when it was popularised in the USA. The feast is celebrated on the 25th 

of the month of Kislev (November-December). It commemorates the reclaiming of the Temple 

from the Syrian Greeks in 165 BCE by Judas Maccabaeus and its rededication. In remembrance 

of that event, Jews light a candle on a special menorah (candle stand) each day of the eight 

days of celebration. Hence it may also be referred to as a festival of lights.  

 

 

Recommended video 

Watch this documentary on Hanukah, capturing the real meaning behind the Jewish struggle, at 

<www.youtube.com/watch?v=iW138NkFoI8>. If this is unavailable, you can perform a YouTube 

search for video clips on Hanukah. 
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8) The Feast of Lots (Purim). The Feast of Lots is celebrated on the 14th day of Adar 

(February-March). It commemorates the saving of the Persian Jews from destruction at the 

hands of Haman (the "Oppressor") through the intervention of Esther (a Jew who was the 

Persian Queen) and her uncle Mordecai. The festival is known as that of "purim" (lots) 

because the Persians cast lots to decide on the appropriate day for the Jewish massacre. The 

ritual comprises the reading of the scroll of Esther, the exchange of gifts and the sharing of a 

special meal.  

3.3.3  Worship 
A third category of ritual loosely clusters around daily worship (e.g. eating an ordinary meal, purity 

concerns and prayer) and the climax of the week, the Sabbath. Here too the link between ritual on 

the one hand and sacred narratives and ethics on the other is of paramount importance. Eating an 

ordinary meal becomes a sacred event that enchants everyday life. Before each meal, hands should 

be washed in order to attain ritual purity, and in each meal food laws (kashrut) should be carefully 

adhered to. After each meal at which bread is eaten, God is furthermore thanked not only for 

providing nourishment, but also for eventually restoring the promised land that produces the food. 

The everyday meal is thus turned into a foretaste of the messianic age which is to come. 

 

 

Worship as ritual also weaves together symbolic objects which become integral to the act. One such 

act is the recitation of the basic prayer, which is known as the Shema, and its literal application. As 

part of the act of worship, Jews are required to recite the Shema twice a day. 

 

During the recitation of the Shema, God is praised not only as the creator of the world, but also as 

the one who reveals his will to Israel in his Torah, which Israel has the duty to study and practice.  

The literal application of the above prayer entails tefillin – small boxes containing the Shema – being 

strapped to the left arm, which is close to the heart, and to the forehead, which is close to the mind  

  

Definition 

Kashrut: a term also often used to describe the body of Jewish law, which deals with what foods can be 

eaten and how it is to be prepared. 

The Shema 

Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God is one Lord; and you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and 

with all your soul and with all your might. And these words which I command you this day shall be upon 

your heart; and you shall teach them diligently to your children, and shall talk to them when you sit in your 

house, and when you walk by the way, and when you lie down and when you rise up; and you shall bind 

them as a sign upon your hand, and they shall be as frontlets between your eyes. And you shall write them 

on the doorposts of your house and your gates (Deuteronomy 6:4–9). 
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and eyes (Nigosian 2000:263). Similarly sacred parchments called the mezuzah, which contain the 

Shema, are affixed to doorposts of Jewish homes, offices, schools, and so forth. 

Additional symbolic objects associated with the act of worship are the prayer shawl (tallith), which is 

decorated with tassels or fringes on all four corners, and the skull-cap (kippah) worn by most male 

Jews as a symbol of respect to God (refer to the depiction of the young boy in fig 3.1). The prayer 

shawl is worn by most Jewish men and women after they have reached their bar mitzvah or bat 

mitzvah. (In some groups, however, wearing it is restricted to married men.) The tassels or tzitzit 

serve to remind the Jews of God's commandments.  

 

Note: The use of the tallith has emerged as an integral part of worship in some Christian churches, 
more especially Pentecostal churches, in recent years. It has also become a symbol of collective 
identity (a political symbol) among Christian groups that call themselves the "friends of Israel".  
 

 

3.3.3  Dietary practices 
The dietary practices of the Jews serve as a very distinct ritual which they believe sets them apart 

from other people and gives them a sacred identity. Foods that are permissible are termed "kosher", 

the meat being obtained only from animals that have been butchered in the traditional way, using 

an extremely sharp, smooth knife, by an authorised Jewish slaughterer (Fisher 2009:161).  

Kosher meats are those of warm blooded animals that chew their cuds, such as cows, goats and 

sheep. Pigs are not permitted, however. Poultry is considered kosher, but birds of prey are not. Fish 

with scales and fins are also considered kosher, while shellfish (such as shrimps) are not. There are 

also restrictions regarding meat and milk being eaten together, separate dishes being required for 

their preparation. These restrictions are intended to ensure that the Jews (a "chosen people") 

remain holy and distinct from other nations. Some contemporary Jews expand these restrictions to 

be more environmentally conscious, for example foods prepared by nuclear power generated 

electricity is considered non-kosher if nuclear waste is not being disposed of safely (Fisher 

2009:162).  

 

 

Activity 3.2 

The picture in figure 3.2 below shows a Jewish man performing an important ritual: he is praying at a very 

important wall in Jerusalem. Discuss this ritual and its importance to the Jewish community. 
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Figure 3.2 A Jewish man praying at the Western Wall in Jerusalem. (Department of Religious Studies and Arabic,  Unisa.)  

 

 

3.4  Institutions  
We have now come to the next section of our study, which focuses on the institutions of Judaism. 

While the basic beliefs and sacred practices form the foundation of Judaism, its institutions can be 

regarded as the custodians that ensure the continuity of its religious traditions.  

Let's look at a number of these institutions that you should familiarise yourself with (although this is 

not a definitive list): 

 Rabbi. The title "Rabbi" literally means "teacher" in Hebrew. Rabbis not only serve as spiritual 

leaders of the Jewish community, but also function as counsellors and as representatives of the 

Jewish community. Rabbis lead the spiritual services such as the Shabbat but also services on 

special holy days. Rabbis have traditionally been men, however, since 1972 women have also 

been ordained as rabbis (except in the Orthodox movement).  

 Cantor (chazzan). A cantor is a vocal musician who leads the congregation in prayer songs. In 

recent years we have seen the importance of the cantors increase as public worship has 

increased in Jewish society. Professional cantors attend cantorial school and are ordained as 

Feedback 

In order to complete this activity, you need to do additional research. The ritual being performed is a 

prayer at the Western Wall (or Wailing Wall) in Jerusalem. In your response, you should mention the 

importance of this wall  and discuss what it used to form part of, its significance as a prayer site and a 

pilgrimage site, and the custom of pushing small notes into cracks in the wall. This wall has been a site of 

Jewish prayer and pilgrimage for centuries and in recent years has emerged as a source of much 

contention between Jewish and Muslim religious leaders. 
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clergy. Members of the community who possess in-depth knowledge of the prayer services may 

also assume the role of cantor, however.  

 Synagogues. These are consecrated places of Jewish worship. In contemporary society, 

synagogues may also function as community centres and include religious schools, libraries and 

day-care centres. The historical importance of the synagogue can be traced back to the 6th 

century BCE, when the Babylonians conquered the Southern Kingdom and destroyed Jerusalem. 

They also tore down Solomon's temple, resulting in the Jews being either killed or exiled. 

Because they were separated from their place of worship in Jerusalem, Jewish people were 

forced to adopt new institutions of worship, which gave rise to synagogues.  

 South African Jewish Board of Deputies (SAJBD). This is the central representative institution of 

the South African Jewish community. It was founded in 1903 in what was then the Transvaal, 

and in 1904 in the Cape. In 1912 the two entities merged into one umbrella body. Its primary 

objective is to manage matters affecting the welfare of Jews in South Africa – for example to 

address issues of religious discrimination, combat anti-Semitism, and address conflict within the 

Jewish community. 

 World Zionist Organization. This was founded by Binyamin Ze'ev Herzl during the First Zionist 

Congress in 1897 as the Zionist Organization. In 1960 it changed its name to the World Zionist 

Organization. Its primary objective is to manage the efforts of the Jewish people to secure their 

return to their homeland and to establish and support the State of Israel.  

3.5  Sacred texts (scriptures) 
Sacred texts constitute an integral part of the life of any pious Jew. As noted earlier, the recitation of 

the Shema begins and ends the day for a Jew. By reciting this prayer, Jews proclaim that God is the 

One God and daily declare their love for and obedience to him. Because many Jews spend time daily 

meditating on God's words, these sacred texts permeate every sphere of Jewish life (Coward 

2000:1). Let's  take a closer look at a number of the most important texts: 
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Figure 3.3  A Jewish Rabbi performing the ritual of scribing the last word in a scroll. (Source: Department of Religious 
Studies and Arabic, Unisa.)  

 

 

Recommended reading 

Read pages 1–33 in Scripture in world religions: a short introduction, by H Coward.  
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1) The Tanakh. For many centuries, narratives and records of religious activities were 

transmitted orally from one generation to the next. During the period of the monarchy, Jews 

began a process of codifying their oral tradition in response to the increasing needs of a 

complex society. In the beginning, these writings were done on skin or parchment and made 

into individual scrolls (see fig 3.3). Later these writings were collated into what we refer to 

today as the Hebrew Bible. In its present form, the Hebrew Bible contains 24 books and is 

divided into three sections, namely, the Torah (Law), the Nevi'im (Prophets), and the 

Ketuvim (Writings). Today this is collectively referred to by means of the acronym Tanakh. It 

was, however, during and especially after the Babylonian exile, when Jews returned under 

Ezra and Nehemiah, that the process of canonisation started. The Torah was formalised 

during this period. The Nevi'im was canonised as a result of the confrontation with the 

Seleucid empire in the mid-third century BCE, and the decision on which Ketuvim to include 

in the final Hebrew canon was taken by post-70 CE rabbis.  

2) The Torah (Law). The Torah is constituted by the first five books of the Hebrew Bible, 

which is also referred to as the Pentateuch (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and 

Deuteronomy). The Torah narrates the history of the Israelites, from their departure from 

Egypt to the eve of their victorious entry into the promised land of the Canaanites. It is 

prefaced by narratives on the origins of the universe and of humankind, and various 

accounts of the patriarchs.  

3) The Nevi'im (Prophets). The Nevi'im is the second main division of the Hebrew Bible. 

According to Jewish conventions, this section of the Hebrew Bible is further divided into 

Nevi'im Rishonim (Former Prophets) and Nevi'im Aharonim (Latter Prophets). The Former 

Prophets are constituted by the books of Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings. These four 

books generally focus on the historical events after the death of Moses and recount about 

seven centuries till the downfall of the Jewish Kingdom (Nigosian 200:256). The Latter 

Prophets were compiled sometime between the eighth and fourth century BCE and focus 

mainly on social systems, political activities, moral norms and religious practices. 

4) The Ketuvim (Writings). The Ketuvim is the third and final section of the Hebrew Bible 

and comprises four distinct sections, namely: (a) poetical books (Psalms, Proverbs and Job); 

(b) the Five Megillot or Scrolls (Song of Solomon, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes and 

Esther); (c) prophecy (Daniel); and (d) history (Ezra, Nehemiah and 1 and 2 Chronicles). 

These writings tend to address its readers regarding family relations, personal affairs, social 

and business matters, matters of public interest, manners and morals. (For more 

information see the guide to the Ketuvim texts at 

<kyovel.org/resources/guide/ketuvim.htm>.) 

5) The Mishnah and the Talmud. The rabbis believed that, in addition to the Written Torah, 

Moses also received an Oral Law from God at Sinai. They believed that the latter was 

faithfully handed down by reliable authorities until their own day. It was towards the end of 

the second century CE that these oral laws were written down in the form of the Mishnah 

under the leadership of Rabbi Judah the Prince. Soon commentaries on the Mishnah 

developed in Palestine and Babylon, which resulted in the Palestinian Talmud (ca 400 CE) 

and the more authoritative and extensive Babylonian Talmud (ca 500–600 CE) respectively. 
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3.6  An overview of selected periods in Jewish history 
Let's briefly recap some of the important information that we have obtained so far in our study of 

Judaism. We began our journey in the introduction by highlighting some of the important 

developments in the academic study of Judaism. This was followed by a study of the basic beliefs in 

which we highlighted the three core ideas. We then moved on to a discussion of some of the 

fundamental practices of Judaism and highlighted very briefly its meaning and significance to the 

Activity 3.3 

Have you ever studied a subject or brainstormed an idea using mind maps? The use of mind maps (also 

referred to as concept maps, spray diagrams and spider diagrams) is a useful technique that helps you 

learn more effectively and improves the way you record information. For this activity you are required to 

reorganise the mind map below to reflect the accurate structure of the Jewish sacred texts. 

Feedback 

To draw a mind map follow these steps: (1) Write the title of the subject you are exploring in the centre of 

the page and draw a circle around it. (2) As you come across major subdivisions or subheadings of the topic 

(or important facts relating to the subject), draw lines out from this circle and label them. (3) As you read 

and find more information, draw lines emerging from the subheadings/subdivisions to expand on them. 

For online mind mapping tools see the following links:  

Text to mind map <www.text2mindmap.com/>  

Mind Meister <www.mindmeister.com/143794908/how-to-create-great-mind-maps> 

Bubble.us http://bubbl.us 

 

http://bubbl.us/
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Jewish people. We then proceeded to analyse the institutions of Judaism, after which we studied the 

sacred texts, which form an important part of Judaism.  

During this journey, you may have acquired the impression that Judaism has been very unchanging; 

however, this is not true. Hence in this section we will briefly provide a historical survey of selective 

periods in Jewish history to articulate the emergence and development of Judaism as a religion, the 

ways in which it reacted to modernity and its contemporary manifestations. We will contextualise 

our study and add a brief discussion on Judaism in South Africa. 

3.6.1  Jewish Biblical tradition  
Early records of the religious history of Judaism date from the classical period of the ancient Semitic 

Israelites journeying through the Northern Arabian Desert. The history of Judaism can be traced back 

to Abraham, the patriarch and chieftain of the nomadic group, who was followed by a series of 

patriarchal fathers such as Isaac, Jacob, and Jacob's twelve sons. According to Biblical tradition, God 

promised Abraham and his descendants a permanent territory (the "promised land"), which was 

then inhabited by the Canaanites and referred to as Canaan (the Biblical name for modern Israel). 

Based on this promise, Abraham and his family journeyed to Canaan. When Abraham died, he was 

succeeded by his son Isaac and then his grandson Jacob. However, a terrible famine struck the land 

of Canaan and Jacob was forced to migrate to Egypt. 

According to Biblical tradition, the descendants of Jacob enjoyed their sojourn in Egypt until the 

Egyptian throne was taken by a pharaoh who had a passion for building large temples and 

monumental cities. This resulted in "forced labour" and the enslavement of Jacob's descendants. 

According to the founding epic of Jewish religion, around the 13th century BCE a leader by the name 

of Moses came to the fore as the promised deliverer of the Jews. (Today Moses is referred to as the 

cornerstone of Judaism.) After a period of intense arbitration between Moses and the Pharaoh for 

the release the Jewish people, they were allowed to leave Egypt. This resulted in the great Exodus 

described in the Bible. Moses succeeded in leading the Jews miraculously through the waters of the 

Red Sea, across the desert to the foot of Mount Sinai, where, acting as an intermediary between God 

and the people, he delivered the Ten Commandments to the Jewish people. This culminated in a 

covenant between God and the Jews as his "Chosen People".  

When the Israelites arrived in Canaan, the land had already been occupied by the Canaanites. It took 

almost 200 years of warfare with them before the Israelites were able to establish their own 

monarchical system. One tradition has it that Moses' successor, Joshua, led the people across the 

Jordan River into the promised land, where they conquered one town after another and divided the 

land among the twelve tribes. Another tradition offers a more complicated picture of warrior-judges 

or tribal chieftains who gradually infiltrated, conquered and administered the area. Internal strife 

among the tribes and the growing threat of the Philistines (after whom Palestine is named), 

however, created the need to establish a monarchy. 

The first king to rule over all twelve tribes was Saul. The institution of a monarchy did not go 

unchallenged, however, since it posed a threat to the notion of theocracy. It was therefore 

reluctantly that the prophet Samuel conceded to anoint Saul as king. He was succeeded by David, 

who famously fought the Philistines. David created a central government with Jerusalem as capital, 

from where he is said to have ruled for 40 years before his son, Solomon, took over from him. The 
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latter was responsible for building the first temple in Jerusalem, which included the 

institutionalisation of the priesthood responsible for executing the crucial ritual of blood sacrifice. 

The cult of the unified kingdom thus became centralised as well.  

Old tribal rivalries persisted, however, and in 922 BCE the unified kingdom split into two parts, each ruled by 
its own dynasty. The Northern Kingdom of Israel, with Samaria as its capital, experienced frequent crises of 
succession and repeated coups. It lasted for about 200 years until it fell to the Assyrian empire in 721 BCE, 
when its ten tribes were deported and disappeared from history (the legendary "lost tribes of Israel"). The 
Southern Kingdom of Judah, on the other hand, remained within the Davidic line of succession. One of its 
noteworthy kings was Josiah, who was particularly important for his religious reforms.  

 The Babylonian empire, which succeeded the Assyrian empire, invaded Jerusalem under king 

Nebuchadnezzar and destroyed the Temple in 586 BCE. The Judean elite were exiled to Babylon and 

other ethnic groups were imported to the conquered area. Some Judeans fled to Egypt. 

Of particular importance in the history of Jewish religion was the appearance of prophets during the 

monarchical period. They criticised corrupt kings for social injustice and the exploitation of the poor, 

and emphasised the obligation of kings to honour the covenant by creating a just society. 

3.6.2  Rise and development of Judaism 
So drastic were the changes that took place during the exile in Babylon that some scholars consider 

this period to be the formative beginning of the history of Jewish religion (properly called Judaism). 

It was in Babylon that the term Jew (Yehud in Aramaic) came to be used for the first time, and that 

Judeans started to develop major new forms of religious expression, which would afterwards serve 

as a model for all Jews living in the Diaspora (i.e. the dispersion). The temple having been destroyed 

and the Jews living far away from Jerusalem, the synagogue (then referring to the meeting of Jews 

rather than a building) came into being, written sacred texts were collected and edited, and a liturgy 

was devised to include readings from the Torah and recall the rituals of the temple. 

In 539 BCE the Babylonian empire fell to the Persians under Cyrus, who permitted the Jews 

(Judeans) in Babylon to return to Palestine and rebuild their temple. Some, however, preferred to 

stay in Babylon, since after two generations they had established themselves successfully. 

(Remember the exiled Jews had been from the privileged, elite class.) Indeed, this Jewish community 

in Babylon remained the largest in the world until the Middle Ages. 

The priests who did return, established Jerusalem as a temple community under priestly rule. Under 

Nehemiah as governor and Ezra as scribe-priest, the temple was rebuilt and dedicated in 515 BCE, 

blood sacrifice was reintroduced and a strict separation between Jews (Judeans) and non-Jews was 

enforced. Ezra and Nehemiah's prohibition against mixed marriages was, however, contested by the 

book of Ruth, which presented David as the descendant of a foreign, Moabite woman called Ruth.  

The Persian Empire was followed the Greek Empire. Proceeding from Greece, Alexander of 

Macedonia invaded Asia Minor (today's Turkey) and defeated the Persian King Darius in 333 BCE. 

Alexander then extended his empire via Syria and Palestine down to Egypt in the south, and via 

Babylon to India in the east. In Egypt he founded Alexandria as a Greek commercial city, which 

would soon become an important centre of Jewish intellectuals and merchants. They adopted Greek 

as their mother tongue and during the next century had the Hebrew Scriptures translated into 
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Greek. (This came to be known as the Septuagint.) In Babylon Aramaic remained the first language of 

the Jews.  

After Alexander's death in 323 BCE, the Greek empire was divided amongst Alexander's successors. 

For our purposes the most important of these successor empires were the Ptolemies in Egypt and 

the Seleucids in Syria, since they alternatively ruled Palestine. In Judea, Jews revolted against 

Hellenisation (i.e. the spreading of Greek culture) when the Seleucid king Antiochus IV Epiphanes 

prohibited circumcision, forbade study of the Torah and placed an altar to Zeus in the temple in 

Jerusalem. Judas Maccabeus and his brothers, the sons of a priest from the Judean peasantry, rose 

up and reclaimed the temple in 164 BCE (which is still commemorated in the form of the Jewish 

lights festival of Hanukkah, i.e. the "rededication"). The youngest brother was instituted as High 

Priest and king in 140 BCE. Thus began the 80-year long Hasmonean dynasty, the king-priests 

unfortunately soon beginning to behave like Hellenistic despots themselves. The Essenes, who 

established an ascetic community at Qumran, objected to the Hasmonean combination of royal and 

priestly functions, and therefore considered the temple in Jerusalem to be unclean. They awaited 

two messiahs: a priestly one to cleanse the temple and a royal one of Davidic descent to reign over a 

purified land. 

In 63 BCE the Roman general Pompey conquered Jerusalem. In line with Roman strategy to rule 

through client kings, the Romans in 40 BCE appointed the Idumean Herod as king of Palestine (which 

included Samaria, Judea and Galilee). He was a ruthless ruler. For example, he married, a 

Hasmonean princess, but eventually had her and her family killed. He is famous for his building 

projects, however, which included the enlargement of the temple in Jerusalem. After Herod's death 

in 4 BCE the Roman Caesar Augustus divided Herod's kingdom amongst his three sons, who would 

each rule his own area with a lesser title than king. In Judea, however, Roman governors soon took 

over, amongst whom was Pontius Pilate (26–36 CE). This period was characterised by peasant 

movements which resisted Roman rule and their Jewish aristocratic collaborators. Jesus, a Galilean 

Jew from the lower classes, resisted non-violently, and was crucified for it. Other rebels took up 

arms, fighting the Romans from 66 CE under the collective name of Zealots. This culminated in the 

Roman general Titus' destruction of the temple in 70 CE and the mass suicide of the remaining 

Zealots at Masada in 74 CE. 

The main religious groupings of the period were the Sadducees and Pharisees. The Sadducees 

derived their name from Zadok, who had been a priest during the time of David and Solomon. They 

were wealthy, Hellenised aristocrats associated with the temple priests and the Hasmoneans, 

accepted only the written Torah and rejected the apocalyptic notion of the resurrection of the dead. 

The Pharisees, on the other hand, formed a popular movement, which opposed the royal and 

priestly authority of the Hasmoneans. They believed that, in addition to the written Torah, God had 

revealed to Moses an oral Torah, which had been passed down to them through a chain of 

authoritative witnesses. They tried to extend the purity rules applicable to the temple priests to the 

home of every Jew, and insisted that there would be a last judgment and that the dead would be 

resurrected in the final days. It was this group that survived the destruction of the Temple and 

transformed Judaism into a rabbinic Religion of the Book.  

The destruction of the Temple in 70 CE had a profound impact on the further development of 

Judaism, since the priesthood and sacrifices disappeared. As mentioned above, the faction that 
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survived and now articulated Judaism and its future was that of the Pharisees. The Romans allowed 

Rabbi Johanan ben Zakkai to establish a school in the small town of Jabneh (also referred to as 

Jamnia) near the coast, where rabbis could study the Torah. Judaism was now transformed into 

rabbinic Judaism, which would be a Religion of the Book. The school came to function as a council 

that determined the Jewish calendar of festivals and gave authoritative advice to Jews living in the 

Diaspora. Studying the Torah and waiting for the Messiah to restore Israel and the Temple would 

henceforth form the cornerstones of Jewish religion. After the failed second Jewish revolt of 132 CE 

under Bar Kochba, who claimed to be the Messiah and was supported by Rabbi Akiba, the Romans 

forbade Jews to enter Jerusalem. The rabbinic school at Jabneh now relocated to Galilee, and was 

responsible for the canonisation of the Mishnah.  

3.6.3  Medieval Judaism (impact of Islam and Christianity) 
With the conversion of Constantine (in 312 CE), Christianity became the official religion of the 

Roman Empire. Hateful rhetoric against the Jews intensified, and the relationship between Christian 

church and Jewish synagogue broke down entirely. Thus by the 7th century, the Jews were ready to 

welcome the Muslim conquerors, who were in general more tolerant towards them. It was 

especially in 10th and 11th century Spain that Jews and Muslims (Moors) collaborated most fruitfully. 

Thus, although the Jewish philosopher Maimonides (1135–1204) had to flee from Cordoba in 

Southern Spain to Islamic Cairo when fanatical Muslims arrived from North Africa,  he wrote his 

"Guide for the Perplexed" in Arabic rather than Hebrew.  

Although the crusades from the end of the 11th century were directed against the Muslim 

occupation of Jerusalem, European Jews too became the target of Christian attacks. At the fourth 

Lateran Council of 1215, the Pope that Jews had to be eternal slaves in order to atone for their killing 

of Christ.  Jews henceforth had to wear special clothes to mark their despised identity. 

The situation of Jews in Europe worsened. Those in Northern Europe, who were known as 

Ashkenazim (in reference to Germany), spoke Yiddish, and those in Spain and Portugal, who were 

known as Sephardim (in reference to Spain), spoke Ladino. Jews were expelled from England in 

1290, almost wiped out in Italy in the period between 1290 and 1293, expelled from Germany in the 

period from 1350 to 1360, and expelled from France in 1394. (They were falsely accused of 

poisoning wells and causing the Black Death of 1348.) Spain's Sephardic Jews were forced to convert 

to Christianity; many professed to do so, and were called by the insulting name Marranos or 

"Swine". In 1492 they were finally expelled from Spain. Many of these Jews migrated to Poland and 

Russia, where they lived in ghettos. Some of the worst massacres took place in 17th century Poland. 

Amongst the Sephardic Jews a mystical Judaism, known as Kabbalah, developed. Their most 

important book, the Zohar (Book of Splendour) was published towards the end of the 13th century. 

Central to it was the notion of an impersonal God ("Ein Sof", meaning "without end"), who could be 

known only within his emanations (i.e., the means by which God has revealed himself, the ten 

"Sefirot", its esoteric number symbolism intricately linked to the letters of the Hebrew alphabet). In 

the 16th century their centre was transferred to Safed in Galilee.  

During the 18th century Hasidism developed in Poland from Kabbalistic roots under the popular 

leadership of Baal Shem Tov. The emphasis here was on commoners' direct, ecstatic experience of 

God and charismatic miracles rather on intellectual study of the Torah.  
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3.6.4  Judaism and the modern world 
After the French Revolution in 1789, the Jews experienced a degree of emancipation and were 

allowed to mix freely in social circles that had been closed to them in the past and to pursue various 

trades and professions. Jews flourished in the liberal climates of Holland and England. In France the 

Napoleonic code granted them full citizenship. These systematic changes of the modern era opened 

new possibilities for Jews to participate in secular education, integrate with the wider society and 

become politically more conscious and involved. The impact of Jewish religion itself was profound, 

and led to the formation of several branches of Judaism in the 19th century (such as Reform 

Judaism).  

However, in the period 1941–1945, under the rule of the German Nazi Adolf Hitler, the Jews 

experienced the worst persecution and discrimination in their history, when approximately six 

million Jews were exterminated through asphyxiation by gas. These horrifying historic events 

became known as the Holocaust. The Holocaust increased the Jews' desire for the establishment of a 

homeland in Palestine, which was realised in 1948, ending the long period of exile and advancing the 

return of exiles. 

 

It is in the light of the Holocaust that the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948 must be 

understood. The idea of a Jewish nation state dates back to Theodor Herzl (1860–1904), a Viennese 

journalist who became convinced of the existence of deep-seated European anti-Semitism after 

Albert Dreyfus, a Jewish captain in the French army, had been falsely accused of spying. The 

solution, Herzl proposed, would be the establishment a secular nation state for ethnic Jews. The idea 

appealed to such an extent that a Zionist Congress was convened in Basel in 1897, and many Jews, 

especially from Eastern Europe, began to migrate to and colonise Palestine. In 1917, in the Balfour 

Declaration, Britain expressed its active support for the establishment of Palestine as national home 

to the Jewish people, provided it would not negatively affect the rights of the many non-Jewish 

Palestinians who were living there. In 1947, after the tragic events of the Holocaust, the newly 

established United Nations proposed a partition of the land between Jewish and Arab territories, but 

the Palestinians rejected the plan. On the 14th of May 1948, Israel was declared an independent 

Jewish nation state by the Jewish National Council in Palestine. Since then, Israel has seen 

continuous conflict between Jews and Palestinians, in which religious arguments have often featured 

in support of claims to the land.  

3.6.5  Contemporary variations in Jewish groups 
Today, four modern variations of Judaism can be identified:  

1. Orthodox Judaism. This is the largest group in contemporary Judaism, its followers committed 

to remain as "true as possible" to the Biblical and Talmudic regulations (Nigosian 2000:253). 

They observe the Sabbath and dietary regulations strictly. There are also the Ultra-Orthodox, 

who view themselves religiously as the most authentic group of Jews. The Ultra-Orthodox 

Jews maintain strict adherence to Jewish law by separating themselves from modern society. 

Recommended video 

Watch a short documentary on the Holocaust at <www.youtube.com/watch?v=aS98MAN3Xtg>. You can 

also view other videos of a similar nature by searching on YouTube using the keywords "Jewish Holocaust". 
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2. Conservative Judaism. This group departs from a number of ancient practices but abides by 

the Biblical and Talmudic regulations regarding dietary practices and Sabbath observances. 

Conservative Judaism can be distinguished from Orthodox Judaism by the former's general 

concern with the scientific study of Biblical and Talmudic material.  

3. Reform Judaism. This group reflects the spirit of the modern era. It is a progressive movement 

which omits many of the traditional practices. Its followers observe  modified versions of the 

Talmudic regulations and dietary practices to render them less rigorous.  

4. Reconstructionist Judaism. This movement recently began in the USA. It positions Judaism not 

only as a religion, but as an ongoing tradition with a unique culture that comprises elements 

of history, law, art and music. This group therefore advocates that Judaism is more than a 

religion and that culture and tradition need to be experienced in their entirety.  

3.6.6  History of the Jewish Community in South Africa 
An analysis of the history of the Jewish community in South Africa illustrates the dynamics of a 

Diaspora community and its ability to become assimilated with the history of a country yet still 

preserve its unique ethnic and religious identity. Over the years we have seen a gradual increase of 

the Jewish population. In 1880 the figure was estimated at 4 000, which over the next few decades 

increased to 90 645 in 1936 (see Dubb 1994:7). In 1970, the Jewish population reached its peak at 

118 200, and thereafter gradually decreased to around 105 711 in 1991 and to between 70 000 and 

80 000 members today. The decline has generally been ascribed to many Jews moving to other parts 

of the world or returning to Israel. According to Hellig (1995:157), the South African Jewish 

community is regarded as the best organised Diaspora community in the world. This is partially the 

result of its smallness (as compared to communities in other parts of the world) and its ability to 

preserve its homogeneity.  

The beginning of the Jewish community in South Africa can be traced back to 1652. However, this 

first small cohort of Jews eventually converted to Christianity (see Hellig 1995:160). It was only after 

religious tolerance was introduced by the Dutch colony in 1803 and guaranteed by the British in 

1806, that a significant number of Jews settled in South Africa. The early Jewish settlers came from 

England, Germany and Holland. In addition, some Jews arrived with the 1820 settlers. These early 

Jewish settlers made significant contributions to the economy of the country. Their contributions 

extended to the establishment of the wool industry, and they pioneered sugar farming in the then 

Natal colony. One of the famous Jewish South African entrepreneurs was Sammy Marks. (A mall in 

central Pretoria is named after him – the Sammy Marks Square.) Marks played an integral role in 

diamond trading and gold mining developments. He also served as one of many mediators between 

the British and the Boers during the Anglo-Boer war and as senator in the first South African 

Parliament.  

In terms of early religious developments, Hellig (1995:161) contends that due to the lack of 

congregational facilities such as a synagogue, the Jewish community found it difficult to flourish, 

since they had no focal point for their religious expression. Hence many of them assimilated with 

other communities. It was only with the establishment of the first synagogue in Cape Town in 1841 – 

the Tikvat Israel (Hope of Israel) – that we see Jewish religion beginning to take proper form in South 

Africa. One of the critical factors that emerged with the establishment of the first synagogue was 

that the earliest rabbis were English-speaking orthodox rabbis from Britain. The services were 

therefore structured similarly to those of the Great Synagogue of London. For Hellig (1995:161) this 
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probably contributed to the preservation of Jewish orthodoxy in South Africa. In the 1900s there 

were two important developments. The Jewish community of Cape Town formed its own 

organisation – the Cape Jewish Board of Deputies – to handle the legislative and religious affairs of 

the local Jewish community and maintain contact with other Jewish communities in the Diaspora. A 

similar board was created for the then Transvaal and Natal regions. As previously mentioned, in 

1912 these two boards merged to form the South African Jewish Board of Deputies.  

Jewish political involvement under the apartheid regime in South Africa has been very difficult to 

gauge. While historically Jews were categorised as part of the "white" racial classification and 

enjoyed the privileges of that sector of society, some Jews were at the forefront of the struggle for 

social justice. For example, in the 1950s a number of Jews were arrested and tried alongside Nelson 

Mandela at the notorious "Rivonia" treason trial. Anti-apartheid Jewish activists included people like 

Helen Suzman (who strongly opposed the apartheid system in parliament), Arthur Chaskalson (a 

successful lawyer who left his legal practice in 1979 to provide legal services for thousands of victims 

affected by apartheid) and Franz Auerbach (who focused on addressing the discrepancies between 

black and white education). Hence we saw a dichotomy in the Jewish community during the 

apartheid era. 

One of the major challenges facing the Jewish community in South Africa today is South Africa's 

relations with Israel and the strain these place on the local Jewish community. The South African 

government (including former President Nelson Mandela) has been very critical in its relationship 

with Israel. Recent developments with regard to Israel and Palestine have also served to underscore 

the critical stance of the South African state towards Israel. This could have a negative impact on the 

local Jewish community. Nevertheless, many Jews are still optimistic and remain in South Africa.  

To provide you with further information on the establishment of the Jewish community in South 

Africa, I have selected two examples of Jewish groups for you to study in the recommended activity 

below. If you have access to the internet, complete the activity to gain further insight into the Jewish 

community in South Africa.  

 

Recommended activity 

The following is an online activity which we encourage you to complete so that you can gain a better 

understanding of the Jewish community in South Africa. For this activity, you are required to look at the 

website of one of the following groups: either that of the Beth Menorah, a progressive Jewish congregation 

situated in Pretoria(at www.betmenorah.org.za/) or that of the Union of Orthodox Synagogues  at 

<www.uos.co.za>. After you have studied one of these websites, complete the following tasks:  

 Write a short paragraph describing their history. 

 List their basic ideals or objectives. 

 Describe the types of facilities and services they offer for their members. 

All the information you need to complete this activity can be found on the respective websites. You will 

need to use the links on the webpage to navigate to the information you require. 

http://www.betmenorah.org.za/
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3.7  Case study of the agunah problem 
The position of women in Judaism is one that has been fiercely debated. One of the major problems 

is the disparity between religious texts written in a patriarchal era and the convictions of a 

progressive society that advocates gender equality. It is in this context that, over the years, we have 

seen many Jewish scholars and Jewish legal authorities struggle with the issue of the agunah, which 

literally translates as "chained" –that is a woman being chained to her husband.  

The problem of the agunah applies to women whose husbands have disappeared or are otherwise 

unable to terminate the marriage by means of divorce. According to Halakah (Jewish law), a divorce 

document must be granted by the husband, or the wife cannot remarry. If a woman attempts to 

take matters in her own hands and marry without obtaining a divorce bill, the second marriage is 

considered null and void. This relationship is then considered adulterous, and any children born from 

that union are regarded as tainted with the irreversible stigma of being mamzer  – illegitimate 

children born from adulterous relationships. Such children cannot marry anyone except 

other mamzer or converts, and in either case children from such relationships all continue to be 

illegitimate.  

The agunah has increasingly become a problem in contemporary times. In the state of Israel, both 

marriage and divorce fall within the realm of religious law; there is no civil alternative. Hence some 

husbands take advantage of the situation by either blackmailing their wives before granting them a 

divorce, or leaving their wives to suffer while they themselves move on. Furthermore, the husband's 

authorisation must be obtained without duress or compulsion. If the husband's consent is obtained 

under duress, the divorce is regarded as "coerced" and therefore invalid.  

War has had the disastrous consequence of exacerbating the problem. Since Jewish law does not 

sanction remarriage in the absence of positive proof of death, the wife of a soldier who is presumed 

dead becomes "widowed" of her husband yet forbidden to remarry (Chetty 2007:143). Throughout 

the ages, the tragic plight of these widows has motivated rabbinic authorities to seek possible 

solutions to the problem. The earliest attempt dates back to Biblical times. Men who went into 

battle in the wars of King David would deliver bills of divorce to their wives before their departure. 

These divorces were conditional and only came into effect if the husband died in battle (Chetty 

2007:144). Throughout the years, conditional divorces have at times been granted in order to 

mitigate other problems arising from the agunah situation.  

In contemporary society we find organisations such as the International Coalition for Agunah Rights 

(ICAR) advocating at an international level to help women trapped in this situation. These activists 

posit that the solution must be formulated at an international level, since the domain of Jewish law 

does not coincide with national boundaries. ICAR's goal is twofold: education and activism. 

Educational activities include conferences, vigils, press releases, interviews and raising awareness of 

particular cases. ICAR's activism includes attempts to convince the rabbinical authorities to find 

solutions to the problem. Recommendations of ICAR include the signing of prenuptial agreements 

that address the issue of divorce, and convincing recalcitrant husbands to grant a divorce earlier, so 

that it can be enacted if necessary 
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Today some Orthodox rabbis are insisting on couples having a prenuptial agreement. In a ground-

breaking act, the Bais Abraham Congregation in Missouri's University City held a "post-nuptial" 

signing party, where couples already married could sign an agreement to avoid the challenges 

associated with divorce. The postnuptial stipulates that, in the event of divorce, the couple will go 

before a rabbinical court and abide by whatever the judges say. It also stipulates that the wife 

should be paid a sum of $150 for every day that she and her husband live apart but remain married. 

This is indeed a new position within the Orthodox community, considering their strict adherences to 

Jewish law. (For more information see www.religionnews.com/2014/01/29/get-around-jewish-law-

rabbis-insist-prenups/.) 

 

 

 

  

Activity 3.4 

You are the editor of an online discussion blog called "Contemporary Jewish Practice". One of your readers 

posts the following question: 

Dear Editor 

I have been wondering about a controversial topic in Orthodox Judaism: the fact that it can be extremely 

difficult for women to get a Jewish divorce if the husband does not agree to the divorce. Why should it be so 

difficult for the women to get a divorce? This does not make sense to me. I love my Jewish religion, but I 

find it very hard to understand this one aspect. Please can you clarify this for me? 

Write a response to the question posed above. 

Feedback 

This is a reflection exercise. Your response should focus on why women cannot obtain a divorce without 

their husbands' agreement. You could argue that this is customary in Jewish law and a contentious area for 

many Jewish scholars and authorities. You could also provide your own thoughts on whether you think this 

practice should change and if so, offer possible solutions. 

http://www.religionnews.com/2014/01/29/get-around-jewish-law-rabbis-insist-prenups/
http://www.religionnews.com/2014/01/29/get-around-jewish-law-rabbis-insist-prenups/
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3.8  Case study: religion and the Israel-Palestine conflict  
 

 

Figure 3:4 A group of young Jewish soldiers being briefed before starting their daily routines in Jerusalem. (Source: AS 
Chetty, 2013.)  

In this study unit we use the Israel-Palestine conflict as a case study to reflect on the role of religion 

in conflict. This will provide us with possibilities for comparative analysis. In short, the Israel-

Palestine conflict is an intractable and prolonged conflict between the Israelis and the Palestinians. 

The conflict is territorial and extends to crucial issues such as borders, security, water rights, control 

over Jerusalem (the epitome of the conflict, since it hosts sites sacred to all three monotheistic 

religions), Israeli settlements and refugees. Complicating the situation is the fact that consensus has 

to be reached by both the Israelis and the Palestinians on these issues.  

In this case study we also look at the follow three religious issues, which add to the complexity of the 

situation: 

 The laws of war and peace: Whether it is permissible to settle conflict through compromise 

with members of another religion. 

 Control over territory that forms part of Israel or Palestine: Whether control will be exclusive 

or shared with members of another nation or religion. 

 The status of Jerusalem and the Temple Mount/Al-Haram Al-Sharif: Whether rights can be 

granted to members of other religions at these holy sites.  

In this study unit, we focus on a critique of the Jewish perspective. The study units on Christianity and 

Islam will offer alternative critiques.  
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3.8.1  Historical developments of the conflict 
 

Before we begin our analysis, however, it is fitting that we should place the conflict into context. In 

order to do so, I suggest that you complete the following activity, which entails constructing a timeline 

of the aforementioned conflict. 

 

 

 

 

Activity 3.5 

In order to gain critical insights into the development of the Israel-Palestine conflict, draw up a timeline 

depicting important events. You can begin your timeline at the Balfour Declaration in 1917 and continue to 

the present. You can use the blank timeline below (as a sample) or you can be much more creative. 
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Feedback 

By completing this activity, you will gain a snapshot image of the historical developments of the Israel-

Palestine conflict. This could serve as a basis for analysis in your study of the other monotheistic religions 

as well. Now, obviously, you will not be able to capture every single event, so here are some important 

events that you should take note of:  

1917 The Balfour Declaration, which affirmed British approval for the establishment of a Jewish homeland 
in Palestine.  

1930s Jewish persecution by Hitler, which increased the Jewish desire to establish a Jewish homeland. 
1947 Vote by United Nations to partition Palestine into a Jewish and an Arab state with a small 

international zone.  
1948 Arabs reject partition but the Jewish National Council proclaims the establishment of the State of 

Israel. 
 Neighbouring Arab states attempt to take over the newly established State of Israel. 
1949 Ceasefire established. 
 Israel extends the initial UN sanctioned boundaries to include western Galilee, the strip through 

central Palestine to Jerusalem, and the modern Jerusalem.  
 A new border called the Green Line is established.  
 750 000 Palestinians are forced into refugee status. 
1956 Egypt nationalises the Suez Canal and restricts access to Israel.  
 In response Israel seizes control of the Gaza Strip with the aid of Anglo-French forces and pushes 

towards the Suez Canal. 
1964 Formation of the Palestinian Liberation Organisation. 
1967 Arab-Israeli War: Israel defeats the military forces of Egypt, Syria and Jordan and seizes control over 

East Jerusalem.  
 United Nations calls for a ceasefire and the withdrawal of Israeli troops from the newly occupied 

territories. 
1969 Egypt declares the 1967 ceasefire void,  which culminates in the War of Attrition. 
1970 A ceasefire is established between Israel and Egypt. 
1973 Another Arab-Israeli war erupts over Israel's occupied territories.  
 A ceasefire is established, Israel experiencing much loss of life. 
1979 Israel begins withdrawal from Sinai. 
1982 Israel withdraws its last settlers from Sinai. 

Israel launches a massive assault on Southern Lebanon, destroying the strongholds of the Palestinian 
Liberation Organisation. 

1987 Intifada: Palestinians living on West Bank and the Gaza Strip engage in riots. 
 Violence ensues as Israeli military police retaliate. 
 More than 20 000 people are killed. 
1988 Arafat, former chairman of the Palestinian Liberation Organisation, acknowledges Israel's right to exist 

and begins talks for a peaceful coexistence between the two nations.  
1991 The Unites States and the Soviet Union organise the Madrid Conference with Israeli, Lebanese, 

Jordanian and Palestinian leaders to establish a framework for peaceful negotiations. 
1993 Talks between Israel and Palestine in Norway result in the Oslo Accord, which stipulates a five-year 

plan according to which Palestinians of the West Bank and Gaza Strip can become self-governing. 
1995 Israeli Prime Minister Rabin is killed by a Jewish extremist. 
 Rabin is succeeded by Shimon Perez in the interim.  
 Benjamin Netanyahu becomes the Israeli prime minister and reverses much of the work done under 

the Oslo Accord, stating that it compromised the safety of Israelis. 
1997 Terrorism erupts with a mass suicide bombing initiated by the Islamic resistance movement Hamas.  
 Netanyahu responds by encouraging right-winged Israelis to build settlements in the predominantly 

Arab East Jerusalem. 
2000 Israeli troops pull out of Lebanon after 18 consecutive years of occupation. 
2004 Israel begins operations to stop arms from flowing through the Egypt-Gaza Border. 
2005 Israel begins disengagement and evacuates Gaza settlements and four West Bank settlements. 
2007  Hamas seizes control of Gaza. 
2011 Conflict persists in Gaza. 
2012 Palestine's status in the United Nations upgraded to "Non-Member Observer State". 
2013  Netanyahu claims victory for a third term of rule in Israel. 
 Israeli and Palestinian negotiators agree to new peace talks and officially begin talks in Jerusalem. 
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3.8.2  Zionism: Israel's nationalist discourse 

Let me begin by providing a working definition of the concept of Zionism. Zionism emerged in the 

late 19th century in central Europe as a call for the establishment of a separate homeland for the 

Jews in Palestine. This nationalist discourse is based on the preservation of a distinct Jewish identity 

and the return of Jews to Israel to form a nation free from discrimination and persecution. The 

founding of Zionism is often attributed to Theodor Herzl, the Viennese journalist who proposed the 

establishment a secular nation state for ethnic Jews. With the establishment of the State of Israel, 

the nationalist discourse evolved to address issues of security and threats to the continued existence 

of the Jewish people as a distinct nation.  

Zionism is noted to have developed from a secular school of thought. Hence there are different 

forms of Zionism, such as Labour Zionism (i.e. Social Zionistm, which calls for a revolution of the 

Jewish economic life); Liberal Zionism (also referred to as General Zionism, advocating a free market, 

democracy and human rights); and Green Zionism (a branch of Zionism concerned with the 

environment of Israel). In this section, however, since we are addressing the critical issue of religion 

in the conflict, we will discuss "Religious Zionism".  

So what is "Religious Zionism"? Religious Zionism is an ideology that combines Zionism and Jewish 

religion as the foundation for the autonomy of the Jewish people and the establishment of a Jewish 

state. Religious Zionists have been at the forefront of the Jewish settlement in the West Bank, and 

have been actively engaged in asserting Jewish control over the Old City of Jerusalem (the location 

of the sacred sites). Religious Zionists disapprove of the secular nationalist discourse, as they see it 

as being supported by secular Jews and atheists who base many of their actions on Marxism and 

Social Zionism. For Religious Zionists the bottom line is that the establishment of the State of Israel is 

linked to a religious discourse, more specifically a prophetic unfolding.  

Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook was one of the more contemporary proponents of Religious Zionism. 

Kook believed that the return of the Jews to Jerusalem and the establishment of the State of Israel 

was related to the messianic promise – that is the coming of the promised messiah and the 

beginning of the redemption (refer back to our early discussion of the messiah). Rabbi Kook's son, 

Rabbi Tzvi Yehud HaCohen Kook, took the idea further by contending that Israel's political and 

military actions should be premised on the messianic promises, which implied seizing control of the 

entire territory (including the present Palestine).  

Hence we find conflicting ideas in contemporary Jewish society: Zionism posits that the State of 

Israel is a secular state and that its laws and legislative assembly need to reflect that, while Religious 

Zionists see the creation of the State of Israel on secular grounds as blasphemy. Religious Zionists 

contend that a non-religious Jewish identity is antithetical to the religious definition of Jewishness. 

For them, the restoration of Israel can only be brought about by divine intervention; human 

attempts to re-establish Israel are considered heretical. This interpretation of God intervening in 

history draws us back to our earlier discussions, were we see that, according to Jewish tradition, God 

played a significant role in the history of the Jewish people.  

Let's return back to our three earlier questions: (1) whether it is permissible to settle a conflict 

through compromise with members of another religion; (2) whether control over Israeli territory 

may be exclusive or shared with members of another nation or religion; and (3) whether rights can 
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be granted to members of other religions at these holy sites. Based on the above exposition of 

Religious Zionism, do you think that the answer to any of these questions can be "yes"? Think about 

this as we develop our thoughts in the next study unit, where we will look at the first of Judaism's 

younger relatives, namely the Christian religion.   



RST1501/102 

70 
 

Study Unit 4: Christianity 

by Denzil Chetty 

 

 

4.1  Introduction: the academic study of Christianity 
As with other religious traditions (and as we saw in Judaism), there is diversity in respect of the ways 

in which the study of Christianity is approached. Much of this diversity can be ascribed to the 

different variables which have shaped and continue to shape the study of Christianity.  

Let's look at the following four selected variables that have had an impact on the study of 

Christianity (while acknowledging that a more comprehensive survey is beyond the scope of this 

module): 

  

 Historical consciousness. Historical consciousness can be defined as (a) individual and 

collective understandings of the past; (b) the cognitive and cultural factors that shape that 

understanding; and (c) the ways in which those historical understandings affect the present 

and the future. In the context of Christianity, we also observe a distinction between "beliefs" 

(what Christians believe, teach and confess) and "phenomena" (what Christians do and the 

cultures and subcultures this creates). (For a further discussion see Bialecki, Haynes & 

Robbins 2008.)  

 Regional consciousness. This highlights "location" and "demographics". In recent years there 

has been an emerging trend to think comparatively and theoretically about similarities and 

differences in the shapes and histories of various Christian populations (see Scott 2005; 

Cannell 2006). 

 Global consciousness. This refers to the impact on Christianity from global world forces. 

These world forces have contributed to the "shifting" of approaches towards Christianity. 

Outcomes 

After completing this study unit, you should be able to demonstrate 

 an understanding of what the academic study of Christianity involves 

 knowledge of the basic beliefs, practices, institutions, sacred texts and historical developments of 

Christianity 

 engagement with a selection of critical issues in Christianity 

 the ability to explain where Christianity fits into the history of religions and how adherents of 

Christianity relate to members of other religions 

 the ability to produce and communicate information on and insight into Christianity accurately and 

coherently in assigned tasks 
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Some of these forces are post-colonialism, modernity, political formations, gender and race, 

(post)modern economics and secularism.  

 The modern-day resurgence of "Pentecostalism". Over the past century, more especially the 

last 50 years, we have witnessed a tremendous expansion of Christianity in sub-Saharan 

Africa, Asia, Oceania and Latin America (see Martin 1995; Jenkins 2002). Much of this 

expansion can be attributed to the rise of modern variations in Christianity, such as 

Pentecostalism. Its rapid growth can be attributed to its adaptation to local cultures and its 

strong beliefs in the spirit world, which focus on healing, prophecy,  a personal experience of 

God, baptism with the Holy Spirit, and belief in divine intervention in the material wellbeing 

of God's people. 

 

 

Figure 4.1 A special healing and deliverance service – Durban, KwaZulu-Natal. (Source: Marcelo Lima, Department of 
Religious Studies and Arabic, Unisa.) 

It is against this background that an "explosive" shift has occurred in Africa from the African Initiated 

churches (AICs) to the more "explosive" Pentecostal churches (see Anderson 2000; Meyer 2004). The 

seminal work by Ogbu Kalu (2008) entitled African Pentecostalism: an introduction, highlights not 

only this shift, but also the major conceptual transformations that are giving rise to megachurches 

with multicultural congregations (see Kalu 2008). In addition, the emergence of Pentecostal 

churches in city centres have redefined the notion of "sacred space" and transformed the city 

landscape, many churches occupying commercial land and properties and competing with retailers 

for marketing space on huge billboards and on the walls of buildings. 

The above four variables have indeed had an impact on the study of Christianity and fostered a 

much more creative space in which to study Christianity. Let us now look at some of the central 

characteristics that sets Christianity apart from the previous Abrahamic religion, Judaism.  
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4.2  Basic beliefs in Christianity 
In our study of Judaism we saw that orthopraxy (the right practice) is given preference over 

orthodoxy (the right beliefs). In our study of Christianity, however, we find that beliefs 

(doctrine/dogma) play a more significant role in shaping the religious system. The history of 

Christianity (as we shall later see) is characterised to a greater extent by divisions than by uniformity 

among Christian groups (Fisher 2009:207). The church is vast and culturally diverse, and Christian 

theologies are complex and intricate. Nevertheless, as in Judaism, there are a few basic beliefs the 

majority of Christians would agree with. Let's look at four of these basic beliefs. 

4.2.1  Belief in one God 
Christians believe in one God (monotheism). This God is regarded as the creator of heaven and earth 

and the source of all life. However, the notion of God's "oneness" is much more complex than in 

Judaism. Christians believe in the one God encompassing three divine persons, the Father, the Son 

and the Holy Spirit (also referred to by some adherents as the Holy Ghost). This conceptualisation of 

God is known as the Trinity (also referred to as the Triune God). These three beings are distinct, yet 

of one substance or nature, which gives them the status of "oneness". As noted by Nigosian 

(2000:301), this conceptualisation is certainly beyond the limits of human comprehension and 

therefore considered a "divine mystery".  

According to Christian tradition, the Father is seen as omnipotent or all-powerful, holy, eternal and 

unchangeable, as well as merciful and gracious. The Son (Jesus Christ) is regarded as the cornerstone 

of Christianity. Christian tradition posits that Jesus was born through a "virgin birth" (i.e. conceived 

in his mother's womb from the Holy Spirit while she remained a virgin). According to Christian 

tradition, Jesus took a human form and inhabited the physical sphere as any other human being. 

However, he possessed supernatural powers to heal and to forgive (attributes that were previously 

ascribed to God only). Christian tradition centres on the belief that Jesus died on the cross, that after 

three days he rose from the dead, and that he ascended to heaven to be with the Father. So how 

does the Holy Spirit enter into this notion of God? According to Christian tradition, when Jesus 

ascended to heaven, he sent the Holy Spirit to be with his people until his return. The Holy Spirit is 

noted to "convict" Christians of their sins. However, in Pentecostalism, the role of the Holy Spirit 

extends beyond mere conviction. Firstly, in Pentecostal tradition a believer (member) must be 

baptised by the Holy Spirit. Secondly, the Holy Spirit is believed to empower individual believers 

spiritually to confront evil forces such as demonic possessions and attain a spiritual state of 

"deliverance" (see fig 4.2).  
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Figure 4.2 Praying over a young girl during a service at a Pentecostal church in Eersterus (Pretoria). (Source: Marcelo 
Lima, Department of Religious Studies and Arabic, Unisa.) 

4.2.2  Doctrine of incarnation 
The second belief evolves from the Christian understanding of God described above. The notion of 

"incarnation" refers to the belief that God was literally "embodied in flesh" or "took on" flesh. 

Christians who believe in incarnation hold that Jesus was not merely a "teacher" or a "prophet" (as 

may be argued in Judaism and Islam), but rather the "only begotten Son of God". Hence the belief is 

held that Jesus was simultaneously human (born of a virgin) but also divine. In addition to believing 

in the death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus, Christians also believe that he will return to judge 

every person, dead or alive, and to establish his eternal kingdom. Christians thus believe that Jesus is 

the promised messiah that the Jews were anticipating (refer to our discussion of Judaism). It should 

be noted here, however, that Judaism (as well as Islam) rejects the notion of incarnation.  

Throughout history, we have seen many figures come to the fore claiming to be the "reincarnate" 

Jesus Christ. The more contemporary claimants are: 

 MJ Divine (also referred to as Father Divine), an African-American spiritual leader who 

claimed to be God and founded the International Peace Mission Movement. 

 Wayne Brent, who claimed that he was the messiah and the embodiment of God. He 

founded the Lord of Righteousness Church (also referred to as "Strong City") in New Mexico. 

 Jose Luis De Jesus Miranda, a controversial religious figure and self-proclaimed Jesus Christ. 

He started with a small number of followers, which eventually culminated in the formation 

of the Growing in Grace movement. The movement started in Miami, Florida, but soon 

expanded to different places in the United States and Latin America.  
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 Alan John Miller (also referred to as AJ Miller), who claims to be the reincarnation of Jesus 

Christ and is the founder of the Divine Truth movement based in Australia. Miller's 

doomsday predictions assert that changes culminating in the last days will begin in 2012. 

Remember the movie "2012"? In an interview Miller claimed that the events depicted in the 

movie are a portrayal of what will transpire in the last days (see his interview on "Current 

Affairs" at <aca.ninemsn.com.au/article/8250274/aussie-messiah-questioned>). 

4.2.3  Doctrine of reconciliation or atonement 
Building on the doctrine of incarnation, Christians firmly believe in the doctrine of reconciliation or 

atonement. According to Christian tradition, Adam is seen as the father of humanity. However, due 

to his "fall" (i.e. being tempted into sin), humanity fell into a state of sin and was separated from 

God. However, through his death Jesus made the "ultimate sacrifice" and atoned for humanity's sin. 

Thus Christians hold that the resurrection of Jesus is seen as proof of universal atonement, and that 

those who believe in Jesus are no longer alienated from God.  

4.2.4 Creeds: the Apostles' Creed and the Nicene Creed 
Throughout the ages, basic tenets that have emerged as fundamental principles in the Christian 

religion have often been debated. Within specific 

traditions, this resulted in the formulation of "creeds". 

Two important creeds that have dominated the Christian 

Church are the Apostles' Creed and the Nicene Creed. We 

will discuss this further in our section on history. 

However, for now, let's look at these two creeds and 

complete the assigned activity below. 

4.2.4.1 The Apostles' Creed  

The Apostles' Creed reads as follows: 

I believe in God the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth, and in Jesus Christ, His holy 

Son, our Lord, Who was conceived by the Holy Ghost, born of the Virgin Mary, suffered 

under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died, and was buried; He descended into hell, the third 

day He rose again from the dead. He ascended into heaven. And sits on the right hand of 

God the Father Almighty; from there He shall come to judge the quick and the dead. I 

believe in the Holy Ghost, the holy Catholic Church, the Communion of saints, the 

forgiveness of sins; the resurrection of the body; and the life everlasting.  

4.2.4.2 The Nicene Creed 

The Nicene Creed was formulated as follows: 

I believe in one God, the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and earth, and of all things 

visible and invisible. And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only begotten-Son of God. Born of the 

Father before all ages. God of God, light of Light, true God of the True God. Begotten not 

made; being of one substance with the Father; by whom all things were made. For us and for 

our salvation he came down from heaven: by the power of the Holy Spirit he became 

incarnate from the Virgin Mary, and was made man. For our sake he was crucified under 

Pontius Pilate; he suffered death and was buried. On the third day he rose again in 

accordance with the Scriptures; he ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of 

Definition 

Creed: derived from the Latin credo, which 

means a statement of faith. 
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the Father. He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead, and His kingdom will 

have no end. We believe in the Holy Spirit, the giver of life, who proceeds from the Father 

and Son. With the Father and the Son he is worshipped and glorified. He has spoken through 

the Prophets. We believe in the holy catholic and apostolic church. We acknowledge one 

baptism for the forgiveness of sins. We look for the resurrection of the dead, and the life of 

the world to come (as printed in the Lutheran book of worship). 

 

 

4.3  Practices (rituals) in Christianity 
Let's now turn our attention to the practices (rituals) embodied in Christianity. As mentioned earlier, 

Christianity comprises various groups (or denominations), each with its own traditions. The 

differences between these groups are strongly evident in the manner in which rituals are observed. 

While the enactment of these rituals may differ from group to group, theologically they articulate 

the same message.  

4.3.1  Rites of passage and other sacraments 
Like Judaism, Christianity is characterised by several rites of passage, which symbolise different 

stages in the Christian faith. Let's briefly look at these rites of passage and try to understand their 

significance and enactment within the respective traditions.  

1) Baptism. This is the first stage of "initiation" into the Christian faith. Early Christians were 

usually baptised by immersion in water (either full or partial immersion, the candidate 

standing or kneeling in water while water is poured over him or her). Some churches, such 

as the Roman Catholic Church and many Protestant churches,  perform infant baptism (also 

referred to as "christening"). This entails the sprinkling of water over the baby's head as a 

symbol of her or his entry into the covenant relationship with God. However, churches such 

as the Pentecostal churches practice adolescent/adult baptism, believing that the ritual 

should be performed when the individual has come to a full understanding of God and wants 

to enter into covenant with him. Such churches also perform baptism through full immersion 

(see fig 4.3). During the ritual, some churches baptise in the name of the Father, the Son and 

the Holy Spirit, while others baptise in the name of Jesus only. Today we find that some 

movements, such as the Quakers and the Salvation Army, do not practice baptism as a rite.  

 

Recommended activity  

Read the above two creeds and categorise the core beliefs that come to the fore under the three headings 

we discussed above (in sections 4.2.1–4.2.3). Also highlight the differences between the two creeds. 

Feedback 

In completing the above activity you will note many similarities and differences between the two creeds. 

Note that the creeds were written at different times in history. Take careful note of the positioning of the 

Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit in the above creeds. 
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Figure 4.3 Baptism ritual being performed by a church in Eersterus (Pretoria). (Source: D Chetty, Department of Religious 
Studies and Arabic, Unisa.) 

2) Confirmation. This entails the laying on of hands and prayer, and is seen as a sealing of the 

covenant entered into at baptism. Confirmation is usually performed between the ages of 

seven and fourteen (Nigosian 2000:303). In some churches, confirmation is also regarded as 

a sign of full membership of the local congregation. The Roman Catholic and Eastern 

Orthodox as well as some Anglican churches consider confirmation a sacrament, while in 

churches such as the Presbyterian, Methodist and Lutheran it is recognised as the coming of 

age ceremony. In Pentecostal churches we find similar practices in the form of membership 

ceremonies, during which new members declare their faith openly. There are also infant 

dedication rituals.  

3) Penance or confession. This rite of passage  basically entails the repentance of sins followed 

by the granting of absolution (forgiveness). This sacrament plays an important part in the 

Roman Catholic and Orthodox Churches. It also forms part of a non-sacramental act in the 

Anglican tradition and is practised to varying degrees in other Protestant circles.  

4) The Eucharist.  This is also referred to as the Holy Communion or the Lord's Supper, and is a 

re-enactment of Jesus' last supper with his disciples. Christians generally regard Christ as 

being present in the rite; however, they differ as to how exactly this takes place. Some 

believe that the elements (bread and wine or grape juice) actually become the body and 

blood of Christ, while others believe them to be symbols only, and believe Christ being 

present in a more spiritual form. In Pentecostal tradition, we find that the rite also includes 

an element of "divine grace", through which individuals can be forgiven for their sins.  

5) Marriage. In this rite, divine sanction is believed to be conferred upon the man and the 

woman as they unite to form one couple. How the rite is enacted, however, differs from one 

Christian tradition to the next.  
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6) The Holy Orders. In the Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, Lutheran and Anglican Churches, 

holy orders are special roles within the church such as those of a bishop, priest, or deacon. 

The term also refers to the sacrament or rite by which candidates are ordained to these 

special roles (see fig 4.4). 

 

Figure 4.4 Consecration and installation service in Port Elizabeth. (Source: Bishop George Booty.) 

7) Holy Unction (Roman Catholic Church) or Euchelaion (Eastern Orthodox Church). The Holy 

Unction is administered to those whose death is imminent, while the Euchelaion entails 

prayers and anointment with oil to comfort and heal the sick.  

  

 

 

Recommended activity 

Not all Christian traditions celebrate all seven of the above rites. In fact, during the Reformation people 

literally fought wars over the issue of how many of these rites were of divine origin. Use the internet to 

determine how many and which of these rites are practised by the Orthodox, Catholic, Lutheran, Reformed 

and Pentecostal churches. Here’s a hint: Search for "sacrament". 
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4.3.2  Festivals (holy days) 
In the beginning, the Christian Church followed the same calendar and celebrated the same holy 

days as that of Judaism. However, as the movement began to grow, the two became much more 

distinct from one another, and Christianity developed its own unique calendar. Some of the holy 

days, such as Easter and Pentecost, were celebrated in the early church, while others, such as 

Christmas, were developed several centuries later. Let's take a closer look at Christian holy days, 

keeping in mind that not all churches celebrate all these days. 

The earliest Christians worshipped on Saturdays, following the Jewish tradition of the Sabbath. In 

later traditions, however, we see that Sunday (the first day of the week and the commemoration of 

the resurrection of Jesus) began to emerge as the day of worship. 

The Christian year begins with the season of Advent (four weeks before Christmas). During this 

period, Christians read from the Bible (the Holy Scriptures) to prepare themselves for Christmas. 

Christmas marks the birth of Jesus and is celebrated in Western Christianity on the 25th of 

December. (Eastern Orthodox churches celebrate Christmas in January.) Christmas is 

commemorated by means of a special worship service and a feast. Twelve days after Christmas, 

Epiphany is celebrated. This celebration commemorates the three wise men who came to 

Bethlehem to search for the infant Jesus.  

The oldest and most widely accepted holiday in the Christian calendar is Easter. The date of Easter is 

established each year according to the lunar calendar and may vary from year to year. Easter 

commemorates the resurrection of Jesus and is celebrated on the Sunday after Good Friday, which 

commemorates the crucifixion of Jesus. Forty days before Easter, Christians observe Ash 

Wednesday, when they receive a special mark of ashes on their forehead during special Ash 

Wednesday services. For the next 40 days, Christians observe the season of Lent. During this period, 

Christians fast and abstain from some food or habit in order to be more aware of the need for 

repentance.  

Forty days after Easter, Christians celebrate Ascension Day, where they remember that Christ 

ascended to heaven. Fifty days later Pentecost is celebrated. Pentecost commemorates the day on 

which the Holy Spirit  descended upon Jesus' disciples in Jerusalem and empowered them to go and 

preach the Gospel of Jesus.  

 

 

Activity 4.1 

In 2012 the South African Commission for the Promotion and Protection of the Rights of Cultural, Religious 

and Linguistic Communities (CRL Commission) launched an investigation into the equality of religious 

holidays that have been declared public holidays. The public was asked to comment by suggesting religious 

holy days that should be declared public holidays. For this task, you are required to draft a letter to the 

Chair of the CRL Commission stating what Christian holy days you think should be declared public holidays. 

You need to motivate your response. 
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4.3.3  Veneration of the saints 
In Eastern Orthodox, Roman Catholic and Anglican Churches, patron saints that intercede with God 

on behalf of those who pray to them for help are venerated. The above churches also observe feasts 

for certain saints concurrently with the liturgical festivals. However, many Protestant churches 

denounce these practices on theological grounds.  

4.4  Institutions in Christianity 
As noted in our study unit on Judaism, institutions serve as the custodians of religious traditions. In 

this section, we look briefly the following selected religious functionaries as well as local and 

international organisations:  

 The Pope. In the Roman Catholic Church, the Pope is the Bishop of Rome and is regarded as the 

leader of the worldwide Church. The importance of the Pope is largely derived from his function 

as the successor of Saint Peter. The office of the pope is called the "papacy". The Pope is also the 

head of state of the Vatican City.  

 Bishop and archbishop. A bishop is an ordained member of the Christian clergy who is entrusted 

with a position of authority and oversight. In the Anglican tradition, the role of the bishop is that 

of the pastor of a diocese (district). An archbishop is the bishop of an archdiocese (which is 

usually a prestigious diocese with an important place in the local community). One of the 

prominent South African archbishops is Archbishop Desmond Tutu, now retired, who was also a 

social activists and a prominent opponent of the apartheid regime in South Africa. He still 

functions as an outspoken critic of the state.  

 Protestant Pastor. A pastor is the ordained leader of a Christian church who preaches, leads the 

rituals and serves as a counsellor. The term "pastor" also implies "shepherd".  

 Apostle. In Pentecostal churches we see the emergence of the office of apostle. An apostle in 

this tradition is noted to oversee several churches. 

 South African Council of Churches. The South African Council of Churches is an 

interdenominational forum in South Africa. It is governed by a national conference that meets 

once every three years. During the apartheid years it was a prominent anti-apartheid 

organisation, with leaders such as Desmond Tutu, Frank Chikane and Beyers Naudé.  

 

 World Council of Churches. This is an international fellowship of Christian churches founded in 

1948 on the principles of dialogue and collaboration. It is based at the Ecumenical Centre in 

Geneva, Switzerland. While the majority of the World Council of Churches' initial members 

hailed from Europe and North America, today most member churches are in Africa, Asia, the 

Caribbean, Latin America, the Middle East and the Pacific. 

Feedback 

Your answer should include a description of each holy day and an explanation of why you believe it should 

be a public holiday. If you read the question carefully, however, you would have realised that you were 

also free to argue that no religious days, Christian or otherwise, should be declared public holidays. You 

can view a report on the findings of the investigation on the following link: 

<www.crlcommission.org.za/public_holidays_report.pdf>. 
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4.5  Sacred texts in Christianity 
Of all the major religions, Christianity is the only one that includes in its sacred texts the entire 

scripture of another religion, namely the Hebrew Bible (referred to in the Christian Church as the Old 

Testament). To this, the Christian Church has added the New Testament. Christians believe that the 

Old Testament is the old covenant made with Moses at Mount Sinai, and that the New Testament is 

the new covenant made by Jesus with his disciples. The Old and New Testaments together constitute 

the sacred texts of Christianity –that is the "Bible". Christian scriptures play an important role in 

Christian liturgies (for example in reading and chanting, and in sermons). In the modern era, we have 

seen that the critical study of the Bible has led to the traditional and fundamentalist (literal) belief in 

the Bible's absolute authority being challenged. (Aspects that have been questioned in the light of 

reconstructions of the historical Jesus are, for example, the diverse, even contradictory views of 

Christ as mythical figure in the New Testament.  We will discuss these reconstructions in our section 

on history.  

4.5.1  The Old Testament 

Christians inherited the scriptures of the Greek-speaking Jewish community known as the Septuagint 

("The Seventy" or the LXX, in reference to the 70 translators that are believed to have worked on it). 

The collection of books in that scripture included some writings that originated between 200 BCE 

and 100 CE but were never part of the Hebrew Bible. Although the early Church accepted all the 

books listed in the Septuagint as divinely inspired, the decision over these other books was disputed. 

After many councils and disputes, a meeting of Catholic bishops and theologicans called the Council 

of Trent was convened. This council settled the matter decisively in 1546. The authoritative 

pronouncement of the Roman Catholic Church reaffirmed its official consensus regarding the Old 

Testament. All the books in the Hebrew text were recognised> as divinely inspired; in addition it 

accepted seven other Jewish writings: Tobit, Judith, Book of Wisdom, Ecclesiasticus, Baruch, 1–2 

Activity 4.2 

For this activity, you are required to do some research on your own. Find a church that is close to you and 

enquire about their leadership structure. Probe the following questions: (1) How is the religious 

community structured at local, national and international levels? (2) How are functions distributed among 

leaders and members of the religious community?  

You can do this research by visiting the church in person, by telephoning them or via e-mail. If there is no 

church close to you, find a church online and look at their leadership structure. Many church websites 

include such information. 

 

Feedback 

This is a good activity to get you to do some research on your own. I hope you enjoyed it. Perhaps you 

found that the leadership structure in the church you researched includes deacons, elders and pastors 

(also called "ministers"). A common feature in modern Pentecostal churches is the inclusion of the pastor 

and his wife in the senior church leadership. The wife of the pastor is often regarded as the "first lady". 
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Maccabees. Catholics refer  to these seven writings (plus additional parts of Esther and Daniel) as 

"Deuterocanonical" (implying the "secondary canon"). 

During the same period (the 16th century), the Protestant reformers, including Martin Luther, 

accepted only those books included in the Hebrew text as divinely inspired. Protestants refer to the 

additional works as the "apocrypha" and give them an inferior status. 

4.5.2  The New Testament 
During the first 400 years of Christian history, many writings and stories were circulated. Eventually 

27 of these were assembled to form the New Testament. The New Testament comprises the four 

gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke and John), which record the life and teachings of Jesus. This is 

followed by the book of Acts, which chronicles the early Christian missionaries. Following this are a 

number of epistles (letters) written mostly by Paul, either to individuals or to Christian communities. 

The New Testament concludes with the book of Revelations (also referred to as the Apocalypse), 

which occupies a central place in Christian eschatology (the study of the "end times").  

4.5.3  The Christian canon 
During the 2nd century, a flood of gospels and other writings forced Christians to make selections 

regarding what constituted authoritative Christian literature. A complete listing of the books of the 

Old and New Testaments was provided at a council held in Rome in 382. Thus the Christian Bible 

only took its final shape by the late 4th century. This brought to the fore the term "canon", which is a 

Greek translation of the Semitic word qaneh, meaning "reed" (implying guide or standard). The term 

"canon" was first used in the 4th century to refer to a recognised set of authoritative books – that is 

the Christian canon. Note that the canon is closed and no new books can be added.  

 

 

 

 

Activity 4.3 

Over the years we have found different translations or versions of the Bible coming to the fore (e.g. the 

King James Version (KJV), the New King James Version (NKJV), the New International Version (NIV), etc). 

Compile a list of the translations/versions that you can identify. You can use the internet to complete the 

activity or you can pop into one of the bookstores close to you. 

Feedback 

There are many translations/versions of the Christian Bible. For example the King James Version is written 

in very "Shakespearean" language, using "thee" and "thou". If you love Shakespeare, you will certainly 

enjoy this version. The New King James Version, however, follows a more modern English approach that is 

easier for modern English speakers. 
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4.6 An overview of selected periods in Christian history 
As noted in our study on Judaism, a full survey of the history of Christianity is beyond the scope of 

this study. However, it is important for us to understand some of the critical historical developments 

that have shaped Christianity over the years. But first, I would like you to complete the following 

activity. 

 

 

4.6.1  The historical Jesus 
The historical Jesus was born in about 6 BCE. He was baptised by John the Baptist when he was 

about 30 years old. His public career barely lasted three years, after which he was crucified under 

the Roman governor Pontius Pilate. 

The first important fact we need to note is that the historical Jesus, the earliest Christians and Paul 

were Jews. Christianity thus arose from the heart of Judaism and initially formed a movement or sect 

within Judaism. Even where non-Jews soon converted to Christianity, they had close links to Jewish 

synagogues in the Diaspora, where they learned about and sympathised with Jewish religion. This 

means that the emergence of Christianity as a social phenomenon should in the first place be 

understood in relation to Jewish history. (Of particular importance here are the Jewish sects known 

as the Essenes, the Sadducees, the Pharisees and the Zealots, which were active in the period before 

70 CE.)  

The second important fact is that Jesus and his first followers were Jews living under the yoke of the 

Roman Empire. How did that come about? The Eastern Mediterranean region became Hellenised 

because of Alexander the Great's conquests and the rule of his successors after the end of the 4th 

century BCE. Under Antiochus IV Epiphanes, the Greek tyrant who ruled Palestine from Antioch in 

the 2nd century BCE, the Jews under the leadership of the Maccabeans rebelled against increasing 

Hellenisation, which posed a threat to their religion. They gained their independence and 

established their own Hasmonean dynasty. The Essenes were, however, disillusioned with the 

corrupt Hasmoneans and established their own sect. In 63 BCE the Romans captured Jerusalem, and 

in 40 BCE they appointed Herod as client king through whom they would rule Palestine. After 

Herod's death in the year 4 BCE the Romans divided his kingdom into three parts, each of Herod's 

sons ruling one part using a lesser title than king. During the life of the historical Jesus, Galilee and 

Perea were thus ruled by Herod's son Antipas. Judea, however, was not ruled for long by Herod's son 

Recommended activity 

Using the internet as your basic source and the skills that you have acquired so far in conducting online 

searches, draw up a timeline of important events in Christianity. The purpose of this timeline will be to 

provide you with a detailed account of the history of Christianity from the beginning of the current era (CE 

or AD) to the present. You will obviously highlight events and developments that you consider significant. 

Feedback 

While this is a recommended activity only, it would have helped you to gain a better understanding of the 

historical developments in Christianity. A good website to look at is: 

www.religionfacts.com/christianity/timeline.htm. 
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Archelaus, since the Romans deposed him in 6 CE and decided to rule directly through Roman 

governors (one of these being Pontius Pilate, under whose administration Jesus was crucified). 

Jesus grew up in Nazareth, a small village in Galilee. His brief public ministry of barely three years 

started after he had become a follower of John the Baptist, an ascetic preacher living in the Perean 

desert, who urged Jews to change their lives before God's imminent judgment day and to be 

baptized by John in the Jordan river as a sign of their sincere repentance. After being baptised by 

John, Jesus began his ministry by reaching out to the rural poor of Galilee. He preached to them and 

showed these disempowered peasants and fishermen what it would be like if God, not Caesar or 

Antipas, were to rule instead. By entering the Kingdom of God, which Jesus proclaimed in parables 

and aphorisms, and by sharing their spiritual and material resources, the people would empower 

each other. The healing of illnesses and the sharing of food thus came to form the cornerstones of 

the Jesus movement. 

Jesus' vision of an alternative, spiritual kingdom was in non-violent opposition to the oppression of 

the Roman Empire and its Jewish collaborators, and probably attracted animosity from these elite 

rulers and their aristocratic retainers. A breaking point was reached when Jesus went to Jerusalem 

for the annual Passover festival. You will recall from the previous study unit that the Jewish festival 

of Pesach commemorates Israel's liberation from Egyptian slavery. Under the oppression of the 

Roman Empire, this festival was politically loaded for many Jews. When Jesus caused an uproar in 

the Temple by criticising its corrupt leadership in a symbolic act of subversion, he was arrested and 

condemned by Pontius Pilate to be executed by crucifixion – a penalty reserved for those who dared 

to undermine the Roman Empire. 

The above depiction has been based on a critical reading of sources about Jesus of Galilee and his 

context, and offers one plausible picture of the historical Jesus. By applying the historical critical 

method to the portraits painted of Jesus in the gospels, we find that these portraits were 

declarations of faith created by different Christian communities, each with its own interests and 

needs. The challenge was therefore to try and distinguish, by means of a comparative and critical 

reading of the primary texts, between facts about Jesus on the one hand and mythical developments 

around him on the other.  

The most important myths around Jesus clustered around his birth and his death. They concern his 

existence before his birth, his virgin birth, his resurrection from the dead and ascension to heaven, 

and his expected apocalyptic return. Liberal scholars insist that these myths or beliefs are to be 

understood in a symbolic way, whereas conservative and fundamentalist Christians consider them to 

be literal, historical facts. The crucial point is that these stories took elements from both the Jewish 

and the Greco-Roman tradition in order to encode a specific morality. Similar myths were, for 

example, told about Caesar's miraculous, divine birth and post-mortem ascension, and the same 

titles (particularly "Lord" and "Son of God") were used to worship him, but the myths around Jesus 

had a completely different ethical content and were subversive, even revolutionary, in nature. The 

question then became whether one would see one's God in the imperial palace or amongst the poor 

and marginalised. 
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4.6.2  The growth of the early Church 
Although Paul was a conservative Jew at first, he came to see that uncircumcised gentiles should be 

allowed into Christian communities. These gentiles that converted to Christianity were probably 

already familiar with Jewish religion from being involved in or sympathetic to synagogues in the 

Jewish diaspora. The house-churches that Paul established in major urban centres of the Roman 

Empire not only facilitated the further integration of different ethnicities, but crucially did so on the 

basis of the ethical principle of communal sharing. The most important symbol of this was the 

"agape meal" (a meal which was to express mutual love), during which rich and poor shared their 

food in commemoration of Jesus' last supper with his disciples. 

From his correspondence with the Christian house-churches in Corinth (a Roman colony in southern 

Greece) it is clear that the belief in a Christ who had died and risen again was central to Paul's 

message. Not only was Christ crucified "for us", Paul insists, but he was also resurrected on the third 

day, and would soon return to complete his work of putting things right in the world. The bodily 

resurrection of the dead formed part of the apocalyptic expectations of Judaism, of course, but what 

was extraordinary here was the claim that the general resurrection had already started with Jesus' 

bodily resurrection. He was the first of the innocent suffering to be vindicated, and his followers 

were to share in this collectively by already beginning to realise his vision of systemic justice.  

During their early charismatic stages Christian house-churches did not exhibit much formal 

organisation. The situation changed in the 2nd century, however, with the emergence of an 

orthodox church. Bishops now assumed authority and started to formulate a creed and select the 

writings to be included in a canon. Thus heretics (e.g. the Gnostics and Marcionites) began to be 

identified and their writings (the gnostic codices) suppressed. (This resulted in these codices being 

buried at Nag Hammadi in the Egyptian desert towards the end of the 2nd century CE and being 

famously rediscovered in the 1940s.)  

The most important defender of orthodoxy in the 2nd century was Irenaeus of Lyons (in present-day 

France). Important church fathers in the 2nd and 3rd centuries CE who continued the argument for 

orthodoxy were Clement of Alexandria and his pupil Origen (who were thoroughly influenced by 

Hellenism and wrote in Greek), and Tertullian of Carthage (who wrote in Latin).  

4.6.3  From great triumph to great division  
In this section we explore how Christianity triumphed within the Roman empire to become a 

dominant religion, and how Christianity then fragmented and spread across the globe 

4.6.3.1 Council of Nicea 

When Constantine converted to Christianity and became emperor in 323 CE and Christianity became 

the official religion of the empire in 383 CE, the situation of the Church changed radically. Gone was 

the period of persecution and martyrdom. Instead of opposing imperial injustice in the name of 

Christ, the Church now became the ideological backbone of the Roman empire. A unified empire 

required a unified church, however, which necessitated the formulation of orthodox dogmas and the 

suppression of heterodox views, with the active support of the emperor. For this reason, 

Constantine took an active part in the first general council of the Church at Nicea in 325 CE.  

The consolidation of orthodox dogma was not an easy process but involved intense conflict between 

church leaders. The first point of dissent concerned the nature of Christ and was raised in Alexandria 
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in the form of a dispute between the presbyter Arius and his bishop Athanasius. The question was 

whether Christ was of the same substance (homo-ousios in Greek) as God or not. Arius denied it and 

argued that Christ was created by God, whereas Athanasius held that Christ was both man and God. 

The Council of Nicea was convened by Constantine, and the majority of bishops accepted the 

Athanasian version. 

4.6.3.2 Council of Chalcedon 

The controversy about Christ's nature continued for more than a century, however, and a new 

dispute between Nestorius (Bishop of Constantinople) and Cyril (Bishop of Alexandria) forced the 

Church to settle the issue at the Council of Chalcedon in 451 CE. The loser in this case was Nestorius, 

who emphasised the human nature of Christ, but his followers (known as the Monophysites) 

ensured the continuation of his beliefs by propagating his ideas and establishing Nestorian 

communities as far away as India and China. 

The second major conflict concerned the nature of God, and was resolved towards the end of the 4th 

century with the help of the three Cappadocian fathers. The conclusion was that God was one 

substance (ousia in Greek) but that there were three persons (hypostaseis), namely the Father, the 

Son, and the Holy Spirit. The one God was to be found equally and identically in the three persons. 

This came to be known as the doctrine of the Trinity. 

4.6.3.3 The Great Schism 

The first great division in Christianity occurred in 1054 CE, when the church split into the Eastern 

Orthodox Church (with Constantinople as its centre) on the one hand and the Western Catholic 

Church (with Rome as its centre) on the other. The second major split came in the 16th century CE, 

when the Protestant Reformers broke away from the Roman Catholic Church. The Protestant 

Reformation gave rise to numerous traditions which competed with and often opposed each other 

(e.g. the Lutherans, the Calvinists, the Radical Reformers or Non-Conformists and the Methodists). In 

reaction to the Protestant Reformation the Catholic Church developed its own Counter-Reformation, 

with the Inquisition, the Jesuits and the Council of Trent as crucial points of reference. 

4.6.4 The Protestant Reformation 

The two principal Protestant reformers were Martin Luther (1483–1546), father of the Lutheran 

Reformation, and John Calvin (1509–1564), who initiated the Calvinist or Reformed Reformation. 

Together, these two movements formed the Protestant Reformation.  

4.6.4.1 The Lutheran Reformation 

A crucial date to remember is 31 October 1517, since this is taken to mark the beginning of the 

Protestant Reformation. On this day Martin Luther nailed his 95 theses, in which he protested 

against faults of the Roman Catholic Church, on the door of the church in Wittenberg, Germany. The 

Lutheran Reformation spread mainly throughout Northern Germany and made its way from there 

into the Scandinavian countries. In South Africa today, support for the Lutheran Church is found 

mainly amongst people of German descent and African people who were educated by German 

missionaries. From a study of Paul's epistles to the Romans, Luther came to believe that his salvation 

did not depend on his own efforts, but solely on God's grace (sola gratia in Latin). He therefore came 

to the conclusion that the Catholic doctrine of salvation on the basis of good works was  false.  
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By translating the Bible into the vernacular and having its distribution facilitated by means of the 

printing press, Luther not only gave the common people access to Scripture, but also contributed to 

the creation of a German national identity. He believed fervently that Scripture should have 

precedence over tradition (sola scriptura), but in due course came to see that there were 

discrepancies within the Bible itself which would necessitate the selection of a canon within the 

canon. Luther recognised only two of the seven Catholic sacraments as such, namely baptism and 

the Eucharist. He rejected the Catholic practice of celibacy for priests and married a former nun, by 

whom he had five children. By applying the gospel to the private/personal sphere and the law to the 

public/political sphere, Luther introduced a sharp division between church and state. The church 

was now supposed to attend to the private faith of individuals, whereas the state would take care of 

politics in the public domain. 

4.7.4.2  The Calvinist or Reformed Reformation 

Even more influential than the Lutheran Reformation was the Calvinist (or Reformed) Reformation, 

since the latter left its indelible mark in Switzerland, France, Holland, Scotland and England (and 

because of settlers from these countries, had an impact in America, South Africa and elsewhere). 

Calvin published his Institutes of the Christian religion in France, but was persecuted there and had 

to flee to Geneva (Switzerland) in 1536. In this manual of the Protestant faith he focused on the 

doctrine of original sin and maintained that the whole Bible presented God's special revelation to 

fallen humanity. (He would thus not accept Luther's insistence on a canon within the canon.) Calvin 

did not agree with Luther's strict separation of church (private sphere) and state (public sphere), and 

believed instead that the state should obey God's will. Once he had gained control of Geneva, he 

therefore tried to turn it into an exemplary Calvinist city state. Unfortunately he showed little 

tolerance for his theological-political opponents, as is evident from his burning at the stake of the 

dissident theologian Servetus in Geneva.  

After decades of civil war between Catholics and Protestants in France, the Edict of Nantes gave 

official recognition to the French Protestants (known as Huguenots) in 1598. But less than a century 

later, in 1685, the edict was revoked, which forced the Huguenots to flee the country. Many of these 

refugees came to South Africa, where they contributed to the Reformed tradition.  

In the Netherlands, the northern part became independent of the rule of Catholic Spain in 1609 and 

established itself as the Calvinist state of Holland. It was from here that the first Dutch settlers 

arrived in South Africa in 1652, thus bringing with them the Dutch Reformed Church that has since 

played an important part in the history of South Africa. In the 16th century (in 1561 and 1563 

respectively) the Dutch Reformed Church produced the Belgic Confession  and the Heidelberg 

Catechism, and in the 17th century (in 1619) the Confession of Dordrecht was proclaimed.  

John Knox brought Calvinism to Scotland, where the church government was presbyterian, which 

means that the church was governed by elected "elders" rather than bishops. 

4.6.4.3 The Church of England 

The Church of England (or the Anglican Church), which was established in the 16th century with the 

involvement of King Henry VIII,  accepted the Protestant emphasis on the Bible but retained the 

Catholic liturgy. The Puritans aimed to "purify" Anglicanism of its Catholic elements, and in the 17th 

century featured prominently under the political leadership of Oliver Cromwell. The Anglican system 

of church government is episcopal, which means that it retained the Roman system of governance 
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by bishops (the bishops being nominated by the King or Queen of England). In the presbyterian 

system, on the other hand, elected "elders" govern the church.  

We have seen that both Lutherans and Calvinists (whether Dutch Reformed, Presbyterian, Anglican 

or otherwise) somehow came to terms with political power. Since their members were mostly from 

the middle and upper classes, they had a strong interest in a stable government that would protect 

their property. Peasants and artisans, on the other hand, were differently inclined, and therefore 

formed Protestant churches that would break much more radically with the state. 

4.6.5  The Church in the modern period  
It is often argued that the Protestant Reformation inaugurated and enormously contributed to the 

shaping of the modern world (specifically its spirit of nationalism and capitalism). The Catholic 

Church officially positioned itself in relation to aspects of modernity at its First and Second Vatican 

Councils in the 19th and 20th centuries respectively. 

A characteristic of the period since the middle of the 20th century is that an awareness developed of 

how essential it is for different Protestant churches to listen to each other. The World Council of 

Churches was established in 1948 for this purpose, and the Catholic Church has been sending 

observers to its meetings since 1968 (i.e. since the Second Vatican Council). In addition, there are 

signs that different religions are increasingly engaging in dialogue and collaboration. 

4.6.6  The worldwide spread of Christianity  
One of the most striking features of Christianity during the past 500 years has been its worldwide 

spread as a consequence of colonial expansionism, first with Portuguese and Spanish Catholics, and 

later with the Dutch, British and French,  who were mostly Reformed Protestants. This has also had a 

number of negative consequences, however, that the Christian Church needs to deal with in the 

present postcolonial era.  

By the mid-18th century, Christianity emerged as the dominant religion, as the Church had been 

established on all five continents. During the 16th and 17th centuries, the Roman Catholic orders were 

the dominant missionary force in Christianity. Some of the noteworthy missionaries were Francis 

Xavier (1506–1610) in South and East Asia, Matteo Ricci (1552–1610) in China and Robert de Nobili 

(1577–1656) in India. One of the major factors contributing to the success of this expansion was that 

the dominant European nations at that time (e.g. Portugal and Spain) were Roman Catholic.  

Within the South African context, Protestant missionaries such as JT van der Kemp (1747–1811), 

John Philip (1777–1851), Robert Moffat (1795 –1883) and David Livingston (1813–1873) were key 

figures in the 18th and 19th century.  

During the 20th century, we see a shift towards the ecumenical movement (also referred to as 

"ecumenism"). The most significant accomplishment of this movement has been the formation of 

the World Council of Churches (which we briefly highlighted earlier under "Institutions in 

Christianity"). 

In the 21st century, as we mentioned in the introduction to this study unit, another tremendous 

expansion of Christianity has been taking place due to modern-day movements such as 

Pentecostalism.  
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4.6.7  Christianity in South Africa 
In unravelling the history of Christianity in South Africa, I want to discuss the following topics: settler 

Christianity, mission Christianity, the African Initiated churches, and South African Pentecostalism.  

4.6.6.1 Settler Christianity 

The development of Christianity in South Africa occurred in two distinct phases. In the first phase, 

Christianity was brought by the Dutch and the British, who colonised the Cape from the mid-17th 

century onwards, and who saw Christianity as their established religion. As a result of colonisation, 

there was an influx of settlers who were by tradition Christian. This led to the establishment of 

European churches such as the Dutch Reformed and the Lutheran. 

From the 19th century, after the Cape had been occupied by the British, we saw the establishment of 

a range of denominations that existed in Great Britain. The Anglican Church (Church of England) 

came to South Africa as the official church of the British Empire. Churches not aligned to the state, 

such as the Presbyterian, Congregationalist, Baptist and Methodist, arrived more informally, such as 

through settlers and soldiers.  

The introduction of the Roman Catholic Church to South Africa can be traced back to the beginning 

of the Dutch settlement. The Church became officially established from 1804 onwards, however, 

when the Dutch government granted religious freedom to all religious societies in the Cape.  

4.6.7.2 Mission Christianity 

The second phase of the introduction of Christianity can be attributed to missionary activity in the 

latter part of the 18th century. There was animosity between the settlers and the missionaries, the 

settlers regarding the missionaries as foreigners. A critical element of missionary Christianity, 

however, was that the missionaries represented the socio-economic and political interests of their 

churches. As a result, while individual missionaries may have advocated for the needs of the African 

people, they also simultaneously helped undermine the African social fabric and hence the base 

from which any resistance could have been launched against colonialism (see Villa-Vicencio 

1995:59). An important contributing factor was that missionaries and settlers forced local Africans to 

work on settler farms in order to teach the locals the "dignity of labour".  

4.6.7.3 African Initiated churches 

In the 20th century we saw the emergence of churches that had a distinct African identity and ethos. 

These churches were collectively referred to as the African Initiated churches (AICs). They started as 

a protest movement against what was perceived to be European (white) domination in churches 

that had been brought from Europe. Kiernan (1995:117) highlights this problem by noting that while 

white missionaries promoted principles of democratic participation and self-determination, they 

were very slow to ordain African pastors and reluctant to give them full responsibility and admit 

them as equals. As a result of these frustrations, many schisms occurred and new movements were 

established with African leadership. The Zionist Christian Church is an example of an African Initiated 

church.  
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4.6.7.4 Pentecostalism 

The Pentecostal movement in South Africa is vast and complex. In this section, we will briefly discuss 

the contributions of Nicholas Bhengu. 

Nicholas Bhengu is perhaps one of the most successful 20th-century Pentecostal church leaders in 

South Africa. Bhengu received his education at a mission school but later attended two Roman 

Catholic schools, at Inkumama and Marrianhill. Bhengu became involved in the struggle for African 

advancement and joined the Communist Party when he moved to Kimberley. At a Full Gospel revival 

meeting in Kimberley, he converted to Christianity. He then attended the South African General 

Mission Bible School in the period from 1934 to 1936.  

In 1937 Bhengu was ordained as a missionary and joined the Assemblies of God – a predominantly 

black church with a few white members. In 1940, Bhengu became a member of the first multiracial 

executive council of the Assemblies of God. In 1950, Bhengu launched his first "tent ministry", which 

Recommended activity 

Open the following page from a website by Emeritus Professor Martin West: 

<www.martinwest.uct.ac.za/exhibits/show/african_independent_churches_i/introduction>. 

Now identify the basic features of the African Independent Churches, also referred to as the African 

Initiated Churches. 

Feedback 

This is a reflection exercise. You should be able clearly to identify some of the important features. Here's a 

tip: What do they wear? If you have access to the internet, I encourage you to look at the very impressive 

photos on the website that will help further your understanding of the topic.  

You should have identified the following main points: 

● African Independent churches or African Initiated churches are churches formed and led by Africans. 

● They exist independently of any other religious structures. 

● They have been in South Africa for over a hundred years.  

● The movement originated in the mid-19th century, in what has been called the Ethiopian movement. 

● This type of church, which is a blend of Protestant practice coupled with African leadership, now 

constitutes one wing of the African Independent church movement and is still sometimes collectively 

referred to collectively as Ethiopian.  

● They now form a solid minority of independent churches, in contrast to the rapidly growing Zionist-

type churches.  

● The Zionists constitute the greater part of the independent church movement. 

● These "churches of the spirit" focus mainly on healing. 

● They often combine traditional beliefs with Christianity. 

● The Zion Christian Church (ZCC) is the largest and best known. 

● Most churches are small, however, and individual congregations rarely have more than 30–40 

members.  
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attracted thousands of people who were curious to hear him preach. Bhengu is best known for his 

tent ministries under the banner of "Back to God".  

By 1959 Bhengu had established 50 churches. He retained some control over the new churches and 

continued to work as an evangelist, expanding the work. In 1990, these churches under Bhengu's 

leadership were renamed the Assemblies of God Movement  

4.7  Case study: Charlotte Maxeke and the African Methodist 

Episcopal (AME) Church  
Charlotte Maxeke is often hailed as the "Mother of African freedom" in South Africa. She was the 

first African woman graduate in South Africa; the founder and first President of the Bantu Women's 

League in 1918; as well as a pioneer in the establishment of the African Methodist Episcopal Church 

(AME) in South Africa. Maxeke grew up in an environment that was fertile for the establishment of 

alternative forms of Christianity compared to the predominantly Western one. Govinden (2002:309) 

contends that Maxeke made an important contribution to the development of indigenous 

Christianity in South Africa and to the critical role it has played in political and social developments. 

Maxeke was inspired to establish an AME Church in South Africa during her time at the Wilberforce 

University in the United States, which was run by the AME Church. While she was in the United 

States, she was exposed to some of the critical African-American intellectual voices that came to the 

fore in the reconstruction period following the American Civil War (see Govinden 2002:308). As a 

result of Maxeke's efforts to build relations with it, the AME Church held its Session (Council) in 

Pretoria, South Africa as a protest against racial discrimination. Maxeke played a critical leadership 

role in the Church   in South Africa and was elected President of the Women's Missionary Society.  

Maxeke's involvement with the AME in South Africa also brought a strong African consciousness and 

African presence to missionary activities in South Africa. The leaders of the AME Church in South 

Africa (both men and women) participated in the founding of the ANC in 1912. Thus, Maxeke was 

very instrumental in articulating a Christian response to the socio-political challenges of her time.  

 

 

Recommended activity 

For this activity you need access to the internet. Read the short article by Joan Millard Jackson entitled 

"Charlotte Makgoma Manye Maxeke: her legacy lives on", which is available on the following link in Unisa's 

open repository: <uir.unisa.ac.za/bitstream/handle/10500/4482/Millard-SHEXXXIV-Supplement-

April2008.pdf?sequence=1>. Provide a synopsis of her influence as a black Christian woman in advocating 

change.  

Feedback 

This article by Jackson captures Charlotte Maxeke's legacy as a social worker of the African Methodist 

Episcopal Church as well as her role in politics. Although it was a simple reading exercise, it provided you 

with further background information on an important woman whose legacy has become obscured in a 

male-dominated history of struggle heroes.  
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4.8  Case Study: Christian Zionism  
In our previous study unit I mentioned that we will use the Israel-Palestine conflict as a comparative 

case study across the Abrahamic religions. In this section, I would like to discuss the notion of 

Christian Zionism briefly. In simple terms, Christian Zionism is the belief among some Christians that 

the return of the Jews to Israel and the establishment of the State of Israel is the fulfilment of 

Biblical prophecy and is linked to the second coming of Jesus. Christian Zionism became very 

prominent in the 19th century with the spread of Christian millenarianism (associated with 

expectations of the second coming of Jesus and the establishment of God's kingdom on earth). One 

of the earliest American proponents of Christian Zionism was William E Blackstone (1841– 1935). He 

was an evangelist who had very strong religious ideas about the fate of the Jews and their role in the 

"end days". Blackstone strongly advocated the return of the Jews to Israel and succeeded in 

gathering much support from Christians for the cause.  

Throughout the 20th century, we witnessed a gradual increase in the support for Christian Zionism. 

And thanks to rapid advancements in technology and more especially in media broadcasting, 

Christian Zionism has gained a huge following. This is largely the result of prominent American 

television evangelists calling for support of Israel based on Biblical prophecy. One such evangelist is 

John Hagee, founder and senior pastor of Cornerstone Church in San Antonio, Texas, a 

nondenominational megachurch with more than 20 000 active members. In 2006, John Hagee and 

400 leaders of the Christian and Jewish communities formed a new national organisation called 

"Christians United for Israel". This organisation bases its defence of Israel on the Bible. 

Due to the expansion of Christian television networks such as Trinity Broadcasting Network (TBN), 

we are seeing many other countries beginning to articulate a similar ideological position. There has 

also been an influx of visits from churches to the Holy Land on the basis of their alliance with Israel. 

In fact, support for the Zionist discourse is beginning to dominate the Christian environment (more 

especially in Pentecostal churches).  

However, Christian Zionism as a modern theological and political movement embracing the most 

extreme ideological positions of Zionism has become profoundly detrimental to the peace process 

between Israel and Palestine. Christian Zionism propagates a worldview premised on apocalyptic 

events leading to the end of history. In addition, prominent organisations such as International 

Christian Embassy, Christian Friends of Israel, and Christians United for Israel (as noted above) wield 

significant influence in the United States Congress.  

According to Stephen Sizer (2013), Christian Zionists are in favour of implementing a number of basic 

political principles, and have been supporting Israel in various ways:  

 Due to their belief that the Jews remain God's chosen people, Christian Zionists have been 

supporting Israel financially. However, this also invariably results in the uncritical endorsement 

of Israel's racist and apartheid policies in the media, among politicians and through solidarity 

tours to Israel. 

 The final restoration of the Jews to Israel is actively encouraged, funded and facilitated through 

partnerships with the Jewish Agency. 
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 It is believed that Eretz Israel, as delineated in scripture from the Nile to the Euphrates, belongs 

exclusively to the Jewish people, and that therefore the land must be annexed, Palestinians 

driven from their homes and the illegal Jewish settlements expanded and consolidated. 

 Jerusalem is regarded as the eternal and exclusive capital of the Jews, which cannot be shared 

with the Palestinians. Therefore, strategically, Christian Zionists have lobbied the US 

Administration to relocate its embassy to Jerusalem and thereby to ensure that Jerusalem is 

recognised as the capital of Israel. 

 Christian Zionists offer varying degrees of support for organisations such as the Jewish Temple 

Mount Faithful, whose followers are committed to destroying the Dome of the Rock and 

rebuilding the Jewish Temple on the Haram Al-Sharif (Noble Sanctuary of Al-Aqsa). 

 Christian Zionists invariably have a pessimistic view of the future, and are convinced that the 

apocalyptic Battle of Armageddon is imminent. They are deeply sceptical of the possibility of a 

lasting peace between Jews and Arabs and therefore oppose the peace process. Indeed, 

advocating an Israeli compromise of "land for peace" with the Palestinians is seen as a rejection 

of God's promises to Israel and therefore as support of her enemies. 

Based on the above principles, the Christian Zionists position the Palestinians as foreign residents in 

Israel. In the next study unit we will look at the Palestinian nationalistic discourse, and then you will 

be in a position to contrast the views of all three religions and see why attaining peace is 

problematic.  

And that brings us to the present day in Christianity. It is now time to travel back 15 centuries and 

study the last of the three big Abrahamic religions – Islam. 
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Study Unit 5: Islam 

by Denzil Chetty 

 

 

5.1  Introduction: the academic study of Islam 
Historically speaking, what we today call "Islamic studies" emerged from "Orientalism", the scholarly 

study of Oriental texts and ideas, which became a highly developed field in the 19th and 20th 

centuries in Europe and North-America (Said 1978). Edward Said's book Orientalism (one of the most 

influential yet controversial today) revolutionised the study of the Middle East, bringing to the fore 

critical reflections on how and why we study people that are different from us simply by virtue of the 

colour of their skin. The central argument put forward by Orientalism  is that the way in which we 

acquire knowledge of such people is motivated by certain interests. Said (1978) argues that 

particularly the West (Europe and the United States) look at the countries and nations of the Middle 

East through a lens that tends to distort the reality of those places and people. He calls this lens 

"orientalism".  

At the end of the 20th century and at the dawn of the 21st century we saw a growing awareness of 

colonialism, modernity and globalisation – phenomena that have presented Muslims with a great 

number of challenges. These global historical forces have compelled many Muslims to adapt and to 

grapple with their traditions, often causing extreme tensions within the community of Islam (Tayob 

1999:139).  

Critical events at the start of the 21st century were the terrorist attacks launched by the Islamic 

terrorist group al-Qaeda on the "twin towers" of the World Trade Centre (New York) and the 

Pentagon (Washington, DC), which were seen as challenging Islam. These events culminated in 

misconceptions, intolerance and stereotyping with regard to Islam in general, accompanied by 

immense hatred and prejudice towards the entire Muslim community.  Concomitantly there has 

been a growing interest in the study of Muslims, their belief system, their worldviews and their 

ideologies. While this interest in the Islamic community has the potential to lead to a true 

Outcomes 

After completing this study unit, you should be able to demonstrate 

● an understanding of what the academic study of Islam involves 

● knowledge of the basic beliefs, practices, institutions, sacred texts and historical developments of 

Islam 

● engagement with a selection of critical issues in Islam 

● the ability to explain where Islam fits into the history of religions and how adherents of Islam relate to 

members of other religions 

● the ability to produce and communicate information on and insight into Islam accurately and 

coherently in assigned tasks 
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understanding of the followers of Islam, it also holds the danger of them being viewed through a 

"distorted" lens based on self-motivated interest. 

Islam claims its space in the public sphere both as a "spiritual quest" and as a "group identity" (Tayob 

1999:143). One of the prominent theorists of our time, Samuel Phillips Huntington, posits that 

"culture and cultural identities, which at the broadest level are civilization identities, are shaping 

patterns of cohesion, disintegration, and conflict in the post-Cold War period" (1996:20). According 

to Tayob (1999:143), Huntington's thesis articulates the basis of Islam, which is that Islam is the 

foundation of a unique civilisation and determines everything in a Muslim society, such as its 

political, economic, judicial and education systems as well as its social system.  

Let us now look at some of the fundamental traits that define Islam.  

5.2  Basic beliefs in Islam 
We return now to two of the important concepts that have featured prominently in our study of 

both Judaism and Christianity, namely the familiar orthodoxy versus orthopraxy. We noted that in 

Christianity, orthodoxy (the right belief) takes preference over orthopraxy (the right practice). In 

Islam, as in Judaism, we find a reversal of the roles, in that the right practice takes preference over 

the right belief. This does not imply that belief does not play an important role in Islam. On the 

contrary, belief forms the foundation of Islam. Let's now look at the basic articles of faith, which 

consist of belief in one God, in predestination and in an eschatological doctrine; and at the so-called 

five pillars of Islam, which incorporate essential beliefs integrated with mandated practices.  

5.2.1  Belief in One God 

As do Judaism and Christianity, Islam also follows the tradition of monotheism (i.e. the belief in one 

God). For Muslims, there is only one God, who has existed since eternity and will exist for all 

eternity. He is described as "all-seeing, all-hearing, all-speaking, all-knowing, all-willing, all-powerful, 

and above all an absolute unity" (Nigosian 2000:333). Muslims reject the Christian articulation of 

God as a Trinity on the basis that they believe this to be polytheism. According to Muslim tradition, 

God (referred to as Allah) has 99 names, such as Holy One, Merciful, Compassionate, Guardian and 

Creator. Devout Muslims recite these names similarly to the manner in which a Roman Catholic 

Christian recites the rosary (also as a form of meditation).  

Although Allah alone is the divine figure, he is surrounded and aided by other heavenly figures such 

as angels, who act as his messengers. Other supernatural creatures are called the "jinn". Some of 

these are beneficial creatures who act as guardian angels and others are demons. The leader of the 

evil jinn is Iblis, a fallen angel (similar to Satan in Christianity). According to Muslim tradition, Iblis 

was responsible for the fall of Adam.  

5.2.2  Doctrine of predestination 

According to the sacred Islamic text (the Quran, which we will study later), humans are the creation 

of Allah and must be obedient to him. A person who seeks to be righteous must follow the will of 

Allah. Thus, due to the emphasis on Allah's sovereignty and power, Muslims ascribe to the notion of 

predestination – divine destiny. This implies that whether one enjoys success or failures is entirely in 

the hands of God, who rules the world and has planned each event in advance (Hopfe & Woodward 
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2004:342). While this may create the perception that humans have no control over their actions, this 

is not true. Muslims believe that people are responsible for the evil they commit and will be judged 

for it. Hence some modern Muslim scholars articulate that God has given human beings the ability to 

choose between good and evil based on reason (e.g. the Mutazila school of thought), although this is 

not accepted by all Muslims. However, this is quite a complex issue: According to the standard, 

traditional view, it is believed that all adult Muslims have the freedom to choose good or evil and are 

hence responsible for their actions. According to this view, this choice must ultimately be informed 

by revelation, whereas the Mutazilites as well as some modern scholars believe that reason alone 

will provide the same answer as revelation. 

5.2.3  Doctrine of eschatology 

The third belief that occupies an important place in the minds of Muslims is that in the day of 

judgement. According to the Quran, after death the soul goes to an intermediate sphere called the 

barzakh, where it is still very much alive and experiences joy or pain, depending on how it lived in 

this world. It is believed that, on the day of judgement, the soul will be resurrected with the body 

and undergo a process of judgment that will decide their final destination.  

On this judgement day, the angel of Allah will sound the trumpet, the earth will split and all the 

bodies will (re)join their souls. These events will be followed by the final judgement before God. All 

humans will be judged for their actions and, based on the outcome, will be sent either to heaven or 

to hell. Each person's guardian angel will also bear witness to the person's record on earth. The 

eschatological beliefs of Islam are very similar to those of the Jews and the Christians.  

5.2.4  The five pillars in Islam 

The directives Muslims must comply with are referred to as the five pillars. They are the following:  

 Repetition of the creed (shahadah): The most common religious act by Muslims is the 

repetition of the creed of Islam, which ensures their frequent affirmation of the belief that 

"There is no God but Allah, and Muhammad is the messenger of Allah". While repetition is 

recommended, the creed needs to be recited at least once in a lifetime. These are the first 

words a Muslim child hears, and are likely to be the last words uttered by a dying Muslim 

(Hopfe & Woodward 2004:344).  

 Daily prayer (salat): Muslims are expected to pray five times daily. These five accepted times 

of prayer are at dawn, midday, mid-afternoon, sunset and nightfall. In early Muslim 

communities, men called muezzins climbed to the top of towers known as minarets five 

times a day to cry out in a loud voice announcing the time for prayer. In modern days the 

same practice is followed, but in most mosques it occurs by means of technology, since 

speakers and microphones are used by the muezzins. 
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Figure 5.1 Minaret of the Daras Salaam Masjid in Laudium, Pretoria. (Source: Marcelo Lima, Department of Religious 
Studies and Arabic, Unisa) 

 Almsgiving (zakat): Muslims are expected to share their possessions with those less 

fortunate, such as orphans, widows and the poor. According to Islamic law, charity 

(almsgiving) is obligatory, and is assessed on a tax amount of 2,5% of one's wealth. Alms may 

also be used to support religious institutions, scholars and students. Both receiving and 

giving alms are considered blessings.  

 Fasting (sawm): Similarly to Judaism and Christianity, fasting is seen as very important in 

Islam. However, in Islam it is more stringent and requires a much more prolonged period of 

dedication. Each year during the month of Ramadan, Muslims are expected to abstain from 

eating, drinking, smoking and engaging in sexual relations during the daylight hours. Muslims 

believe this to be a divine command that they must follow. The divine command to fast is 

also believed to have been revealed to other religious communities throughout history, and 

the purpose is self-purification.  The start of the month of Ramadan is dependent on the 

Muslim lunar calendar and varies from year to year. The only Muslims excused from this fast 

are the sick, travellers, mothers of nursing infants, and small children. It is believed that if 

one completes the fast, Allah will pardon one's sins.  

 Pilgrimage to Mecca (the hajj). This pilgrimage to Mecca (the sacred Islamic city) formed part 

of a pre-Islamic Arab tradition. It played an important role in early Islam and is mentioned in 

the Quran as a ritual duty. It is noted that every Muslim who can afford this trip and who is 

healthy enough to do so, should make the trip at least once in their lifetime. This pilgrimage 

takes place during a special month in the Muslim calendar called Dhu al-Hijah. During the 

days of the pilgrimage, pilgrims to Mecca visit the Zamzam well, make several trips around 

the Ka'ba (Islam's holiest site), and offer a sacrifice of a sheep or a goat on the tenth day 

(commemorating Abraham's willingness to sacrifice his own son to God). After performing 
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these duties, pilgrims may also visit Medina to pay their respects to the grave of the Prophet 

Muhammad and to pray at his mosque.  

 

 

5.3  Practices (rituals) in Islam 
As we have already noted, practices (rituals) play an important role in the Islamic faith. In addition to 

these rituals, there are also other rituals (as in Judaism and Christianity) that mark different periods 

in the life of a Muslim. Let's now briefly look at some of these. 

5.3.1  Rites of passage 
There are many practices that Muslims observe as rites of passage. However, in this study, we 

identify the four that are the most important: those associated with birth, circumcision, marriage 

and death:  

 Birth. When a baby is born, the Muslim call to prayer known as the adhan ("God is great, 

there is no God but Allah; Muhammad is the messenger of Allah; come to prayer") is recited 

into the baby's right ear by the father. The baby is then given a taste of something sweet. 

Muslims believe that this practice or sunna was carried out by the Prophet Muhammad, and 

that they will be rewarded by following the same practice. (Muslims strive to follow the 

Prophet's example in respect of various aspects of their life, in order to please God and merit 

divine reward.)  

Seven days after birth, the parents name the child, shave its hair and offer a sacrifice. The 

meat of the sacrifice is given to the poor and an amount of money corresponding to the 

weight of the child's hair is distributed as alms.  

Activity 5.1 

You have now studied the basic beliefs of the three Abrahamic religions. For this activity you are required 

to draw up a comparative table listing the core beliefs of the three faiths. The aim of this activity is to help 

you compare and contrast the basic beliefs of the three religions. 

This is a reflection exercise that will help you to collate your thoughts systematically on the core beliefs of 

the three faiths. You can use the table below to get you started: 

Core beliefs Judaism Christianity Islam 

List the belief. List the important 

characteristics of the 

belief. 

List the important 

characteristics of the 

belief. 

List the important 

characteristics of the 

belief. 

  

Remember that each religious tradition has its own set of core beliefs. 
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 Circumcision. Muslims practice circumcision (similar to the Jews). In traditional, rural 

communities, circumcision of a male child is usually performed at the age of four or later and 

marked by family gatherings and festivities. In modern communities, however, it is often 

done shortly after birth and with less fanfare. 

 Marriage. This is normally performed in a ceremony called the nikah. The nikah is a simple 

ceremony in which a man and woman declare their commitment to one another as husband 

and wife. It is a holy contract to which both must agree, and is considered an act of worship. 

Essential to the marriage ceremony is the presence of witnesses who can attest to the 

commitment of the man and the woman.  

 Death. Death is accompanied by a very specific ritual. The body of the deceased Muslim is 

washed with water (usually by someone of the same sex), and burial follows promptly after 

the recitation of short prayers. All Muslims are laid to rest on their right side facing Mecca. 

Males and females are never buried in the same grave. If it is unavoidable, a partition is 

raised to separate the corpses (Nigosian 2000:340).  

 

 

5.3.2  Holy days and festivals 
Whereas in Judaism, Saturday is regarded as the holy day of worship, in Islam Friday is seen as the 

day of prayer, on which all Muslims must attend the mosque for communal prayer. Islam has its own 

distinctive calendar made up of 12 lunar months of 29 or 30 days for a total of 354 days each year. In 

addition to praying five times a day and fasting during the holy month of Ramadan (as discussed 

earlier), Muslims are also required to participate in annual festivals. Let's now look at four of these 

festivals:  

 Feast of Fast-Breaking (Id al-Fitr). This feast is celebrated on the first day of Shawwal (the 

month after Ramadan) and commemorates a return to normal life after a lengthy period of 

fasting. In many Muslims societies it is a communal event, a time for exchanging gifts, 

visiting friends and relatives and paying respect to the dead.  

 Feast of Sacrifice (Id al-Adha). This feast is celebrated on the tenth day of the month of 

pilgrimage (as we noted earlier). It is observed throughout the Muslim world and 

commemorates Abraham's dedication to God to the extent that he was prepared to sacrifice 

Recommended activity 

While this is a recommended activity, we encourage you to complete it in order to gain further insight into 

Islamic rites of passage.  

Watch the following video documentary, which focuses specifically on birth in Islam. The video can be 

obtained on the following link: <www.youtube.com/watch?v=XrG5_TYeHNU>. After watching the video, 

write down the central ideas in the ritual. 

Feedback 

This video clip offers a very insightful discussion on the important actions involved in this rite of passage. It 

brings to the fore the theological significance behind the various acts that we highlighted in our earlier 

discussions. 
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his own son Ishmael. On this day, the head of each household kills an animal and provides a 

feast. Some of the food is also given to the poor.  

 Muslim New Year. The month in which the new year commences, is Muharram. This is 

believed to be the month of the Hijrah (the Prophet Muhammad's migration from Mecca to 

Medina in order to escape persecution).  

 The birthday of the Prophet Muhammad (Mawlid an-Nabi). This celebration comprises the 

recitation of the Prophet's biography and prayers for him. In some countries the birthday of 

the Prophet is celebrated in a carnival manner, with large street processions and with 

mosques and homes being decorated. 

5.3.2  Purification rituals 
The major purification rituals in Islam are bathing (ghusl), ablution (wudu) and dry ablution 

(tayammum). The first two are performed with water that is clean, colourless and odourless, and 

that has not been used for any previous ritual. The ghusl is a major ritual that becomes necessary 

under circumstances of "conversion to Islam, sexual relations, ejaculation, and for women at the end 

of the menstrual period and post-natal bleeding" (Tayob 1999:33). 

The ritual of wudu is performed by washing one's face, washing both arms up to the elbows, wiping 

part of one's head and washing both feet (see fig 5.2).  

 

 

Figure 5.2 A Muslim devotee performing ablution before prayer at a mosque in Durban. (Source: Marcelo Lima,  
Department of Religious Studies and Arabic, Unisa.) 

Dry ablution is used in exceptional cases using sand or dust, where clean water is not readily 

available.  
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5.4  Institutions in Islam 
Compared to Judaism, Islam is not a temple-oriented religion. Although the mosque does play a 

central part in Islam, the nomadic lifestyle of the Arab people prohibited them from worshipping at 

any temple. The nature of their lives demanded that they be free to worship every day, wherever 

they might be. Generally, Muslim worship is carried out in a variety of places. The believers are lead 

in prayer by an imam (often a community member who is a knowledgeable and pious man).  

Mosques (established places of worship) also serve as schools and libraries (see fig 5.3). In history 

we see that the mosques of Mecca and Medina were among the most important centres of learning.  

 

 

Figure 5.3 Central Islamic School, Laudium, Pretoria. (Source: Marcelo Lima, Department of Religious Studies and Arabic, 
Unisa) 

Over time, educational institutions known as madrasah developed alongside large urban mosques. 

These schools offered instruction in Quran recitation and interpretation, theology, law and in some 

cases mystical knowledge and practice.  
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Figure 5.4 A young boy attending madrasah at the Daras Salaam Masjid in Laudium, Pretoria. (Source: Marcelo Lima, 
Department of Religious Studies and Arabic, Unisa.) 

Some of these educational institutions developed into major Islamic universities that attract 

students from all over the world. Perhaps the most famous of these is the Al Azhar in Cairo, Egypt, 

which is regarded as the world's oldest surviving university.  
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5.5  Sacred texts (holy Scripture) 
The sacred scripture of Islam is called the Quran. The word "Quran" literally means reading or 

reciting. The Prophet Muhammad did not write the Quran (just as Jesus did not write the Bible). 

Instead, the Prophet's utterances of the revelation he received were recorded by his supporters and 

organised by editors working under Caliph Uthman (companion and successor of the Prophet) into 

what today we refer to as the Quran.  

Muslims regard the Quran as revelations from God transmitted to the Prophet Muhammad through 

the angel Gabriel. Muslim adherents believe that each of the 114 chapters (suras) in the Quran is a 

mirror of an original text preserved in heaven (Nigosian 2000:327).  

The contents of the Quran are varied, some texts dealing with ceremony and civil law, while others 

offer theological views and moral exhortations. We find references to various Biblical characters 

such as Adam, Moses, Abraham, Mary, Joseph and Jesus. The Quran is, first and foremost, a 

scripture to be confessed by rehearsing its content (i.e. by means of memorisation and recitation). 

While the followers of Islam respect the scriptures of Judaism and Christianity, they regard the 

Quran as the pure essence of divine revelation – the "final revelation".  

 

 

Activity 5.2 

For this activity we require you to become a photo journalist. You don't need any fancy cameras: a simple 

cell phone, iPad or PC tablet camera will suffice. You are required to capture a photo of a mosque near 

you. Post the photo on our Departmental Facebook page at www.facebook.com/pages/UNISA-Religious-

Studies-Arabic-Islam/168049406580429, together with a brief synopsis of the history of the mosque and 

the community it services (not too long, just a few words).  

If you don't have a mosque near you, search for a mosque website and write the history of that mosque. 

Now I know that you may be tempted to research the major mosques (in Medina and Mecca), but try and 

focus more on one of the smaller, community-based ones. 

Feedback 

If you did manage to complete the activity by capturing your own photo, well done! The aim of the activity 

was to get you to explore a community-based Islamic worship centre and engage with the community.  

http://www.facebook.com/pages/UNISA-Religious-Studies-Arabic-Islam/168049406580429
http://www.facebook.com/pages/UNISA-Religious-Studies-Arabic-Islam/168049406580429
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The second most important scripture in Islam is the Hadith (Tradition). The Hadith forms the basis of 

Islamic law, theology and customs. The Hadith is based on the actions and sayings of the Prophet 

Muhammad. Because the Prophet did not record his own sayings, a succession of reliable narrators 

began to record them, which eventually culminated in the Hadith.  

By the 9th century, the Hadith was established as the norm by which the Muslim community was 

governed. Both the Quran and the Hadith require interpretation and analysis to be applied to 

specific situations. Since early times, the Islamic community developed directives that were 

eventually compiled into legal manuals. This legal compilation came to be known as sharia (literally 

"way" or "path").  

5.6  An overview of selected periods in Islamic history 
A full narration of the history of Islam is beyond the scope of this module. We have already 

highlighted a few of the historical developments; however, in this section we go a bit further. Let's 

now look at a number of these developments.  

Activity 5.3 

In July 2010, Pastor Terry Jones of the Christian Dove World Outreach Centre in Gainesville, Florida, 

announced that he would burn 200 copies of the Quran on the 2010 anniversary of the September 11 

attacks. This resulted in an international outcry accompanied by major protests in the Middle East and 

Asia, not only by the Muslim community but also by other religious communities that regarded his plans as 

inconceivable and disrespectful.  

On the 20th of March, an assistant pastor burned a single copy of the Quran inside the church after a mock 

trial attended by about 24 people at which the church's senior pastor, Terry Jones presided as judge. 

Reports of the Quran burning incited violence in Afghanistan that left at least 12 people dead.  

On one social media site, the following comment was placed:  

"I am having a Bible burning. He burned a book that is holy to many people. And hey, why not? I will too."  

You are now invited to intervene and to formulate a code of ethics regarding sacred texts. Draft a universal 

code in which you highlight why it is important to respect the sacred texts of different religions. 

Feedback 

This has certainly been an interesting case study. Sacred texts are fundamental to their respective religious 

traditions. These texts are respected by their adherents. The code of ethics that you developed, should 

stress these points. 

UPDATE: In 2013, Jones once again threatened to burn a collection of Qurans on the anniversary of the 

9/11 attacks. On his way to the event, however, he was arrested and charged with the unlawful 

conveyance of fuel. The fuel in question was a large pile of Qurans soaked in kerosene. 
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5.6.1  Traditional account: the life of the Prophet Muhammad 

The Prophet Muhammad was born in 570 or 571 CE (Young 2010:226). He was orphaned after birth 

and taken into the care of his uncle Abu Talib, a leader of the Quraish tribe of Mecca. At the age of 

25, he married a 40-year old widow named Khadija, whose wealth allowed him the freedom to 

develop his spiritual discipline and reflect on the situation of the people around him.  

While the Prophet was meditating on Mount Hira during the month of Ramadan, the angel Gabriel 

appeared to him and have him his first revelation. Over the next 23 years the Prophet had similar 

encounters that resulted in further revelations. As we saw earlier, he memorised what he heard and 

recited it to others, who began to record his utterances.  

The Prophet Muhammad began his mission by proclaiming the oneness of Allah. His first convert 

was his wife, Khadija. Slowly others accepted the message he preached and converted. Most of his 

converts came from the lower class of Meccan society. Some people began to oppose his teachings, 

however. In 622 the Prophet made a journey to Medina after being invited to mediate in tribal feuds 

there. In return, he was granted protection for himself and his followers. This migration is known in 

Arabic as Hijrah. The Prophet not only settled the feud, but won the inhabitants of Medina over to 

his faith.  

In January 630, the Prophet Muhammad and his men  conquered Mecca after a period of intense 

diplomacy and military pressure. One of Prophet's first acts was to go to the holy temple (the Ka'ba) 

and reverently to walk around it seven times. He then ordered the destruction of all the idols in the 

temple, and sanctified the Zamzam well (which is associated with Hagar and her son Ishmael). Over 

the next two years, the Prophet's authority came to be acknowledged by all Arabs. He unified the 

Arab tribes under divine rule and governed according to God's will. In 632, the Prophet Muhammad 

died after a few days' illness.  

5.6.2  Rise and demise of Islamic empires 

The caliphate has been the one central, unifying office in the history of Islam. Initially, the caliphs 

were friends of the Prophet Muhammad and acted as pious leaders who were chosen either by 

election or by common consent. In later years we see that the caliphate became hereditary and 

functioned like the office of a king. 

 

The first four caliphs were often referred to as the "rightly guided" caliphs because they were 

selected from the Prophet's circle of friends and ruled from Arabia. These were Abu Bakr (632–634), 

Umar (634–644), Uthman (644–656) and Ali (656–661). From 661 to 750 CE, Islam was ruled by the 

Umayyad caliphs. They were succeeded by the Abbasid dynasty (750–1258). After the 10th century, 

the golden age of Muslim civilisation began to decline and the caliphate began to lose power. The 

Abbasids were replaced by the Mamelukan Turks, who ruled the Muslim empire from Egypt. In the 

16th century they were succeeded by the Ottoman Turks, who made the title caliph synonymous 

with that of "sultan".  

Definition 

Caliph: a "deputy" or "representative" who ruled Muslims in temporal matters. 
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After World War 1, with the demise of the Ottoman Empire, the caliphate ceased to exist, although 

there have been periodic attempts to restore it. Hizbul Tahrir, an organisation founded in Jerusalem 

in the 1950s, is an example of the move to restore the caliphate. (Osama bin Laden shared a similar 

goal, but believed that the destruction of the existing system of nation states could not be obtained 

peacefully.) Three congresses were also held to try and restore the fundamental institution: in Cairo 

in March 1926, in Mecca in July 1926 and in Jerusalem in 1931. To date nothing has replaced the 

institution in the Muslim world. 

 

 

5.7 Islam in South Africa 
During the rule of the Dutch East Indian Company, the practice of Islam as a religion was restricted. 

Nevertheless, it was still practiced by many slaves, prisoners and political exiles. For many historians 

the settling of Islam in South Africa was the result of being “transplanted” by slaves. However, there 

are other complex factors that contributed to the “spreading” of Islam in South Africa. Let’s briefly 

look at four of these observations.   

(a) One of the most significant political exiles in the 17th Century was Shaykh Yusuf. He was an 

Indonesian from Makassar who campaigned against the Dutch and their allies using guerrilla 

warfare. In 1686 he was captured by the Dutch and spent periods of imprisonment in 

Batavia and Ceylon. In 1694 he was exiled to the Cape with 48 of his followers, where he was 

kept on a farm called “Zandvliet” (an isolated area near the False Bay coast). As the head of a 

Sufi order in Makassar, Shaykh Yusuf began to lead his followers in the Cape in the Islamic 

esoteric practices of Sufism. This resulted with the establishment of several Sufi schools in 

the Cape. While the 17th and 18th century saw an increase in the spread of Islam, Shaykh 

Yusuf’s contribution to the development of Islam was minimal, partially due to his 

geographical isolation, and secondly after his death in 1699 only three of his followers 

remained in South Africa after being granted permission to return to Indonesia.  

(b) The second important factor contributing to the spread of Islam in the Cape can be seen in 

the 1770 law that prevented Christian slaves from being bought or sold. As a result many 

slave owners prevented their slaves from converting to Christianity. Although some slaves 

were already Muslim, others were attracted to Islam as the alternative to Christianity.  

Recommended activity 

For this activity you are required to have access to the internet. Look at the timeline for Islam provided at 

<www.religionfacts.com/islam/timeline.htm> and select periods that you consider important. Then 

provide a brief description of why you consider these periods important. 

Feedback 

As noted earlier, a complete overview of the history of Islam is beyond the scope of this module. By 

completing the activity, you would have gained more insight into important periods in the history of Islam. 
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(c) The third important source contributing to the growth of Islam in South Africa were the 

convicts (i.e. criminals, law breakers). Between 1653 and 1767, approximately 1000 convicts 

from Indonesia entered into the Cape after serving their sentence. Many of these convicts 

entering the Cape were Muslims, who began organizing secret meetings for religious 

worship. The most significant of these was Imam Abdullah Kadi Abdus Salaam, known as 

Tuan Guru. He was arrested by the Dutch East Indian Company for conspiring to trade with 

the British. He was imprisoned on Robben Island in 1780 for 13 years. After his release in 

1793, he began offering religious leadership for Muslims in the Cape by conducting open-air 

services. In 1798 he founded the first mosque in South Africa, the Auwal Mosque in Cape 

Town, which served as an institutional centre for the emerging Muslim community. In 

addition, he established the first Islamic school or madrassah in the Cape. The success of the 

educational school resulted in the further establishment of 12 schools serving Cape Town by 

1832.  

(d) The fourth factor contributing to the spread of Islam in South Africa relates to the arrival of 

Muslims from India as merchants and traders in Natal. With similar geographical roots as the 

indentured Indian labourers in Natal who were predominantly Hindu, the Muslim merchants 

and traders set themselves apart by assuming the identity of “Arabs”. The Muslim 

merchants and traders were instrumental in forming the National Indian Congress, a political 

movement whose ideology was based on the economic interests of the merchants and 

traders.  

The above four factors illustrate the inception and spread of Islam in South Africa.  

5.8 Case Study: Muslim Gender Segregation in Mosques 
In the unit on Judaism we focused on the “Agunah” problem and the challenges facing women 

within Jewish family law. In the section on Christianity, we looked at Charlotte Maxeke who brought 

to the fore the role of women in leadership within the Christian Church. In this unit on Islam, we 

explore the critical position of women within “sacred spaces”.  

The issue of women being segregated from men in mosques has been a contested issue coming to 

the fore within many contemporary feminist circles. To fully grasp the complexity of this issue, I turn 

to the case study of Fatima Thompson and her movement for gender reform within the National 

Mosque (Islamic Centre) in Washington, DC. In February 2010, Fatima Thompson and a group of 20 

Muslim women decided to protest against inequality in worship at the National Mosque in 

Washington, DC by seeking to pray in the main area that is exclusively reserved for men. Thompson 

found the segregated space for women small in comparison to the allocated space for menShe 

described it as a “penalty-box” with high wooden panels. They organized a “pray-in” in the main 

prayer hall. The police was called and the group was escorted out of the premises. A few weeks later 

in March 2010, a smaller cohort of women led by Thompson re-entered the main prayer hall already 

occupied by men and began to pray. On noticing the women, the imam stopped the prayer session 

and announced that they will wait for the police to come and escort the women out. A few minutes 

later the women were escorted out by police. Describing themselves as “progressive Muslims”, 

Thompson and her group of protestors contested against gender segregation that they saw as not 
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reflective of the changing society and reflective of ultra-orthodox societies, and requested that 

women be allowed to pray behind the men at the main prayer hall.  

Despite the efforts of Fatima Thompson and her followers, not all Muslims support the inclusion of 

women in one common prayer space. In a research survey conducted by Pew Forum Research in 

2010, 46% of all US Muslims (with comparable percentages of men and women) say that during 

prayer women should be completely separated from men. Approximately 23% believe that women 

should pray behind men, and 21% believe that women should pray in an area alongside men (for 

further reflection you can obtain the report from the following link: 

<http://www.pewresearch.org/files/old-assets/pdf/muslim-americans.pdf>).  

The above statistics indicate the complexity and split in opinions on the positioning of women within 

sacred spaces in Islam.  

 

 

5.9 The Islamist Discourse in Mainstream Palestinian Society 
Using the Israel-Palestine conflict as a common case study, we have in the unit on Judaism looked at 

the historical setting of the conflict and the role of Zionism. In the unit on Christianity, we explored 

the critical role of Christian Zionism and its support for Israel. In this section we look briefly at the 

Islamist discourse in mainstream Palestinian society. The objective is that at the end of this 

discussion you will be able to contrast the different perspectives coming to the fore within the 

conflict that represent the convoluted realities of Palestine today.   

In the mid-20th century movements articulating liberation, socialism and democratic rule dominated 

Palestinian society. However, in the 21st century discourses of political Islam and religious 

nationalism have become more prominent for Palestinians. Social and political movements such as 

Hamas and the Islamic Jihad Movement are calling for the establishment of an Islamic state in 

Recommended activity 

This is a reflective exercise, which allows you to provide your own thoughts on the issue. Do you 

think Muslim women should be allowed to worship in a common place with men? Substantiate 

why you say “yes the should” or “no they shouldn’t”.  

Feedback 

The issue of gender and its intersection with religion can be very complicated. It is often spurred 

by emotions that build up into conflict. You could have argued either yes or no. However, 

whichever position you took should be based on an argumentative position. The current trend 

for arguing yes is that (1) society is changing, becoming more gender inclusive; and (2) women 

are moving into higher positions within society in terms of leadership as well as in the corporate 

sector heading large business enterprises. It therefore warrants women be treated equally within 

the religious domains. The current trend, which tends to dominate the rationale for “no” is that 

the presence of women in one common prayer area will distract men during worship. Whether 

this is valid or not, it still remains one of the issues put forward by many conservative Muslims.    
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Palestine. These movements are contending for a religious nationalism, which is founded on an 

Islamic ideology for the framing of a national consciousness. What this means is that they intend to 

reconstruct the identity of Palestine on the basis of “religion” rather than “secular” nationalism. Due 

to the failure of secular nationalism to achieve the desired social and economic advancements, these 

movements believe that Palestine needs to return to its foundation of an Islamic ideology. The 

challenge with this is that surrendering any part of Palestine implies renouncing part of the religion. 

To bring about this transformation, these movements put forward “jihad” has its methodology. To 

become a martyr for the Palestinian cause is regarded as the ultimate commitment to the nation. 

This brought to the fore a new dimension to the Palestinian as a “struggling hero”. Targeted violence 

emerged as symbolic actions and rituals, which communicated specific messages depicting 

revolutionary action.  

With the human rights violations in West Bank and Gaza, the Islamist discourse is becoming more 

influential. Furthermore, conditions of oppression, hardship, and economic losses sustained by the 

Palestinians under Israeli occupation have fostered a national disposition towards solace in religion. 

In addition, the success of Islamist ideologies outside Palestine has served to motivate the native 

Palestinians. Due to the desire for religion and a return to political realism by the Palestinians, 

Hamas and the Islamic Jihad Movement enjoy a strong political and moral presence in the West Bank 

and Gaza. 

Mindful of the growing Islamic influence and the role of Islam in mobilizing the masses, nationalist 

movements such as the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) have also begun integrating Islamic 

references in their nationalist discourse.  

It is to this end that any attempt to provide a resolution to the Palestinian conflict must be mindful 

of the role of the Islamist discourse among the disenfranchised Palestinians.  
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Introduction to the Asian religions 

We have completed our study of the Abrahamic religions, and now we turn our attention to the so-

called Asian religions. Why do we say "so-called"? Two issues arise: 

1. When we look at the Abrahamic faiths, Judaism and Christianity started out in what is today 

the country of Israel. Islam comes from the Arabian peninsula. All three religions have moved 

far from their starting points, but if you look at a map, you will see that these starting points 

are also in Asia. This means that the Abrahamic religions are Asian too! "Asian religions" is 

therefore not a very exact term. 

2. There are fundamental differences between the religions that originated in China and those 

that started out in India. It would have been better if we could have devoted separate 

chapters to the Indian and Chinese religions. For practical reasons, however, we will only look 

at the two main Indian religions: Hinduism, which originated in India and remains a dominant 

force in that country today; and Buddhism, which also started out in India, but found its 

greatest success elsewhere in Asia.  

It would have been ideal if we could have given you a proper grounding in the religions of China 

(Confucianism and Taoism) and Japan (Shinto), and even in the other Indian religions, Jainism and 

Sikhism, but the curriculum is too full already. Therefore, in this introduction we will only describe 

them very briefly to give you the greater context. You will not be examined on these religions 

directly, but the names may come up in one or two multiple-choice questions and other short 

examination items such as fill-in-the-blank questions. 

Jainism 
According to Jainism, the universe was never created, nor will it ever cease to exist. It is eternal but 

not unchangeable, because it passes through an endless series of alternations or swings. The present 

world age is the fourth age of one of these swings, which is undergoing a downward movement.  

It is believed that, in the course of the next upswing, the Jain religion will be rediscovered and 

reintroduced by new leaders called tirthankaras (saintly teachers), only to be lost again at the end of 

the next downswing, and so on. In each of these enormously long alternations of time there are 

always 24 tirthankaras. In the current world age, the 24th and final tirthankara of this age is known 

by the title Mahavira, the Great Hero (599–517 BCE). He was a wandering ascetic teacher who 

attempted to recall the Jains to the rigorous practice of their ancient faith. Besides appearing in Jain 

texts, he is also mentioned (rather negatively) in Buddhist sources. 

Sikhism 
Sikhism is not new in an absolute sense. Its basic tenet — monotheism — coincides with Muslim 

doctrine, while the character of its devotional literature and many of its doctrines agree with those 

of Hinduism. Nevertheless, Sikhism should not be regarded simply as two older religions blended 

into one (an example of syncretism), but rather as a genuinely new religion. Its followers believe it to 

have been authenticated through a new divine revelation to the founder, Guru Nanak (1469–1539). 

The majority of Sikhs live in India or Pakistan, but there are large communities in the United 
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Kingdom and elsewhere.

 

Confucianism 
This ethical and philosophical system is named after its founder, Kong Fuzi (or Master Kong), an 

ethical philosopher of the late 6th and early 5th centuries BCE, whose Chinese name was later 

Latinised to Confucius by Jesuit missionaries. He is thought to have written (or at least compiled and 

edited) a number of books, but the best known of these is the "Analects", a collection of his sayings. 

It is debatable whether the system he founded should be called a religion. While it prescribes a great 

deal of ritual, little of it could be construed as worship or meditation in a formal sense. Confucius 

occasionally made statements about the existence of otherworldly beings that sound distinctly 

agnostic and humanistic to our ears. 

Daoism 
If Confucianism is a system concerned with the social and ritual elements of Chinese society, then 

Daoism is its exact opposite: this tradition is intimately concerned with private spiritual vision and 

attainment, with cosmology and metaphysics. Traditionally, its historical founder was the "old 

teacher" (Laozi, variant spellings being Lao Tse, Laoshi, and Lao Tzu), who supposedly was a slightly 

older contemporary of Confucius and wrote a book known as Daodejing ("The way and its power"). 

Many translations of this book exist under the older transcription Tao te ching. Modern scholarship 

is unanimous that there never was such a person, that the name "old teacher" was a generic title for 

a sage, and that Daodejing is a compilation from different sources. 

Shinto 
Shinto is one of those religions that defy classification. As a highly sophisticated form of animism 

that is deeply embedded in Japanese society, it could be regarded as a primal religion. One could 

discuss its use as a legitimising ideology during the militaristic phase of recent Japanese history. To 

the extent that most of the Japanese "new" religions since the end of the World War II have shown 

Shinto influence, it is a contemporary phenomenon. One could even make a case for discussing it 

under the heading of Buddhism, for these two have exercised a profound influence on each other in 

Japanese religiosity. 

Why is it important to study Asian religions? As you will learn in the next study unit, there are Hindus 

in South Africa – in fact the 2001 census found over half a million of them. That alone would make it 

important for us to know what our fellow South Africans believe. 

Regarding Buddhism, although there are far fewer Buddhists in the country, this religion  is an 

important role-player on the international stage.  

Definition 

Syncretism is what happens either (1) when two religions merge and a third religion emerges that 

is a perfect blend of the two, or more likely, (2) when a religion stays true to itself but borrows 

elements from other religions. Sikhism is the classic example of the first case. The classic example 

of the second case is Christianity, which borrowed large parts of Greek philosophy. But in our 

opinion, all religions are syncretistic to a degree. All have absorbed outside influences at one 

stage or another. Some are just more syncretistic than others. 
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Let us see what news items on these religions we could find on just one day: the 1st of July 2013. 

Five minutes on Google News yielded the following: 

● Hindus concerned at "Displaced Hindu Gods" play in Minneapolis 

● Superman as Hindu god? Another East-West culture clash 

● Young Hindus embrace their heritage at Dharma Bee 

● Burma: Buddhism and the rise of Burmese militant nationalism 

● Facebook is injecting Buddhism into its core business 

● Thai Buddhist Monks traveling by private jet cause uproar 

● Naked Jain monk offends Facebook 

● Judge to rule on whether yoga is tied to religion 

● Observant Sikh ejected from movie theatre for wearing ceremonial knife 

● … and many, many more 

 

In study unit 1 we said that "Teaching and learning about different religions educates citizens to live 

in a multireligious world and nation". Given the list above, it is clear that such an education would be 

incomplete if it did not include the Asian religions. Therefore, let us begin with Hinduism in the next 

study unit. 
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Study unit 6: Hinduism 

by Garth Mason 

 

 

There are activities at the end of most sections. You are encouraged to complete these tasks 

because they will assist you in developing a good understanding of the subject.  

6.1  Introduction to the academic study of Hinduism 
Hinduism has a large following of over 800 million people throughout the world, which accounts for 

about 13 per cent of the world's population. Most Hindus live in India. In addition, a significant 

number of Hindus constitute the Hindu Diaspora (Hindus who live in countries other than India). As a 

consequence, any study of the world's major religious beliefs has to include Hinduism. 

As scholars of religion we approach the study of Hinduism with the same motivation as we approach 

the study of any religion – first, because it is interesting to find out what people from different 

cultures and religions think, practice and believe, and second, because understanding different 

religions promotes tolerance of different religious beliefs. The study of Hinduism also incorporates 

critical approaches (e.g. feminist critique). The religions from different cultures have much beauty 

and wisdom to share with the world, and Hinduism is no different.  

As with our study of other religions in this tutorial letter, we will subdivide the study of Hinduism 

into five categories, but it is important for you to notice how these categories interrelate with each 

other. Indeed, the word used by the earliest inhabitants of the Southeast Asian Indus valley region to 

identify what was to become Hinduism was Sanatana Dharma – "the eternal way", which denoted an 

integrated way of life encompassing culture, belief and practice.  

However, to facilitate our study of Hinduism it is useful to divide it into the following discrete 

categories: 

Outcomes 

After completing this study unit, you should be able to demonstrate 

 an understanding of what the academic study of Hinduism involves 

 knowledge of the basic beliefs, practices, institutions, sacred texts and historical developments of 

Hinduism 

 engagement with a selection of critical issues in Hinduism 

 the ability to explain where Hinduism fits into the history of religions and how adherents of Hinduism 

relate to members of other religions 

 the ability to produce and communicate information on and insight into Hinduism accurately and 

coherently in assigned tasks 
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● beliefs  

● history 

● practices 

● institutions and values 

● scriptures  

 

These categories influence the lived experience of Hindus in different contexts. We will look at two 

case studies to show the complexities of the lived experience of Hinduism:  

● political reform (Mahatma Gandhi) 

● gender issues relating to dowry and marriage 

 

Case studies are very important in the study of Hinduism, because they reveal the actual experiences 

of Hindus in particular historical and social conditions. Before we can appreciate a case study, 

however, we need to know the central beliefs, practices and concepts of the religion. The 

phenomenological approach is the best way to learn about a religion's beliefs, scriptures and 

practices because it ensures that the religion is understood on its own terms without influence from 

external ideas and assumptions. Later on we will view Hinduism from a historical perspective to see 

how these concepts evolved over time, which will enable us to analyse the two case studies 

presented. 

The activity below shows why it is vital to have a good understanding of Hinduism's central beliefs 

and concepts.  
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Figure 6.1 Photograph of Hindu family. (Source: Marcelo Lima, Department of Religious Studies and Arabic, Unisa.) 

 

Activity 6.1 

Write a short paragraph on what you think this family is doing. 



RST1501/102 

115 
 

 

 

6.2  Beliefs 
One of the major challenges of the study of Hinduism for non-Hindus is the extent to which Sanskrit 

terms and concepts are used in describing Hinduism. For this reason we will keep the use of Sanskrit 

terms to a minimum in this study unit. We will begin by familiarising you with the four central beliefs 

in Hinduism. These are: 

● dharma (universal law) 

● karma (law of action) 

● samsara (transmigration) 

● moksha (spiritual emancipation) 

 

Let's look at them individually: 

 Dharma (universal law). Dharma developed from ancient religious practices that originated 

in Southeast Asia from about 1700 BCE. The people with whom these practices are 

associated, are known as the Aryans. They lived in the Indus valley delta and belonged to the 

Vedic civilization. They practiced a culture centred on sacrifices, which, if performed 

correctly, were believed to produce positive results in life, for example, healthy children, 

success in worldly affairs and good fortune. Sacrifice was founded on the idea that cosmic 

order or rta was maintained by the orderly enactment of sacrificial rites. ("Cosmic order" 

means that the natural and human world functions in a balanced way in terms of the cycle of 

the seasons and the social order.) As Hinduism developed over time, the idea of sacrifice in 

Hinduism changed to mean correct conduct in all spheres of life. The idea of cosmic order or 

rta was later called "dharma" in Indian thought. Dharma is therefore the all-encompassing 

cosmic law with which all actions (including thoughts as well as individual and social actions) 

need to be in accordance. If actions that counteract dharma are performed by individuals or 

society, the cosmos is thrown into imbalance, which will lead to suffering. 

 Karma (law of action): The word "karma" means "action". The concept has its roots in the 

enactment of the ancient Vedic sacrificial rites, where sacrifices had to be performed 

correctly by the priests to ensure cosmic order was maintained. Later in Hinduism, karma 

developed into an ethical concept according to which the actions, both physical and mental, 

of individuals or groups were believed to shape their future lives. The "law of karma" is the 

belief that actions, both individual and social, need to be in accordance with dharma.  

 Samsara (direct translation: to wander): Samsara is translated in English as the cycle of 

rebirth, which implies that the soul continually enters different bodies, undergoing a 

continuous cyclical process of birth, decay, death and rebirth. As the soul migrates from 

Feedback 

If we were not able to appreciate the Hindu understanding of worship, we might draw various incorrect 

assumptions about what this family is doing. You might have thought that they are worshipping an idol or 

offering supplication to a particular deity. In fact they are performing a common Hindu practice called puja, 

which can be performed either at a Hindu temple or at a shrine in the home. The central concept of puja is 

darshana – the intimate experience of spiritually "seeing" the deity and being seen by the deity. 
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body to body, it carries karma from previous lives that will affect the present life. Samsara is 

related to the idea of avidya or ignorance. Avidya prevents people from being released from 

the cycle of rebirth.  

 Moksha (liberation): The idea of liberation or moksha is seen to be the single most 

important goal of humanity. Moksha is the release from entrapment by avidya in samsara. 

Moksha occurs when the truth of the individual's soul nature (atman) is identified with the 

Universal soul (Brahman).  

 

 

 

6.3 The historical development of beliefs 

6.3.1 The beginnings  
The earliest roots of Hinduism can be traced by means of settlements and artefacts that have been 

excavated and unearthed by archaeologists in the Indus valley delta and that date back to 

approximately 3300 BCE. We know very little about this culture, its beliefs or practices. Our only 

knowledge comes from excavations that were carried out on the sites of two prominent cities of that 

era, namely at Harappa and Mohenjodaro and in the area of their surrounding settlements, but 

sadly the archaeological artefacts reveal very little about the culture and beliefs of the people who 

lived in those cities.  

Scholars have far more knowledge of the subsequent period in Hinduism's development. This period 

began between 1700 and 1500 BCE, when waves of Aryans migrated from present-day Iran into the 

Indus valley region. They shared a family of languages known today as Indo-Iranian.  

One of these languages was Sanskrit, which was used by the Aryan settlers in the Indus delta region. 

The word "Hindu" seems to have its roots in the Sanskrit term sindhu (ocean), which referred to the 

great Indus River along which the earliest inhabitants of modern-day Pakistan lived. The Aryans living 

in the Indus area were the authors of the ancient Hindu texts, the Vedas, hence this civilisation is 

known as the Vedic civilisation. (The word Veda means knowledge; the word is related to the terms 

"wit" and "wisdom" and to the Afrikaans verb "weet".) These texts offer praise to their gods and 

Activity 6.2 

Given the information above, complete this activity to improve your own understanding of these four  

basic concepts. Write a paragraph explaining how the concepts karma, dharma, samsara and moksha are 

connected to each other. 

Feedback 

In your paragraph you should have explained how karma should be aligned with dharma and how moksha 

– liberation from samsara – is achieved. 

As you can see from the definitions of dharma, karma, samsara and moksha, it is important to have 

knowledge about the origins of Hinduism and the historical development of these beliefs. 
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describe priestly or Brahminical sacrificial practices (see Flood 1996:30–36).  

Some of these gods include: 

● Varuna – god of the sky 

● Indra – god of war and thunder 

● Surya – sun god 

● Rudra – storm deity 

● Yama – god of death 

● Agni – god of fire and sacrifice  

● Soma – the divine presence in the juice of the soma plant 

 

Although it may seem as though early Hinduism was polytheistic (which refers to a belief in many 

gods), its world view was more complex. Rig-Veda 1.164.46 reads, "They call it Mitra, Varuna, Agni. 

The real is one, though wise men give it different names". This statement seems to imply that these 

people engaged in a certain degree of philosophical reflection about the nature of reality in that they 

believed that these gods were in some way all expressions of one unified power.  

 

 

6.3.2  The Philosophical Period  
The dominance enjoyed by Brahminism (priesthood) during the Vedic Period weakened between 

700 and 300 BCE. People not of the priestly class began to feel that they could discover inner 

spirituality without depending on the sacrificial rituals of priests. This period coincided with the 

development of the sacred texts called the Upanishads. We will discuss these texts in more detail in 

the section on sacred texts. During this period a social tendency began to develop according to 

which people left their positions in society and went to study with teachers known as gurus in the 

forests. These gurus followed different philosophical schools. 

The Philosophical Period is dated between 400 BCE and 750 CE. It gave rise to several orthodox 

schools of philosophy, among which were Vedanta and Yoga, which you may have heard of. 

("Orthodox" normally implies conventional belief or practice but in this instance it means philosophy 

that accepts the authority of the Vedas.) We will discuss these schools in greater length in a later 

module. 

 

Activity 6.3 

Write a paragraph in your own words describing the roots of Hinduism in early civilisations in the Indus 

River delta. 

Feedback 

You should have included references to early archaeological evidence and Aryan/Vedic Brahminical 

practice and belief. 
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6.3.3  The Epic Era 
The Epic Era also emerged at around the same time as the Philosophical phase, namely at between 

500 BCE and 300 CE. The confluence of the Upanishads and the Epic texts heralds the beginning of 

what is known as Hinduism today. We will discuss these texts in more detail in the section on sacred 

texts. In this phase the two gods, Vishnu and Shiva, rose to prominence and became the focus of 

cultic worship (worship focused on one particular god). The devotional worship (bhakti) of these two 

gods is important because the philosophy in the Upanishads thereby became more accessible to 

village dwellers. Shiva and Vishnu worship centred around shrines in nature or in the household. 

Occasional pilgrimages (holy journeys to sacred places) were also made to major Shiva or Vishnu 

temples. 

The worship of these two gods involved the process called darshana or "seeing" the deity (see 

activity 6.1), which involved identifying with the deities' qualities. It is important to remember, 

however, that whether one was a devotee of Vishnu or of Shiva, the common understanding was 

that these two gods were expressions of Brahman or Universal Being. Vishnu and Shiva enabled the 

very abstract idea of Brahman to be worshipped intimately. A third god also rose to some 

prominence in this era – Brahma (not to be confused with Brahman, nor with "brahmin" – a priest 

(see Klostermaier 2007:166–172). While the concept of Trimurti (referring to an interlinked 

relationship between these three gods) has survived until today, the god Brahma has not become 

popular among devotees. Nevertheless, Shiva, Vishnu and Brahma form the Trimurti in which each 

of the three gods represents a different phase in the universe:  

● creation – Brahma 

● sustenance – Vishnu 

● destruction – Shiva 

 

The Upanishads and the Epic texts depict a growing refinement of the idea of deity in India. Vedic 

hymns tended to link gods with natural forces and processes. But by the 5th century BCE, the idea of 

a universal, infinite intelligence called Brahman that pervaded the universe gained currency amongst 

gurus. Brahman became a complex notion in that it was experienced in the world and yet was also 

the Absolute Reality beyond sensory experience and description.  

 

 

 

Activity 6.4 

Write a paragraph in your own words in which you describe the development of beliefs in Hinduism from 

the Vedic period through to the Epic stage. 

Feedback 

You should have included a reference to the development of the Upanishads and to their central theme, as 

well as to the Epics along with the development of the belief in the Trimurti. 
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6.3.4  Neo-Hinduism 
During the 18th and 19th centuries significant Western academic interest in Hinduism formed the 

basis of a new academic focus of research called Indology. This research changed the way in which 

Christians in the West saw Hinduism. In particular, Western categories such as monotheism were 

used to interpret Hinduism (even the term "Hinduism" is a Western concept). Indology also 

influenced the way Hindus saw their own religion; they began to see it through the lens of Western 

concepts. For example, the word "Hindu" does not occur in any of the Hindu scriptures, but Hindus 

began using the term to identify themselves. 

The Western influence on Hinduism led Indians to reform their religion according Western ideas. 

Ram Mohan Roy (1772–1833) was an important Hindu reformer who tried to move Hindu beliefs 

and values closer to Western ideas and values by emphasising the universal aspects of the religion, 

such as a single, divine principle. 

One of the most significant reformist movements is the Arya Samaj, established in 1875 by Mul 

Shankara (commonly known as Swami Dayananda Saraswati). It is anti-caste and universalist in 

focus, emphasising social good, the social and spiritual development of all people and the centrality 

of God and the Vedas. The Arya Samaj also rejected those elements of Hinduism that could be 

interpreted as polytheistic, such as worshipping of images and the puja (traditional worship ritual – 

see activity 6.1). 

We will delve more deeply into the religious, social and political complexities of neo-Hinduism in a 

later module. 

6.4  Practices 
During the Vedic period (1700–700 BCE), priests (Brahmin) had become very powerful and became 

protective of their positions of power in society, defining classes according to descending levels of 

purity – priests being the most pure. Vedic society was divided into four social caste or varna 

(colour), and this is still seen in India today (see Nadkarni 2006:77–130, Klostermaier 2007:263–282; 

and Lipner 1999:108–145). The four castes are: 

● Brahmin (priests) 

● Kshatriyas (soldiers, administrators and rulers) 

● Vaishyas (subsistence farmers and merchants) 

● Shudras (manual workers) 

 

Each varna entails specific rules and activities prescribed in accordance with the dharma for that 

position in society. It is worth noting that these categories were not rigidly adhered to in the early 

phases of Vedic culture, but later on these categories became more fixed, and lower groups were 

oppressed to a greater extent by the priestly class. A fifth class developed over time, at about 1000 

BCE, who performed the "impure" functions in society such as cleaning sewage. They were known as 

untouchables. Remnants of Vedic culture are still apparent in modern Indian society. We will return 

to this social issue in the case study on Mahatma Gandhi. 

While Gandhi associated dharma with maintaining social justice, in the Brahminic dominated society 
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of 1000–300 BCE maintaining social classes was the dharmic activity. All actions were seen as duties 

or sacrifices to maintain order in society and the alignment of cosmic order. This idea dates back to 

the Aryan notion of rta or cosmic order. The cosmic law or dharma had a social and personal aspect. 

Every member of society had social duties, assigned according to birth class (jati). In addition, Vedic 

culture extended different duties to the changing stages in the personal lives of Hindus known as 

ashrama. There are four stages of life: 

● Student. A young man learns the essential spiritual precepts for a life of future teaching. 

● Householder. A man gets married and raises a family with his wife in order to contribute to the 

development of society. 

● Gradual withdrawal. A man, sometimes together with his wife, recedes from society, giving way 

to his children to explore their new social roles as young adults. 

● Complete withdrawal. Old men remove themselves from society and take up lives as renouncers, 

in which they renounce all social roles – even, sometimes, their names. This last stage is focused 

purely on realising moksha. 

 

The combined roles determined by caste and life stages are known as varnashrama-dharma. 

It is also important to note that Hinduism provides for different types of people at different stages of 

life. In this sense, Hinduism is regarded as one of the most tolerant and accepting religions in the 

world. The importance attached to acceptance is also expressed in the three margas or paths to 

moksha as set out by lord Krishna in the Bhagavad Gita. Depending on a person's temperament, 

he/she could follow any of the following three paths: 

● jnana marga – the way of knowledge 

● bhakti marga – the way of devotion 

● karma marga – the way of works 

 

Jnana marga is the study of Vedanta, normally under the tutelage of a guru. 

Bhakti marga is devotion to a particular god. The most common sects in the Bhakti branch of 

Hinduism are the Vishnuites, the devotees of Vishnu, and the Shaivites, the devotees of Shiva. 

Devotees of these two sects pursue the practice of darshana (see activity 6.1) – "seeing" the deity 

through spiritual sight, which entails identification with qualities of the deity. Bhakti grew in 

popularity during the 3rd century CE, and has become the most dominant form of practice in 

Hinduism throughout India. The reason for this is most likely because songs dedicated to the gods 

were composed in local dialects and the emotional content of the songs were based on yearning to 

be "seen" by the deity. Bhakti also grew in popularity during the Muslim Mogul rule in the 16th 

century. The deep spirituality of Islam made its mark on Hindu worship during this time. 

Karma marga places emphasis on spiritual devotion in daily activity. Activities take on spiritual 

significance in that activities that involve service and kindness require spiritual discipline. Karma 

marga also focuses on the performance of rites and ceremonies.  

While all three margas depict very different spiritual paths, Hindus also acknowledge the universal 

importance of meditation (mental practice that helps calm the mind to enable greater spiritual 
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insight), in that all three margas need to be founded on the regular practice of meditation. 

 

 

6.5  Festivals and rituals 
While varnashrama dharma is specific in its focus on social station and life stage, in similar fashion 

festivals and rituals associated with important rites of passage (samskaras) and important annual 

events provide Hindus with a sense of purpose and meaning. Rituals and festivals allow for the 

expression of belief through practice. There are, however, aspects of Hindu rituals that require 

sociological interpretation, because Hindu ritual practice also functions to maintain existing gender 

and class power relations. We will look at a number of rituals that show how rituals function both to 

provide meaning and to maintain the status quo of power relations in society.  

6.5.1  Householder rituals  
Throughout the life of a householder, there are many samskaras that need to be observed, including 

rites that precede conception, rites for a healthy birth, those that follow the birth of a child and 

those that follow upon someone's death. 

6.5.1.1  Second birth – upanayana  

At eight, eleven or twelve years of age, boys from Brahmin, Kshatriya and Vaishya castes undergo 

the ritual that heralds the beginning of their study of the Veda. It is known as their "second birth" – a 

birth into the sphere of sacred knowledge. The ritual includes symbolism of renunciation, 

purification, sacrificial oblations and Vedic learning. It must be noted that the Shudra caste is 

excluded from this ritual. Embedded in the upanayana ritual, therefore, is the exclusion of Shudra 

boys' (not to mention girls') access to spiritual education. 

6.5.1.2  Marriage 

While marriage is clearly a social practice, providing continuity for society by means of family 

structures established through the union of husband and wife, it is also a ritual that has very spiritual 

institutional implications. Girls do not undergo the upanayana ritual, so for them the marriage ritual 

serves the important function of marking their second birth into spiritual life. For them, the lessons 

of love and sacrifice learnt in marriage offer a path to moksha. Marriages are, however, mostly 

arranged by the fathers of the bride and groom, which ensures that the marriage ritual remains 

under patriarchal control. Later in this study unit we will look at two gender issues relating to Hindu 

marriage: the dowry and the sati, which also show patriarchal and male dominance. Caste, age, 

education and personality are all important factors considered by the fathers in the decision-making 

process. Another crucial aspect in the choice of bride and groom is consultation of astrological 

Activity 6. 6 

Write a paragraph in which you discuss how dharma applies to different social positions and life stages in 

Hinduism. (Here is a clue: read the section on varnashrama-dharma.) 

Feedback 

In your paragraph you should have shown the importance of following social practices in terms of dharma. 
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charts, normally through the assistance of an astrologer, to help determine compatibility and an 

auspicious timing for the ceremony. 

A significant part of the actual marriage ceremony entails the bride and groom taking seven steps 

together around a sacrificial fire that is believed to purify and offers wisdom to the couple. The 

seven steps are symbolic of food, strength, wealth, good fortune, children, longevity of marital 

relations, and lasting friendship. The marriage ceremony ends with prayers and a sumptuous feast 

provided by the family. 

6.5.1.3  Birth 

Before conception, married couples visit a priest who consults astrological charts to determine the 

most promising time for conception. Once the child is born, the priest provides an astrological chart 

for the newborn's life. Just over a week after the birth, the priest performs a name-giving ceremony 

(Namakarana), including prayers during which the child is blessed. For this ritual, the baby's hair is 

shaven off to denote purification.  

6.5.1.4  Funeral rites or final sacrifice (Antyesti) 

Death in Hinduism is ritualised by the body being cremated. Men wear white clothing at the funeral 

and white flowers are used in the ceremony. The funeral is very simple, because it is believed that 

death is part of illusory life (only the soul is immortal). Although death is seen as unclean, if properly 

prepared for cremation, the corpse is regarded as a pure sacrifice. A wood pyre is built and the 

corpse is placed on top of it. The body is covered with ghee (clarified butter). Vedic prayers are 

uttered while the pyre is set alight by the nearest male relation and ghee is thrown onto the pyre. 

After the cremation, the ashes should be scattered into a river, if not the sacred Indian river, the 

Ganges, then a river that is representative of the Ganges.  

6.5.2  Festivals 
Hinduism makes time for festivals and celebrations. Indeed, Hinduism has more festivals than any 

other religion. Festival times are calculated according to lunar and solar cycles which date back to 

Vedic beliefs. Festivals serve to unify believers.  

6.5.2.1  Deepavali/Divali 

The most well-known Hindu festival is Deepavali/Divali (the row of lights). It is celebrated annually 

between September and October (incorporating the new moon in October). Gujarati-speaking 

Hindus celebrate New Year's Day on the day following Divali. Divali is celebrated by lighting lamps to 

indicate that amidst darkness and ignorance a pathway of lighted lamps shows the way to God. In 

the evening, Lakshmi, Vishnu's wife, is worshipped to ensure wealth and prosperity. 

6.5.2.2  Holi  

This colourful festival takes place in February or March. In northern India it normally starts when the 

full moon coincises with the spring harvest. Throughout India the festival is celebrated by building 

bonfires and temporarily disregarding all social divisions. Holi signifies the overcoming of evil by 

good and the bonfire is believed to destroy the demoness Holika. 

6.5.2.3  Krishna Janmashtami  

This festival commemorates the incarnation of Vishnu as Lord Krishna. It takes place during the 

waning of the moon in August or September, and is celebrated by reciting the narrative of Krishna's 
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birth and youth. 

6.5.2.4  Navaratri  

This festival is also known as the festival of nine nights and is celebrated in September or October. It 

is focused on the worship of the Divine Mother. The first three nights are spent worshipping the 

goddess Kali (goddess destroyer of ignorance). The next three nights are dedicated to the worship of 

Lakshmi – the goddess of material and spiritual well-being. During the last three nights the goddess 

Saraswati  – goddess of art and poetry – is worshipped. The tenth night is termed Vijaya Dasmi, 

meaning the Day of Victory, signifying the day of victory of good over evil. 

6.5.3  Worship 
Worship can take the form of domestic worship, temple worship or pilgrimage. All worship is seen as 

bhakti – offering an act or object to the deity with a pure heart. Domestic worship takes place at 

home. It takes the form of puja and does not require a priest. The goal of puja is to bring oneself into 

intimate contact with the deity. There are three components to puja: invocation of the deity, 

devotional worship of the deity and dismissal of the deity. The deity could be invoked simply by 

uttering its name, but more commonly the deity is already embodied in a material form known as a 

murti. Most Hindus will have a corner of a room or a shelf set aside for performing puja. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. Hindu Temple in Tongaat. The temple is a national monument 

because it is one of the oldest Hindu temples in South Africa. It 

was built by indentured labourers in 1895. © Garth Mason 

 

Temple worship is understood to entail offering worship at the home of the deity. For this reason it 

is seen as having an audience with the deity (darshana – see activity 6.1). A chief priest will attend to 

the needs of a deity by bathing and anointing its image with flowers, perfumes and pastes (imitation 

gems), offering it food and fine clothing. The image of the deity is housed in the most sacred place in 

the temple, the garbha grha, and must be approached in an circumambulatory fashion (not directly). 

6.5.4  Pilgrimage 
This form of worship is optional. There are several common places of pilgrimage in India. The 

Panchkroshi Yatra involves circumambulating the city of Varanasi. This pilgrimage is favoured by 

Shiva worshippers. Krishna devotees visit cities favoured by that deity such as Dwarka. The 

Himalayan pilgrimages are the most arduous and are undertaken by holy men or sadhus.  
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6.6  Institutions  
At the beginning of this study unit we noted that the ancient term used by the inhabitants of the 

Indus valley region to describe their culture was Sanatana Dharma or "the eternal way". "Hinduism" 

became a word used by outsiders to describe the people living in the Indus delta region. Unlike 

Christianity or Islam (as you saw earlier), Hinduism does not have a central creed or governing 

institutions. Since there are so many different beliefs and practices in Hinduism, it could be argued 

that there are many "Hinduisms" rather than one. Hinduism has become the accepted term for the 

beliefs and practices that have their origin in the ancient Vedic civilisation, however. For this reason, 

structures that maintain control in Hindu society can be seen as institutions, for example temples 

and the priestly caste. In ancient India temples were important centres of education and culture. 

They were financed by royal families. This trend of wealthy patronage expanded dramatically during 

4th to 6th centuries CE, known as the Classical Period, when the powerful Gupta Dynasty funded the 

building of many temples. 

Temples grew into centres of economic activity because they attracted pilgrims, tradesmen and 

merchants. The two important roles associated with temples were those of the pujari or temple 

priests and the devadasi or female temple workers. There is a lot of controversy around the 

relationship between the pujari and the devadasi. Devadasi were sometimes initiated into 

"marriage" with the temple deity through intercourse with the king. Subsequently, devadasis were 

identified with the goddess and were available to "give pleasure" to temple visitors. Temple priests 

also "enjoyed" these women and more recently began selling them as prostitutes to temple 

devotees. The tradition of temple devadasi was outlawed in the middle of the 20th century. 

In order to understand institutions in contemporary Hinduism, it is important to be aware of the 

influences that have impacted on the development of Hinduism in the 19th and 20th centuries. 

Hindus have migrated to Africa, Europe and Northern America. In diasporic Hinduism, priests have 

not played the same central role. Instead, the role of the guru, swami (a religious teacher much like a 

guru) or spiritual teacher has predominated. Gurus and swamis normally lead spiritual organisations 

which attract followers from both Hindus and Westerners. Examples of such spiritual organisations 

are Transcendental Meditation, started by Maharishi Mohesh Yogi, Shivananda Yoga Vedanta 

Recommended activity 

1.      Do an open Web search to find a website that explains one of the rituals mentioned above. 

2.      Based on your reading of the website, decide whether the site is written from an insider perspective, 

i.e. by a Hindu or Hindus, or by an outsider – a person or persons not practicing Hinduism. In order to 

help you determine this, you need to decide whether the writing is more objective or subjective. You 

might also consider whether the writing offers a critical perspective and whether the perspective is 

fair or balanced. Remember a Hindu may be critical of their religion but may also try to place the 

criticism within the social or historical context. 

3.      Write a short paragraph explaining your decision about the website and substantiate your answer by 

means of examples from the website. 

4.      Recommended reading from the library: Flood 1996:198–223, Rodrigues 2006:222–248. 
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centres, founded by Swami Vishnudevananda and based on the teachings of Swami Shivananda 

Saraswati, and the International Society of Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON), founded by His Grace AC 

Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada. 

6.7  Sacred scriptures 
Hindus have two categories of scriptures: shruti and smriti. Shruti means "what is heard" and is the 

authority on which Hindu beliefs are based. Of secondary importance, but of great influence on 

Hindus, is smriti or "what is remembered" (see Lipner 1999:25–54, 55–73; Witzel 2005:68–75; 

Matchett 2005:129–143; and Flood 1996:109–113). 

6.7.1  Shruti 
The shruti were compiled by great spiritual seers in the period between 1500 and 300 BCE. These 

seers transmitted their knowledge, mostly orally, from father to son and teacher to student. Shruti 

texts comprise four Vedas, the oldest of which is the Rig-Veda. 

Each of the four Vedas underwent two stages of development, namely the Samhita and the 

Brahmana. The Samhitas are rhythmical hymns chanted at sacred ceremonies, and the Brahmanas 

offer commentaries on sacred hymns and how the sacred ceremonies should be conducted. The first 

three Vedas (the Rig-Veda, Yajur-Veda and Sama-Veda) are the oldest. The Rig-Veda emphasises 

hymns, the Yajur-Veda sacrifice and the Sama-Veda chanting. The Atharva-Veda focuses on chants 

and spells to protect against evil. 

There is also a minor group of texts called the Aranyakas or Forest Books. These texts are significant 

because they mark a period in India when some people began withdrawing from society to explore 

inner spirituality in the surrounding forests. The texts were closer in content to the Brahmana 

literature than the Upanishadic literature, which was compiled at a later date, in that they describe 

sacrificial ceremonies. 

The Upanishad texts represent a very important phase in the development of Hinduism. This phase 

is often referred to as Vedanta or the "end of the Veda", implying that the Upanishads mark the 

completion and perfection of Vedic knowledge. The Upanishads also signal a move away from 

ritualism in Hindu religious practice and the further development of yoga or inner spirituality, in 

which the mind is trained to reach profound levels of stillness. Scholars believe that yoga predates 

Aryan religion in India and was practised by the original inhabitants of the Indus valley (see Nadkarni 

2006:169–171). They base their argument on the discovery of a statue of a seated figure that 

appears to be in a yogic posture. 

It is believed that the Upanishads contain mystical utterances of profound truths that do not 

necessarily originate from Brahmins. They are the records of teachings by great gurus who taught 

students in the forests of northern India. Some of these gurus came from lower rungs in society, and 

some were women. The word "Upanishad" literally means "to sit in front of a teacher". Each 

Upanishad contains the teaching of a guru who developed a following in the forests. The most 

central theme in these Upanishads is the idea that the individual soul, or atman, is identical with the 

Universal Soul or Brahman.  
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6.7.2  Smriti 
The smriti texts are derived from the shruti in that the knowledge they convey, has flowed from the 

shruti texts. They are therefore also based on revelation, but they are recognised to be of human 

origin. Smriti comprise: 

● codes of law 

● epics including the Mahabharata and the Ramayana 

● legends 

● philosophical texts 

 

These texts convert the abstract ideas of the Vedas into stories that give guidance for daily living. 

The most important of these texts are the Epics, relating to the Epic Era discussed in a previous 

section. The Mahabharata and the Ramayana contain stories of the deity, Vishnu, in human form. In 

both Epics Vishnu is the protagonist, albeit in different forms or incarnations. In Hindu mythology, 

Vishnu reveals himself to the world as an avatar (a manifestation or incarnation of a Hindu god in a 

particular form) to give the specific teachings needed for that stage of the world's development. 

Vishnu has had nine previous avatar roles (for example as King Rama and as Krishna), and the world 

is awaiting the tenth and last incarnation of Vishnu as Kalki. The Mahabharata and the Ramayana 

describe two of Vishnu's incarnations, namely as Krishna in the Mahabharata and as King Rama in 

the Ramayana. 

A well-known section of the Mahabharata is the Bhagavad Gita, in which Lord Krishna converses 

with a skilled archer, Arjuna, about the right way to live. The conversation about how life should be 

lived takes place metaphorically on a chariot amidst a great battle between two families, the 

Pandavas and the Kauravas. The Bhagavad Gita comprises  18 chapters. Arjuna questions Krishna 

about truth, morality and duty, and Krishna answers him while the battle dramatically continues 

around them. The essence of Krishna's message is that death is an illusion, and that ignorance of the 

truth of the soul's immortality keeps humans in a seeming or illusory state of suffering. Release or 

moksha from ignorance is attained through yoga. (In Western culture, yoga is understood to mean a 

system of physical exercises, but in Hinduism yoga is the philosophy of mental discipline.) Yoga can 

be practised in three different ways, depending on a person's temperament, namely through – 

● devotion (bhakti) 

● action (karma) 

● knowledge (jnana) 

The Ramayana tells the story of the relationship between King Rama and his wife, Sita. Central to the 

drama is the abduction of Sita by the demonic king of the south, Ravana. Rama and various helpers, 

including his brother, Lakshamana, and the monkey king Hanuman, rescue Sita and she and Rama 

attempt to re-establish their life together. The story deals with the difficult issue of living the life of 

duty prescribed by dharma in addition to complexities of human relationships, particularly in 

marriage.  

The Dharma-shastra texts set out the rules for the correct behaviour for the individual and the 

community. These texts originated from the Manusmriti or the Code of Manu, which date from 

about the 4th century BCE. 
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The Puranas tell the stories of the lives of divine beings. They have the same function as the Epics for 

Indian culture in that they provide the myths that maintain social structure and cohesion. 

The Darshanas are the philosophical texts that support the six schools of philosophy referred to 

above. 

 

 

6.8  The Hindu Diaspora 
Today Hindus are found throughout the world. The first Hindus to live outside of India were mainly 

from the merchant and Shudra classes. They were indentured labourers who went to work on coffee 

and sugar plantations in South Africa, Mauritius, Trinidad, British Guyana and Fiji. 

Later, in the 1960s and 1970s, Hindus living in East Africa migrated to Britain, the USA and 

Australasia as a result of post-colonial nation building processes in independent African countries 

(e.g. Uganda). 

6.8.1  Hinduism in South Africa 
In the latter half of the 19th century the Natal government appealed to the British Colonial 

Administration in India to supply cheap labour for the sugar cane plantations in the Natal Colony. It 

was agreed that the cheap labour would be supplied according to an indentured labour system, 

according to which labourers had to work on a plantation for a set time period after which they 

would be free to ply their own trade in South Africa or return to India. About 150 000 indentured 

labourer were imported to Natal over a 50-year period between 1860 and 1911. Most of these 

Hindu labourers spoke Tamil and Telugu and were from the labourer caste, but a few Hindus who 

came to Natal were from the merchant caste and were known as "passenger Indians". These were 

Hindi and Gujarat speakers. 

Colonial authorities made it difficult for Indians to assimilate into the colonial economy, however. 

Indentured labourers who decided to remain in South Africa after their indentured contract expired, 

had to pay an annual penalty of three pounds and one pound tax. This was an exorbitant amount of 

money, even for "passenger" Indians. Partly as a result of these difficulties, by the last decade of the 

19th century Indians had spread to the Transvaal, Cape and Free State colonies. 

While attempting to assimilate into the colonial economy, Hindus retained their religious and 

cultural traditions. They built temples and shrines wherever they lived and established their own 

religious societies. However, due to the long distance from India, South African Hinduism developed 

Activity 6.8 

Write a paragraph on the importance for Hindus of stories or narratives contained in the Epic literature. 

Try to use examples from either the Bhagavad Gita or the Ramayana. 

Feedback 

In your paragraph you needed to mention the important role Lord Krishna or King Rama plays in giving 

guidance and structure to spiritual and social life. 
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its own identity, to some degree. For example, a Brahmin in South Africa is not necessarily from the 

Brahmin caste, but rather someone who performs rituals in Hindu temples. Traditional worship of 

deities has also been influenced by the more modern neo-Hindu belief.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. Shrine in the central hall at the Ramakrishna Centre in Durban. ©Garth Mason 

 

A characteristic of the Hindu Diaspora, is the development of neo-Hindu movements. Most of the 

neo-Hindu movements are represented in South Africa, namely the Arya Samaj, Saiva Siddhantists, 

Ramakrishnaites, Divine Life Society, Hare Krishna, Saiva Siddhanta Sangam, Transcendental 

Meditation and Satya Sai Baba. While some of these movements remain Hindu in character others, 

such as Transcendental Meditation, have become more westernised. There has been very little 

attempt by these different groups to form links with each other. As a result, Hindu society in South 

Africa tends to be somewhat sectionalised along the lines of these individual organisations. We will 

explore neo-Hindu movements in more detail in a later course. 

6.9  Case studies 
We began looking at Hinduism from a phenomenological perspective to understand its basic 

concepts. Later we viewed Hinduism from an historical vantage point to understand how these 

concepts developed over time. We will now look at Hinduism in two social contexts to obtain an 

understanding of how Hinduism functions in specific contexts. 

6.9.1  Case study 1: Mahatma Gandhi 
The case of Mahatma Gandhi presents a very good example of how Hindus in the Diaspora have 

contributed to the development of the idea of Hinduism as a unified religion in the modern age. 
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Gandhi left India in 1888 to study law in England. While studying for his law degree he read widely 

on Christianity and Hindu philosophy, especially the Bhagavad Gita. Paradoxically, therefore, he 

learnt about the ideas underlying his own religion in the Diaspora (in England). 

In 1891 he was called to the bar and soon returned to India. He found establishing a law career 

difficult in India, and when the opportunity arose to join a law firm in South Africa, he eagerly 

accepted it. 

South Africa has the privilege of having provided one of the important settings for the development 

of modern Hinduism. Not only had many Indians been migrating to South Africa since the 1860s to 

work as indentured labourers on sugar and coffee plantations in Natal and Transvaal, one of the 

greatest reformers of modern Hinduism, Mohandas K Gandhi – better known as Mahatma – 

developed his political and spiritual philosophy during his 21 years in the country. He lived in South 

Africa from 1893 to 1914. During that time he practised law, participated peacefully in the South 

African War as a stretcher bearer and was very involved in campaigns for human rights in the 

country. In South Africa Gandhi developed his philosophy and his approach to political resistance  – 

satyagraha (holding on to truth or insistence on truth). Satyagraha is a political approach to protest 

and social injustice that focuses on truth rather than resisting evil. Gandhi believed that treating all 

people with the same respect and dignity would ultimately weaken evil to the extent that it would 

eventually collapse under its own weight. 

Gandhi was persuaded by Indians living in Natal to remain in South Africa to campaign against racial 

discrimination. In 1894 he was fairly successful in fighting the proposed Indian Franchise Bill, which 

would have deprived Indians of their voting rights in Natal. His campaign succeeded in lessening the 

severity of the proposed legislation. He also founded the Natal Indian Congress. In 1907, when the 

Transvaal legislature passed a law requiring all Indians to register with the authorities and to be 

fingerprinted, Gandhi implemented satyagraha for the first time. Gandhi and fellow protesters 

peacefully picketed at registration centres and accepted with dignity the violence meted out to them 

by police. This protest was followed by further successful protests, using satyagraha, concerning poll 

tax, immigration regulations, indentured labour and recognition of Indian marriages.  

 

 

On his return to India in 1914, Mahatma Gandhi was obviously concerned about the continued social 

injustice in Indian society. In order to liberate India from British colonial rule, he needed to unify the 

Indian populace. Gandhi embarked on several strategic satyagraha defiance campaigns focusing on 

the plight of the poor. The untouchables make up one-fifth of Indian society, but were shunned by 

Activity 6.9 

Write a paragraph in which you critically assess the strengths and weaknesses of the political resistance 

strategy of satyagraha. 

Feedback 

This activity relies on your own critical thoughts and analysis. You might have considered contexts in which 

satyagraha would be effective and what its limits regarding effective social/political activism might be. 



RST1501/102 

130 
 

the rest of Indian society. Gandhi renamed the untouchables the Harijans or "children of God" to 

affirm their human dignity and their importance in society. His support of the poor led to the 

promulgation in 1955 of the Untouchability Offences Act to protect the poor against abuse. However 

there still exists much discrimination in Indian society today. In contemporary times, these 

oppressed people prefer to be called Dalits, meaning "depressed people".  

Many of Gandhi's beliefs contained in satyagraha date back to the earliest beginnings of eastern 

religions: beliefs such as those regarding dharma (universal law), moksha (spiritual release) and 

samsara (transmigration). For Gandhi, society needed to be structured on just grounds in order to be 

in alignment with dharma. Likewise, protests against injustice also needed to be in accordance with 

dharma. 

According to Gandhi, evil in society was caused by greed, exploitation, domination, injustice and 

inequality. He believed that, since all people are essentially spiritual beings, there is a link between 

social, political and spiritual freedom, and that these freedoms culminate ultimately in moksha. 

According to Gandhi, social, political and spiritual freedom can only be attained if conditions of self-

rule or autonomy are established in society. He called the condition of autonomy swaraj. Only when 

people live autonomously can they develop moral behaviour through self-respect and independent 

thought. Swaraj is based on self-discipline, self-restraint, mutual responsibility, and the desire not to 

dominate or to be dominated by another. In developing swaraj, one should also naturally respect the 

worldviews and knowledge systems of all people.  

In terms of samsara, Gandhi believed human beings had their own intrinsic or essential nature or 

essence, which he called swabhava, which determine personal tendencies. Gandhi believed that 

swabhava is determined by one's previous lives. Once a person has recognised their individual 

personality traits or swabhava, they should be allowed to develop towards moksha in their own 

unique way and at their own pace. The good society therefore should allow each person enough 

space to explore the freedom according to their own swabhava, except when their actions harm 

others. 

India won its independence on 15 August 1947, in no small measure due to the political activism of 

Mahatma Gandhi. 

6.9.2  Case study 2: Gender inequality – sati and dowries 
One of the important consequences of the modernisation trend in Hinduism has been the growth of 

the struggle for gender equality. The first issue gender reformists tackled, was sati or the practice of 

burning a widow on the funeral pyre of her late husband, as practiced in some Hindu communities. 

Ram Mohan Roy (1772–1833) criticised this Hindu practice, along with child marriages, and 

campaigned for the education of women. Sati was first banned in Calcutta in 1798, and the British 

finally banned the practice in 1829 in India. This practice continued in the 20th century, however. In 

1987 the Indian government passed the Commission of Sati (Prevention) Act after several 

occurrences of sati in the country. 

The women's movement in Hinduism grew in strength during the 19th and 20th centuries as middle 

class women became more financially empowered. Two important activists for gender equality were 

Pandita Ramabai (1858–1922) and Sarojini Naidu (1879–1926). Ramabai's focus was mainly on the 

education of women, particularly child widows, and the training of women as teachers and doctors. 
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Naidu entered politics and was a one-time leader of the Indian National Congress. She sought to act 

as a role model for women's involvement in politics. 

The most enduring form of inequality in Hinduism is the practice of dowry or dahej. This practice 

entails the giving of kanyadaan (a gift) by the parents of the bride to the groom's parents on the 

occasion of the marriage. The dowry takes the form of money or a gift of, for example, land or cattle. 

The tradition of paying the dowry in Hinduism was traditionally meant to compensate the family of 

the groom for the financial cost of the wedding. Some scholars argue, however, that dowry was 

never part of Hindu culture until the arrival of Islam in the 11th century, called the Mogul period in 

Indian history, or the arrival of Western colonialism in the 16th century. 

The tradition of dowry payment has led to further entrenchment the disempowerment of women. 

There has been an enduring history in India of families who do not receive a dowry of acceptable 

value abusing wives or murdering them. The dowry practice also keeps women in a state of 

dependence: they are kept subordinate to their fathers and then "given" to their husbands in the 

same state of subordination. In fact verse 4 of chapter 2 of the Manusmriti, a book of laws belonging 

to the smriti texts, calls for women to be kept dependent on men. Some Hindus argue, however, 

that verses such as these need to be read in the historical context in which they were written. 

Despite the promulgation of the 1961 Dowry Prohibition Act in India, in 2011 nearly 7 000 "dowry 

deaths" were reported in India due to so-called inadequate dowry. 

 

 

6.10  Conclusion 
The study of Hinduism forms part of a larger global search for meaning. This is an awe-inspiring but 

exciting task. As in the study of any religion, it opens many different channels of enquiry – be they 

social, historical, literary or philosophical. We have looked briefly at each of these facets. Hinduism 

offers interesting views of the world and the cosmos. Some of them may be strange to you at first, 

but that does not mean that they should be rejected or feared. The more we understand about the 

world's different religions, the more our understanding of humanity grows, which promotes greater 

tolerance in the world. 

For the most part, Hinduism has remained a "product" for the Indian religious "home market". Some 

non-Indians have become Hindus, but they are the exceptions. Being Hindu has remained intimately 

Activity 6.10 

Write a paragraph based on either case study 1 or 2 explaining how the case study depicts Hindu ideas 

specific to particular historical or social conditions. You should look specifically at the four central concepts 

discussed at the beginning of the study unit: dharma, karma, samsara and moksha. Try to include 

references to at least two of these concepts in your paragraph. For example, how did the idea of moksha 

influence Gandhi's thoughts, or how does dharma influence the dowry practice? 

Feedback 

Like the previous paragraph, this one needed to be based on your own thoughts. Hopefully it was informed 

and enriched by what you have learnt in this study unit. 
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connected with being Indian. 

Indian religious thought also created an "export model", however, that would become far more 

popular outside India than inside the country of its birth. This was Buddhism, and we will meet this 

religion in the next study unit. 
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Study Unit 7: Buddhism 

by Michel Clasquin-Johnson 

In the previous study unit we studied Hinduism. Closely related to that religion is Buddhism. In fact, 
they come from the same area (India) and they split off from ancient Vedic practices at roughly the 
same time. Unlike Hinduism, however, Buddhism was founded by one person. 
 

 
 

Buddhism was founded in the 6th century BCE by Siddharta Gautama, better known as the Buddha, 

in northern India. Today there are approximately 300 million Buddhists worldwide. There are two 

broad streams of Buddhism: the southern (Theravada) and the northern (Mahayana) traditions. 

In study unit 1 you learned that there are two main ways to study religion: according to the 

phenomenological and the critical approaches. This study unit will predominantly use a critical 

approach. This means that we will be taking a look at power relations within the religion and asking 

whether the myths and legends of Buddhism can be taken at face value. 

7.1  The academic study of Buddhism 
Ever since the Middle Ages, the western world had been aware that in the East there were people 

whose religion centred around the figure of "Chagyamoni Bourkhan" (a bad mispronunciation of 

Shakyamuni Buddha). But it was only in the mid-18th century that scholarship started to isolate the 

various strains of belief and practices, realising that these were all part of the same religion.  

In the 19th century, German linguists who studied Sanskrit, their British counterparts who studied 

the Pali language, and French colonial administrators who wanted to understand the religion of their 

subjects in French Indo-China (today's Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos) all contributed to the creation 

of a new academic understanding that there was a single religion, traceable to a single individual. By 

the early 20th century this was enriched even further by information about Chinese and Japanese 

Buddhism, and from 1950 onwards the world gained accurate information about Tibet and its 

unique form of the religion. Today, American scholars are at the forefront of this academic discipline 

(Prebish 1999). 

Buddhism is now studied worldwide, either as part of the discipline religious studies or, more rarely, 

as a distinct discipline in its own right. There are no distinct departments of Buddhist studies at any 

Outcomes 

After completing this study unit, you should be able to demonstrate 

 an understanding of what the academic study of Buddhism involves 

 knowledge of the basic beliefs, practices, institutions, sacred texts and historical developments of 
Buddhism 

 engagement with a selection of critical issues in Buddhism 

 the ability to explain where Buddhism fits into the history of religions and how adherents of Buddhism 
relate to members of other religions 

 the ability to produce and communicate information on and insight into Buddhism accurately and 
coherently in assigned tasks  
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South African university. Even within religious studies departments, varying degrees of attention are 

devoted to this religion. 

7.2  Beliefs 

7.2.1  Buddhism and the god issue 
Before we look at what Buddhists do believe, let us get one important problem out of the way and 

talk about what Buddhists do NOT believe, because it is a question that many of our students will 

want answered right away. Does Buddhism teach that god exists?  

All Buddhist traditions agree that there are states of existence more refined and longer-lived than 

the merely human. Gods, for lack of a better word. The amount of attention paid to these gods, and 

the amount of information about them, varies from one tradition to the next.  

One class of gods that has survived, is that of the gods that were worshipped in India in the Buddha's 

time. Nowhere in the Buddhist texts do we see the slightest attempt being made to deny their 

existence. As Buddhism moved into new territories, it encountered local gods that had been 

worshipped there. Their existence was not seriously questioned either, but the same could not be 

said for their importance.  

Buddhism teaches that we live more than once, that we pass from one body to the next. Those 

bodies need not be human. A bad rebirth could be in the form of an animal. The human form is a 

sort of neutral default state. But a really fortunate rebirth could see you come back as a god! 

Buddhist gods have one drawback, however: they are not immortal. And that makes a difference.  

No matter how powerful a god may be, without immortality his or her ability to threaten or reward 

does not stretch into infinity. And if even a god will one day die and be reborn as something more 

humble, then it stands to reason that the Buddha's message of something beyond this endless cycle 

of life and death becomes much more attractive than worship of the gods. And that is exactly what 

happened.  

Gods, whether Indian or local, were domesticated and brought into the larger Buddhist scheme of 

things. A local god who had once been feared and respected over a wide area of Tibet suddenly 

found himself still respected, but not feared any more, as a divine protector of the Buddhist 

teachings. 

How do Buddhists relate to these gods? Well, in much the same way as one would to a powerful 

state official who also happened to be your golfing buddy, or a favourite uncle with "connections" in 

the parts of town where respectable people don't go. In other words, great for having your 

paperwork "miraculously" cleared up. Not so great for answering the ultimate questions of life and 

death.  

In the end, the gods may be longer-lived, happier and more powerful than us, Buddhist say. But, that 

does not mean that they are any wiser. In fact, they are just as caught up in the messy business of 

existence as everybody else. Just like us, they need advice on how to get out of the cycle of birth and 

death. That is why the Buddha was called the teacher of men and of gods. 
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7.2.2  The Four Noble Truths 
However much Buddhists disagree with one another over details of the Buddha's teaching, they all 

agree that the Four Noble Truths are the very core of Buddhism. It was one of the first things that 

the Buddha taught his disciples, and every school of Buddhism agrees that it is the most accurate 

way to describe the human condition. For the purpose of this module, we want you to understand 

the Four Noble Truths thoroughly. If you continue with your studies in this discipline, a later module 

will explain how Buddhist thought developed from this point onwards. 

In a sense, if someone accepts the Four Noble Truths, he or she is a Buddhist, even if they never 

actually call themselves that. 

First Noble Truth: Life is unsatisfactory 

Buddhism does not deny that there are moments of happiness, even bliss. But it does deny that 

these moments can last. A core insight of Buddhism is that everything, without exception, is 

impermanent. No exception is made for God or the human soul. Everything is impermanent. Things 

that please us, change. When they have changed enough, they are no longer pleasing to us. 

Second Noble Truth: Unhappiness is caused by desire 

Desire for what? Desire for things to be different from the way they are. Desire for good things to 

stay the same way forever and for bad things to go away. According to Buddhism, humans are 

uniquely dissatisfied with the way things are. A dog is perfectly happy to be a dog, to live out its life 

as a dog. But humans always want to be something different, something better.  

Of course, some people seem to lead charmed lives, never encountering unhappiness. But according 

to Buddhism, this is the result of karma. The word literally means "action", and it is a central 

teaching of Buddhism that every action will have a result. Ethical, well-intentioned actions will result 

in happiness. Unethical, evil actions will result in unhappiness. Karma stretches across more than 

one life: Buddhism believes in rebirth (but tends to avoid the word "reincarnation"). What kind of 

creature you are born as, depends on the actions committed in a former life. What actions you 

commit now will determine what kind of rebirths you will have in the future. "Actions", by the way, 

also includes everything you think and say. 

Buddhism insists that there is no "thing" that moves from one body to the next. Not a soul, or mind, 

or even consciousness can be pinned down to be the essence that connects one life to another. This 

has always made it difficult for Buddhists to explain how the process works. One Buddhist nun 

explained it as follows, "What moves from one life to another? Your bad habits!"  

Third Noble Truth: If we remove the desire, the unhappiness will also disappear 

Well, that is logical enough. If we could learn to stop wanting things to be different, we could live out 

our lives in full acceptance of the fact of impermanence. We could ride impermanence like a surfer 

rides a wave. This is called enlightenment. Another word for this state of mind is nirvana. (Yes, that 

was an actual word before it was a Grunge band from Seattle.) 

An enlightened person no longer tries to improve future rebirths by being ethical. Such a person will 

still be ethical, but not in order to achieve anything, just because it is the correct way to behave. 

When you act without any thought of self or self-interest, no further karma is generated. The 
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enlightened person is reborn no further. That process simply stops. To a non-Buddhist, this may 

sound like a complicated way to commit suicide, but Buddhists regard this as the highest possible 

goal. 

Fourth Noble Truth: There is a practical 8-step way to remove desire and unhappiness 

The eight steps to take are as follows: 

 
1.  Right Understanding 
2.  Right Thought 
3.  Right Speech 
4.  Right Action 
5.  Right Livelihood 
6.  Right Effort 
7.  Right Mindfulness 
8.  Right Concentration 
 

These can be explained under three headings:  

 Behaviour. The Buddhist is expected to control his or her speech and actions to present a 

calm, ethical person. Certain professions, such as butchering animals, are discouraged. Many 

Buddhists are vegetarians.  

 Meditation. Buddhists are taught specific exercises to calm the mind. 

 Insight. With a calm mind, the Buddhist attempts to examine the world. Soon, he or she 

realises that the world is just as the Buddha described it: impermanent, ever-changing and 

full of unhappiness. This realisation feeds back into his or her behaviour and meditation, and 

the next time around, the Buddhist's practice will be a little stronger and more complete. 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Activity 7.1 

The most common form of meditation is to concentrate on the breath. Try it if you like: it will not make 

you a Buddhist. Can you sit quietly and be aware of your breathing without moving and without thinking of 

anything else? 

Feedback 

Most beginners cannot last more than a minute or so. Experienced meditators can do this for over an hour. 

How did you do? 
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7.2.3  The Three Characteristics of Existence 
The Four Noble Truths are one way in which Buddhists tell the story of their faith. But there is 

another way. Instead of the psychology of the Four Noble Truths, there is the philosophy of the 

Three Characteristics of Existence. 

Impermanence 

We have already come across this idea. Buddhism adopts a radical stance in that it declares that 

everything is impermanent. Things change. Given enough time, they will change beyond recognition. 

There is continuity with that which was before, but no identity. 

Insubstantiality 

Just in case we did not understand it the first time, Buddhism then declares that human beings are 

not exempt from the process. There is no unchanging self, no immortal soul that defies the laws of 

the universe. There is not even an Over-Self, in other words, a God, to guarantee permanence. 

Unsatisfactoriness 

There is something about the human condition that refuses to accept impermanence. A dog is happy 

to be a dog. A horse is happy to live its short life as a horse. But human beings want more. We want 

permanence, stability. And we live in a universe that will never provide it. The result is that we are 

never truly happy. Which, of course, was exactly the point of the First Noble Truth. 

7.3  Practices 
The vast majority of Buddhists do not meditate (Richmond 2012). That is left to the monks, nuns and 

a small number of especially dedicated lay people. For the average Buddhist in Asia, religious 

practice consists of supporting the monks in the local monastery with food and clothing, making 

pilgrimages to famous places from Buddhist history, and visiting the monastery to chant stories from 

the life of the Buddha and observe the monks performing ceremonies. 

There is no single Buddhist calendar of festivals. Each Buddhist society has its own day designated as 

Wesak (the day that celebrates the birth, enlightenment and death of the Buddha), and uses its own 

calendar to determine when it will occur. You can celebrate Wesak in Sri Lanka in March, then go to 

Thailand and celebrate it again a month later! In Japan, the festival for Buddha's birthday usually 

falls in October, and his enlightenment and death are not necessarily celebrated on the same day by 

members of different Buddhist organisations. This situation does not bother the Buddhists at all. 

There are other festivals celebrated in Buddhist countries, but they are all of local importance only. 

Festivals and feast days are not central to the Buddhist message. That does not mean that they don't 

exist, but that they tend to be specific to a certain kind of Buddhism practised in a specific area. In 

Buddhism, there is no religion-wide festival like Passover or Ramadan or Christmas to unite all 

Buddhists worldwide. 

Pilgrimage is common in Buddhism, but is never compulsory. Scenes associated with the life of the 

Buddha are popular destinations for pilgrimages. In section 7.6 you will learn, for example, that the 

Buddha had his first enlightenment experience under a specific fig tree. There is still a tree standing 

on that spot. Not the same one: Ficus religiosa is a long-lived plant, but it does not live to 2 500 

years. The tale goes that when the original tree died, a cutting was brought in from a tree in Sri 
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Lanka, which had been grown from a cutting from the original tree. The current tree at Bodh Gaya is 

therefore a second-generation clone of the original tree beneath which the Buddha sat. Pilgrims 

come from all over the world to perform rituals and meditate at the site. 

7.4  Institutions 
The laity and the monastic orders are the major institutions in Buddhism. In this section we will 

explore what it means to join these institutions 

7.4.1  Becoming a Buddhist 
Perhaps the best way to explore the institutions of Buddhism is to ask ourselves what one would 

encounter if one became a Buddhist. Who is a Buddhist?  

The answer is surprisingly simple. If you say you are a Buddhist, you are. Back in the beginning, the 

Buddha himself would have had the authority to declare that such-and-such a person was no longer 

a follower. But he did not transmit that authority to any of his monks. The result of this is that if you 

claim to be a Buddhist, then nobody, not me, not the Chief Abbot of Bangkok, and not the Dalai 

Lama, has the authority to declare that you are mistaken, that you are not a Buddhist. Of course, 

anyone could claim that you are not a very good Buddhist. 

You therefore become a Buddhist simply be declaring yourself to be a Buddhist. If you are living 

someplace where such a declaration could be hazardous to your health (North Korea comes to 

mind), then you can even just declare it to yourself! From there it's all a matter of working out your 

own salvation diligently, as the Buddha instructed on his deathbed. 

Of course, even if it is not compulsory, most Buddhists do end up joining a Buddhist organisation, 

and there usually is some sort of ceremony involved. In most cases, this takes the form of "taking 

refuge". The aspiring Buddhist publicly declares that he or she takes refuge in the Buddha, in the 

dharma (the Buddha's teaching) and in the sangha (the Buddhist community). This is usually 

repeated three times: there is an old tradition that if you ask a Buddha a question three times, he 

has to answer (you might not like the answer!) and that, by the same token, if you take the three 

refuges three times, your status as a Buddhist is sealed (Krüger et al 2009:112). 

Despite this, the ceremony is secondary: it is a public declaration of something that has happened 

already. By the time it takes place, you are, in fact, already a Buddhist. The ceremony only indicates 

your acceptance into a particular school of Buddhism. 
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Figure 7.2 A Southern Buddhist monk blesses a layman. (Source: Tevaprapas Makklay, licensed under the GFDL, 
Wikimedia.) 

7.4.2  Becoming a monk 

If becoming a lay Buddhist is quite easy and undemanding, becoming a monk is quite a different 

matter. Again, traditions differ. What they all have in common, is that they prescribe long periods of 

training as novice monks, during which the trainee may wear robes of a different colour and obey a 

different set of rules. 

Usually this is where the typical monastic hairstyle (or lack-of-hair style!) makes its first appearance. 

Even here, you will find regional differences: Southern monks tend to shave their heads much more 

frequently than their Northern colleagues. Even the eyebrows have to go. In some Chinese schools, 

the ordination ceremony involves burning small heaps of incense on top of the freshly shaven head. 

The scars this forms are proof that one has been ordained. 

The other thing that has to be given up if you want to call yourself a monk is sex. Not just pre- or 

extramarital sex: any kind of sex. However, there are Japanese organisations where the officials are 

married and should properly be called priests rather than monks. 
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Another curious case is that of Tibet: prior to the Chinese takeover of Tibet in 1950, an estimated 

one third of the male population of that country were officially monks. Does anybody seriously think 

that one third of the male population of any country will lead lives of quiet, contented celibacy? We 

can suppose that a commonly understood distinction existed between the "real monks" and those 

who were just monks in a formal sense. Much the same situation existed in medieval Europe. In any 

case, the situation no longer exists in Tibet today. 

In the Southern tradition, there are countries like Thailand where tradition demands that all men 

should spend a few months of their lives as monks. Again, this shows us a subtle distinction between 

those who are just honouring local tradition and those who are in it for the long haul. In the same 

countries you will also see some surprisingly young boys wearing monastic robes. For them, it is their 

best chance of getting an education, and they are not expected to cut all ties to their families; nor do 

they take vows for life. 

In the Southern tradition, monks survive purely on the charity of the surrounding community. Every 

morning, they will go off on their alms-round, and the local people will give them of their own food. 

In Southern Buddhist culture, this is not regarded as begging. In fact, to feed the local monks is 

regarded as a great honour – an opportunity for lay Buddhists to improve their karma. Custom 

demands that all the food must be eaten by midday. There is no evening meal. 

This arrangement did not work out in Northern Buddhism. First of all, not eating after noon put too 

great a strain on the human body in the colder climates of the north, and the majority of Northern 

schools ended up instituting a modest late meal, usually called a "medicine meal" to emphasise that 

they were eating it out of necessity, not because they were backsliding. 

The alms-round also did not take root very well in the northern countries, for a variety of 

complicated reasons. Monks still needed to support themselves somehow, and some orders took to 

farming, either doing it themselves or renting out land to small farmers. In time, monasteries 

became major landowners, and this had negative effects. In China, for example, it was one of the 

causes of the persecution of Buddhism under the Tang dynasty (c 618–906 CE). Other monastic 

organisations became service providers to local communities: Buddhist monks dominate the funeral 

business in Japan to this day. 

7.4.3  Becoming a nun 

We cannot deny that Buddhism, while open to all in theory, has been influenced by male-dominated 

Asian society. The Southern school had nuns long ago, but that lineage was allowed to die out, and 

only in the 20th century did women start to fight for the right to ordain in their chosen form of 

Buddhism. Their struggle remains unresolved. 

Northern Buddhism never did lose its nuns, and there are Tibetan, Chinese, Korean, Vietnamese and 

Japanese nuns to this day. In most of these societies, nuns are less highly regarded than monks and 

it is difficult for a nun to rise to a position of prominence. Difficult but not impossible: a strong-willed 

Buddhist nun is a force to be reckoned with! 
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7.4.4  Monasteries and retreat centres 
Historically, the monastery has been the centre of Buddhist life. Monks and nuns need to be housed 

somewhere, and the monastery has been the place where Buddhism has grown and developed 

throughout Asia. Monasteries became the local schools, community centres, places of refuge and 

more. In ancient India, there were at one stage so many of them that the modern-day Indian state of 

Bihar received its name from the ancient Sanskrit word for monastery (vihara). 

The retreat centre is a new development,  however, developed by western Buddhists in the 20th 

century. Here we have a place set aside for Buddhist practice where ordinary people can become, 

not quite monks, but something like it, for an evening, a weekend, a week, or maybe a month. Sex is 

banned, vegetarian food is commonly served, and the schedule of meditation sessions and 

instructional talks approaches that of a monastery. When the retreat is over, people return to their 

normal lives. 

The archetypal retreat centre is set in beautiful countryside, and although there are quite a few such 

places, there are also quite a few other kinds. There are retreat centres (even if they don't use the 

term) in shop fronts in Europe, in warehouse districts in the USA, and in many other places. The 

principle behind it has been so successful that it has been exported back to Asia to some extent. 

The distinction between monasteries and retreat centres is not absolute, and hybrid forms can be 

found. A monastery can open its doors to lay people for a period. A retreat centre can house a group 

of monks and become a monastery for a while. 

Buddhists also meet in small groups in people's homes, of course, especially in places where there 

are few Buddhists. This is typical of small, emerging religions throughout history. 

The best worldwide directory of Buddhist organisations of all kinds is on Buddhanet 

(www.buddhanet.net). 

 
 

 
 

Recommended activity 

Open up the Buddhanet website in a browser and locate the Buddhist temple, centre or local group 

nearest to you. 

Feedback 

You may have been surprised at how close to your home there is a Buddhist organisation – even in South 

Africa! 

Of course some of those organisations may be very small and local, but others have a large, even national, 

reach. Historically, the Buddhist retreat centre near Ixopo in KwaZulu-Natal has been the "kindergarten" 

from which many other organisations have sprung. The Nan Hua Temple just outside Bronkhorstspruit in 

Gauteng was established more recently and serves the Chinese Buddhist community in South Africa. 
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7.5  Scriptures 
Like the other major religions, Buddhism has its scriptures. Unlike those religions, there are great 

differences of opinion among Buddhists about what is and what is not a scripture and just how 

important scriptures are, anyway. 

The best preserved, most studied, and therefore most quoted set of Buddhist scriptures is the Pali 

Canon, also known as the Tipitaka. These are the scriptures of the Southern school and they are 

written in a language called Pali. 

After the death of the Buddha, his teachings were at first not written down. Instead, individual 

monks would each memorise a section of the teachings, and would then teach it in turn to their 

followers. Today, when we read the scriptures, we are struck by their very repetitive nature. This 

makes them somewhat boring for us to read, but at the time it helped the monks to do the 

memorisation.  

When the teachings were finally put down on "paper" (strips of wood, bamboo or dried palm leaves, 

actually) several hundred years later, they were divided into three (ti) collections, which were kept in 

separate baskets (pitaka), from which we get the name Tipitaka. The three collections are the 

following:  

 The Vinaya Pitaka is concerned entirely with the rules of conduct to be obeyed by Buddhist 
monks, and there are over 200 of them. It also gives many of the back-stories telling us why a 
specific rule was instituted by the Buddha. 

 The Sutta Pitaka contains stories in the Pali language from the life of the Buddha, divided into 
smaller packages called suttas. 

 The Abhidhamma Pitaka contains philosophical works on the higher reaches of Buddhist 
thought. 

 

The full set of the Tipitaka, with all its commentaries and sub-commentaries, is more like a small 

library than a single book. Estimates put it at around 13 times the size of the Christian Bible. 

Northern Buddhism also has sacred texts. Some of these are very similar to the Tipitaka, while others 

are unique to the northerners. These were not written in Pali, but in a language that scholars now 

call Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit. Today, some are available to us only because a translation from 

Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit into Tibetan or Chinese survived. Later on, new texts were written directly 

in Tibetan, Chinese and other languages. 

The Tipitaka has one distinct advantage for scholars of Buddhism: at a certain stage of its 

development, it was closed off. Important and influential books would still be written by Southern 

scholars, but they would never rise to the status of "canon". No new writing would ever be dignified 

with the term sutta. That term was reserved for texts attributed to the Buddha or his immediate 

disciples.  

 
 

Activity 7.2 

Look up the word "canon" and note that it is not the same as "cannon"! Where else can we find a canon? 
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This was not the case with the Northern scriptures, for the Northern school never closed its canon. 

Northern scriptures kept appearing on the scene throughout Buddhist history. 

Northern texts are divided into: 

 sutras  – texts supposedly pronounced by the Buddha himself, although few modern scholars 
accept this as the literal truth (This term is directly equivalent to the Pali word sutta.) 

 shastras – commentaries on the sutras 
 tantras – esoteric manuals of meditation techniques 

 

Some texts were supposed to have been hidden by legendary masters shortly after the Buddha's 

time and rediscovered when the time had come when their message could be appreciated (modern 

scholars are sceptical about this, to say the least). Even when we know exactly who wrote this new 

scripture, we find that the authors were not shy about using the term "sutra" for their work. One of 

the most famous books in the Zen tradition is the Platform Sutra, by the patriarch Hui Neng. 

Closer to our own time, the poet Gary Snyder wrote the Smokey the Bear Sutra. The latter is not 

accepted as a genuine sutra by Northern Buddhists. At least, not yet ... 

 

 
 

 
 

The result is that nobody can say with any certainty just how large the Northern Buddhist canon is. If 

we took all the books that are considered sacred and definitive by the various Northern schools of 

thought in all their Sanskrit, Tibetan, Mongolian, Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Vietnamese and other 

versions, we could fill up quite a library. 

Feedback 

Actually, the word is quite common. Every religion that maintains written scriptures (not all of them do) 

will have some that are canonical and some that are not. But even outside religion, you will find that Star 

Trek fans, for example, refer to some TV shows as "canon" while others are not "canon". 

Recommended activity 

The Smokey the Bear Sutra is in the public domain and is easily accessible. Google the title and you will find 

a number of copies. Read this sutra. What is the poet doing with the Buddhist imagery? You may need to 

Google "Smokey the Bear" if you are unfamiliar with this American cartoon figure. 

Feedback 

In this poem, Snyder blends Buddhism and environmentalism. Smokey is a cartoon figure that has long 

been used to raise awareness of the danger of forest fires in the USA. When Snyder expresses his solidarity 

with "hobos and madmen, prisoners and sick people, musicians, playful women, and hopeful children" we 

also see an indication of social activism. This blending of Buddhism with social and environmental concern 

has since become known as Engaged Buddhism and we shall discuss it further down. 
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This enormous amount of textual material has led to two distinct tendencies among some Northern 

schools. One is to limit the number of texts that are recognised and studied, even to the extent of 

using just a single text. We see this reach its fullest extent in the Nichiren schools, where only the 

Lotus Sutra is regarded as the definitive word of the Buddha. But we can even see it in Tibetan 

Buddhism, where the number of texts studied is much larger, but Chinese texts are completely 

excluded. 

The alternative response is to deny the importance of any text, and we find this mainly in the Zen 

schools. Zen offers a return to the direct experience of reality found in meditation, and finds it 

necessary to question any and all scriptures radically to do this. If enlightenment  is to be found 

within, then we only postpone it by burying our noses in books, they say. Well, they are not really 

consistent about this – Zen Buddhists have written and published a lot of books themselves! 

7.6  History  

7.6.1  The life of the Buddha 
Unlike Hinduism, Buddhism has a founder. There was a time when it did not exist. Then this person 

came along and founded it. That person was Siddharta Gautama, crown prince of the small city-state 

of Kapilavastu in northern India (or today, Southern Nepal). His story has been told by many authors 

(e.g. Krüger et al 2009:107–111). Below, we will give just the barest outlines of his life. 

Siddharta was born to the aristocratic Shakya clan around 563 BCE. His birth had been prophesied: 

before his birth, his father Suddhodana was informed that his son would be destined for greatness. 

But that greatness could be expressed in two possible ways. 

One possibility was that he could become a "wheel-turning monarch", that is, emperor of the entire 

known world. The other option was that he might renounce worldly power, leave the palace and 

become a famous religious teacher. What would determine his choice? According to the king's 

soothsayer, if young Siddharta were ever to become aware of the reality of sickness, suffering and 

death, then he would renounce his throne. 

Suddhodana, like fathers throughout history, had a vested interest in having his son follow in his 

footsteps. He therefore arranged things so that his son would never know the realities of sickness, 

pain, deprivation and death. 

Siddharta grew up in a series of palaces where he was raised by an aunt, since his mother had died 

soon after his birth. Every effort was made to make his life as pleasant as possible. When servants 

grew sick or old, they were banished from the palace. Death was not even mentioned. And so 

Siddharta grew up in glorious ignorance of the realities of existence. 

It couldn't last, of course. One day in his late twenties, Siddharta had his chariot prepared and rode 

out through the palace gates. Normally, he would have seen nothing but cheering crowds, but on 

this day something had gone wrong with the usual event management. He saw an old man, leaning 

on a stick. The next day he went out riding again and this time he saw a sick man, a leper covered 

with sores. On both occasions he was informed by his charioteer that this was the fate of all human 

beings sooner or later. The third day's ride was even more unsettling: Siddharta saw a fresh corpse! 
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On the fourth day, though, he saw a traveling ascetic. The charioteer, who must have missed the job 

orientation briefing, told him about this class of men, already common in Indian society, who had 

abandoned their homes and all worldly affairs in order to figure out if there was a way out of the 

cycle of birth, suffering and death. 

That night, Siddharta abandoned his home, including his wife and his young son, resolving not to 

return until he had found a way out of the cycle of life and death. He rode his horse across seven 

kingdoms that night in his haste to get away. (Indian states in the area were quite tiny, so this was 

just possible.) In the morning, he cut off his long hair, abandoned his aristocratic robes in favour of a 

wanderer's rags – the yellow robes characteristic of Buddhist monks would come much later – and 

set off into the forest alone. 

The first thing he did, was to study philosophy and meditation. He joined an ashram, where he 

studied under one of the most eminent religious thinkers of the time. He did well: the teacher 

offered to retire and let Siddharta take over the school. But Siddharta was not satisfied. He left for 

another school, where the same thing happened. 

If study was not enough, then perhaps there was an alternative way. In India at the time there was a 

theory that if one could beat the body into submission by sheer willpower, the spirit would triumph 

over its imprisonment in the flesh. This is called asceticism, and forms of it remain current in some 

kinds of Hinduism to this day. Siddharta decided that he would try it. 

And so he did. He joined a small group of ascetics in the forest and started to hold his breath for 

longer and longer periods. He got by on ridiculously little food. He held postures specifically 

designed to produce excruciating pain. And the end result of all this effort was ... nothing.  
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Figure 7.3 The Buddha during his ascetic phase. (Source: Yashi Wong, licensed under the GFDL, Wikimedia.) 

By now he was feeling truly discouraged, but he resolved to give it one more try. Asceticism had 

been just as useless as the life of luxury he had grown up with. Could there be some sort of path in 

between these extremes, a kind of Middle Way? 

After taking some food, much to the disgust of his fellow ascetics, he found a space beneath a giant 

fig tree where he sat down. He resolved that he would just stay there, observe what happened and 

not get up unless he found the answer to the riddle he had been trying to answer for years now: why 

is there suffering? 

Something happened to Siddharta that night. When the sun came up, he was a different person, 

with a radical insight into human nature. From that point onwards he was known as the Buddha, the 

Enlightened One.  

According to Buddhism, this was not the first time this had happened. There had been others who 

had sat down under a tree and reached the same insights. But most of them had been content to 

pass away without sharing their insights. The Buddha was sorely tempted to do the same. Despite 

his misgivings, despite his belief that what he had found could never be explained adequately, he 

resolved to try. He travelled to the deer park near Varanasi, where he found the ascetics he had 

lived with before, in the forest. They became the first Buddhist monks. 
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For the next 40 years the Buddha travelled widely in northern India, making a number of converts. 

Many remained in their normal lives and supported the Buddhist order financially, but others 

became monks and at a later stage, some women joined as nuns. One of these monks was the 

Buddha's son Rahula, whom he ordained when he visited his old hometown of Kapilavastu. Another 

was the serial killer Angulimala. The Buddha did not discriminate: among his lay followers were kings 

and prostitutes. 

Unlike many other religious founders, the Buddha was never persecuted by the authorities. He was, 

however, under threat from a cousin called Devadatta, who wanted to take control of the Buddhist 

order himself. 

At the ripe old age of 80, the Buddha contracted a serious case of food poisoning. On his deathbed, 

he forgave the blacksmith who had given him the tainted food, took care of routine administration, 

and then summed up his life and teachings in a remarkable set of last words: 

"Everything falls apart. Work out your own salvation diligently." 

The Buddha had always been pessimistic about the future of the movement he founded. Initially he 

thought it might last a thousand years. When women joined, he joked that five hundred years would 

now be the maximum. Yet here we are, 25 centuries after his death, still remembering him as one of 

the greatest of our species. 

7.6.2  The life of the Buddha revisited 
The above version of the Buddha's life was already a very impoverished version, stripped of many of 

the supernatural elements that grate on the sensibilities of modern readers. Today, people are just 

not prepared to believe that a newborn baby could rise and take a number of steps towards the four 

compass points proclaiming his destiny. They will not accept that flowers rained down from the 

heavens when the Buddha died 80 years later. We live in an age of limited imagination. But we must 

face the facts. Even the stripped-down version in section 7.6.1 is very unlikely to present any sort of 

historical truth. 

Suddhodana was not the king of Kapilavastu and Siddharta was not the crown prince. We are not 

entirely sure where Kapilavastu was, but we know the general state of affairs in the area and it was 

not a kingdom; like a number of small city states around the periphery of the major Indian kingdoms, 

Kapilavastu was an oligarchy, a small state run by the rich, powerful and well-connected. Not a 

democracy by any sort of definition we would apply today, but certainly not a totalitarian state in 

which the king's word was law. Suddhodana was probably a leading citizen. But he was not a king. 

And even the date of the Buddha's birth has been disputed. It could easily be out by 60 years or so. 

Then, how likely is it that a bright youngster could be kept ignorant of the existence of old age, 

disease, ageing and death for over two decades? The traditions are somewhat self-contradictory. 

Some texts state that he was never allowed to leave his palaces, others tell of a time when he was 

present at a public sod-breaking ceremony. Oh, and he was also supposed to be an expert at 

wrestling and archery. Did none of his wrestling opponents ever cry out in pain? What did he think 

that shooting arrows was all about? Indeed, how would he become an all-conquering monarch 

without a good knowledge of the realities of war? 
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It just does not add up if we take it too literally. But let's think it through a little more deeply. Let us 

stipulate that he was aware of suffering and death on a theoretical level, but that these things had 

never really made their mark on him personally, on an existential level, as we would now say. 

But in his early twenties he entered into a new phase of his life. He became more sensitive to 

suffering, to injustice. This is true of human beings even today. Early adulthood can be a time for the 

easy life, for hookups and getting ahead in life. If Siddharta had gone this way, then perhaps he 

would have ended up in the business of war and politics. 

But the same period can also be a time of heightened sensitivity, of dedicating one's life to a higher 

cause. And perhaps this is what the traditional story is trying to tell us. It is not that he had never 

seen sickness, old age and death before, just that he had never really realised that they applied to 

him too. For the first time, the reality of his world hit him hard. 

And so we could go on right through the Buddha's biography. Casting doubt on its details is quite 

easy to do, and it is important that we keep a critical distance, of course. But we can also read it as a 

deeply moving story of a man confronting the deep reality of life, taking stock of his limitations, and 

going far beyond them. 

How did we get to this point? How can we have so little definite, clear historical information about 

the founder of one of the world's major religions? 

First of all, we need to realise that 25 centuries is a long time, and that it is not easy to maintain a 

chain of information through all the wars, migrations, fires and other upheavals that can occur. Even 

under the best circumstances, facts are lost. The hot, humid climate of India did not help much. 

Anything written on paper is vulnerable in such conditions. Statements cast in metal or carved in 

stone have a better chance of surviving, and the interpretation of such inscriptions has become a 

specialisation within Buddhist studies. But those inscriptions were generally produced some 

centuries after the Buddha's life. 

There is a more fundamental explanation, though, and it reaches into the heart of Buddhism itself. In 

cultures influenced by the Jewish, Christian or Muslim religions, it is considered important whether 

something is historically true. It is important that something really happened. But that is a 

presupposition that Buddhism simply does not share. 

Let's suppose, just for a moment, that we could prove conclusively that Jesus Christ and Muhammad 

ibn Abd Allah never existed. That would mean that Jesus never died on the cross for the sins of 

humankind. It would mean that Muhammad never received the Quran from the archangel Gabriel. 

The repercussions for Christianity and Islam would be immense. In fact, we might see the end of 

them. For these religions, history matters. 

In fact, for all of Western society, history matters. People spend their lives trying to prove that 

William Shakespeare could never have written the plays attributed to him. People give their lives, 

more or less willingly, in the cause of what they think is a historically pre-ordained development. 

Now let us suppose that we could prove, again conclusively, that the Buddha never existed. 

Westerners would expect Buddhism to collapse. But Buddhists would be more likely to say, with 

Shakespeare, that "that which we call a rose, by any other name would smell as sweet". If the 
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Buddhist teachings work, if they reduce suffering and increase happiness, does it matter if they were 

not invented by the Buddha we think we know, but instead by someone else using the same title? In 

India, people are aware of history, of course, but it does not matter in the same way as it does in the 

West. The past is the world of myth and legend. Myth is far more important than history. 

7.6.3  The further development of Buddhism 

7.6.3.1  Southern Buddhism 

There are broadly speaking two kinds of Buddhism. First we have Southern Buddhism. We find this 

in Sri Lanka, Thailand, Burma, Laos and Cambodia, with a little spill-over into surrounding areas. This 

form of Buddhism tends to be quite conservative. That word does not mean exactly the same thing 

that it does in other religions, of course. But in this context it signifies that the Southern school has 

made few changes since the Buddha's time. They have made some changes, but fewer than the 

northerners. 

 

Figure 7.4 Distribution of Southern Buddhism. 

Southern monks are supposedly easy to identify, as they are all supposed to wear robes dyed 

"saffron". In fact, their robes vary in colour from pale, washed-out yellow to a deep orange that is 

almost red. They fold them in different ways too, and these days Southern monks in cold countries 

may supplement the robe with shirts or sweaters dyed a similar colour. 

There are internal divisions within the Southern school as well, although these tend to concern the 

monks alone and are not much advertised to the outside world. Even so, the monks from the 

Dhammayut school and the Mahanikaya school are not always the best of friends. 

Even the scriptures show some subtle variations between the Southern Buddhist countries. They are 

all supposed to be the same, all written in the same language (Pali) and so on, but the truth is that a 

unified version was only produced when the Pali Text Society needed one so that they could 

translate it into English! 

Southern apologists maintain that they are the only school of Buddhism that has transmitted the 

teachings of the Buddha faultlessly, without adding anything new or taking anything away. This is 

nonsense, of course. Today's Buddhists face questions that never troubled people in the Buddha's 
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time. For example, monks are forbidden to "touch gold and silver". Is this only to be taken literally, 

or does it refer to money in general and if so, can a monk carry a bus pass? In more philosophical 

terms, modern scholars agree that the Southern teaching of mind-moments is nowhere to be found 

before roughly the time of Buddhaghosa, a Southern Buddhist scholar who lived a thousand years 

after the Buddha. 

What we must concede, is that of all the schools of Buddhism that survive today, Southern 

Buddhism is probably the closest to what Buddhist monks living in the first few hundred years after 

the Buddha would have known. Not identical, no, but certainly the closest. 

This is not necessarily because the Southerners are especially pious people! Many of the changes 

that were made in Northern Buddhism came about because of circumstances beyond anyone's 

control. For example, a thin cotton robe that exposes one arm is fine in India. Try that in a Tibetan 

winter and frostbite will end the experiment quickly. 

Social circumstances were equally relevant. In India, giving alms to a holy man was considered more 

beneficial to the giver than to the receiver, and this had been true long before the Buddha's time. 

Chinese society did not support the idea of monks supporting themselves by "begging" for food, 

however, and before long Chinese monks had to figure out other ways to support themselves. 

But in the countries where Southern Buddhism took root, the climatic and social circumstances were 

sufficiently like those of India that very little needed to be changed. And so Southern Buddhism 

endured, changing when it needed, but remaining identifiably itself. A monk from a thousand or 

even two thousand years ago would fit into daily life in a Southern monastery without too much 

trouble. 

And indeed, Southern Buddhism is a religion of, for and by monks.  This does not mean that lay 

followers are despised or that there is nothing for them to do, but only monks are regarded as full 

Buddhists. In some Southern Buddhist countries it is regarded as a normal part of a young man's 

development to spend a few months as a monk. Some stay in the monastery for years, perhaps even 

for life. Most do not. But the position of monks in Southern Buddhism is so central that it can hardly 

be imagined without them. 

7.6.3.2  Northern Buddhism 

Northern Buddhism can be found in Tibet, China, Mongolia, Korea, Vietnam and Japan, again with 

some spill-over into areas like Nepal and into countries with large Chinese immigrant populations, 

like the Philippines. This is an enormous area: it encompasses a variety of physical environments and 

human cultures. The internal variation within Northern Buddhism is therefore quite large. 

In the past, however, Northern Buddhism was much more widely distributed. Large parts of 

Pakistan, Afghanistan and Central Asia were dominated by Northern Buddhism, while Cambodia, 

Malaysia and Indonesia developed their own complex mixtures of Northern Buddhist and Hindu 

ideas and practices. In most of these countries, Buddhism was replaced by Islam. The exception is 

Cambodia, where Southern Buddhism prevailed. 
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Figure 7.5 Distribution of Northern Buddhism 

It is much more difficult to identify Northern Buddhist monks than Southern ones. The shaven heads 

are still there, generally, but the robes vary in shape and colour from the dark maroon of Tibetans to 

the blacks and browns of the Japanese and the light greys of the Koreans. Services are conducted in 

a variety of languages, ancient or contemporary. Temple and monastery decorations vary from one 

region to the next. In some schools, celibacy has been abandoned and we can properly refer to their 

officials as Buddhist priests rather than monks. 

Also, the term "Northern" is not quite an absolute one. If you look at figure 7.5, you will see that 

Vietnam, where Northern Buddhism predominates, actually stretches to the south of Cambodia, 

where they mainly practice Southern Buddhism! Even so, the distinction is useful in the majority of 

cases. 

So what unifies Northern Buddhism? If there is one thing that sets it off from Southern Buddhism it 

is a greater role for the laity. Indeed, this was the point on which Northern Buddhism split off from 

the Southerners: was it possible for a person to become enlightened without giving it all up and 

becoming a monk? Could you be a serious Buddhist and still run a business, have a family life 

(including a sex life), take part in politics, and generally take an interest in what was going on in the 

world? 

The Southern answer to this was yes, in theory you could, of course, but in practice this was almost 

impossible. The Northerners took a broader view. If it was almost impossible using current 

perspectives and methods, then not only did the perspectives need broadening, but new methods 

needed to be found. 

The Northerners' hero was Vimalakirti, a lay figure completely unknown in the South, but who, in 

the text named after him in the North, is shown debating the finer points with the Buddha's 

disciples, often getting the best of them. 

Apart from such new culture heroes, there were also new Buddhas. Early Buddhism, and Southern 

Buddhism after it, had always recognised the existence of a dozen or so "prehistoric Buddhas" who 

had attained enlightenment hundreds or thousands of years before Siddharta Gautama. But with the 

rise of Northern Buddhism, the number of known Buddhas increased tremendously. 
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Northern Buddhism abandoned absolutely nothing of the Southern Buddha myth. Instead, they 

elaborated on it. A dozen prehistoric Buddhas? Why not a hundred? A thousand? And why restrict 

ourselves to this world? If there were other worlds out there (a possibility for which Hindu and 

Buddhist myths had always allowed), then all those worlds must have had their own Buddhas. In 

fact, some of those Buddhas might have been greater, wiser and more powerful than Siddharta 

Gautama. They might even, in some sense, still be around and available to help. 

The most famous of these "super-Buddhas" was Amitabha Buddha. It was said that billions of years 

ago, just before his own enlightenment, he had vowed that everyone who called on his name would 

be reborn in a "Pure Land" called Sukhavati, said to be in the west (a direction that should be 

understood symbolically rather than literally). The schools that originated from this doctrine are 

collectively known as Pure Land Buddhism, and for their adherents, it is not meditation that is the 

primary religious activity, but the constant repetition of a sacred formula that includes the name of 

Amitabha Buddha: 

Sanskrit: Namo amitahbaya Buddhaya 

Chinese: Nan wu a mi to fo 

Japanese: Namu amida butsu 

The Pure Land is not exactly heaven as one finds that concept in Western religions. True, living 

conditions there are very nice, but one does not live there forever. The point of being reborn in a 

Pure Land (and there are others besides Amitabha's) is that conditions are so ideal there that it is 

almost impossible to be reborn there and not get enlightened! 

Taken as a group, the various Pure Land schools are easily the largest group of Buddhists in modern 

Japan. 

Within the Northern Buddhist universe there are beings that have fully realised their potential for 

enlightenment. These are the Buddhas, and they are far beyond anything that can be said about 

them. There are also those beings that are striving to realise their Buddhahood. These are the 

bodhisattvas. In this sense, anyone who is trying to advance ethically and spiritually may be called a 

bodhisattva. So far, the South and North are in full agreement, though they may quibble about 

details. 

But the North also speaks about a different kind of bodhisattva. This is a being who has perfected 

himself to a point where it would take only the slightest extra bit of effort for him to become a fully 

enlightened Buddha. But at the last moment, the Buddha-to-be turns around for one last look at the 

world he is about to leave and is struck with compassion for the still-unenlightened beings he sees 

there. After millions of lifetimes of progressive renunciation, the bodhisattva is willing to renounce 

even nirvana itself. He resolves to return to worldly existence until "even the last blade of grass" has 

entered nirvana. 

Even if we are not Northern Buddhists, we must admit that this is an immensely moving mythical 

theme. It also changed the whole religious structure of Buddhism. Before, Buddhism had taught the 

importance of both wisdom and compassion, but it had always been quietly agreed upon that, while 

compassion was a good and admirable quality, wisdom was what Buddhism was really all about. 
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But now things were changing. While the old way of self-perfection through ethics and meditation 

was still available, there were also the bodhisattvas who were actively trying to help people towards 

enlightenment. If only one could make contact with such a being, then perhaps a little bit of the 

immense store of "merit" it had built up over the ages could somehow be transferred to oneself, to 

cancel out one's own evil karmic load ...  

Slowly, devotional cults started to form around particular bodhisattvas. There are many 

bodhisattvas, but three have become major figures in Northern Buddhism. 

The first is Avalokiteshvara, the bodhisattva of compassion, whose name means "the Lord who looks 

down upon the world from above". In India, this bodhisattva was always depicted as male, but in 

China he switched genders and became known as Guanyin (Japanese: Kannon), sometimes referred 

to as the Chinese "goddess of mercy". In Tibet, Avalokiteshvara (Tibetan: Chenrezig) is depicted as 

male, but there is also a widespread practice of devotion to Tara, his female alter ego. This 

introduction of female elements into the all-male Buddhist world has received a lot of attention 

from feminist scholars in recent years. 

Manjusri is the bodhisattva of wisdom and is almost always depicted carrying a flaming sword. This 

is the sword of insight, which cuts through delusion. For some reason, Manjusri never became as 

popular as Avalokiteshvara. 

The third major bodhisattva, Maitreya (Pali: Metteya) is the only bodhisattva also accepted by 

Southern Buddhism, even though his name occurs only once in the Southern scriptures. The reason 

for this is that, at some unknown date in the future, Maitreya is destined to become the next 

Buddha. 

There are supposed to be many other bodhisattvas, but you get the idea. We have come a long way 

from the lonely path prescribed by the Buddha. The path to complete enlightenment is still long and 

difficult, but at least now there are these experienced beings who are ready to help. They are not 

gods, exactly. They once were people like us, who have long been traveling the same path every 

Buddhist is now on, but who are much further along the way. 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Recommended activity 

Instead of "Southern" and "Northern", the terms you will see in most other books on Buddhism are 

"Theravada" and "Mahayana". To make any sense of those books, or even to talk to most Buddhists, you 

will need to be aware of these terms.  

If you would like a full explanation of the terms "Theravada" and "Mahayana", look on myUnisa: I will post 

an explanation there of what the terms mean and why I prefer to avoid them. This is optional extra reading 

and you will not be examined on it. 
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7.6.3.3  Tantric Buddhism 

One variation of Northern Buddhism is sometimes regarded as a third school in its own right. Tantric 

Buddhism originated in northern India, but found its most favourable environment in Tibet, where it 

became the basis for the specific kind of Buddhism that developed in that country, also called 

"diamond way Buddhism" or "lightning bolt Buddhism". The Dalai Lama, probably the best-known 

Buddhist in the world today, is the spiritual and political leader of this branch of Buddhism. (The 

word "lama" is a direct Tibetan equivalent of the Indian word "guru" and means "teacher".) 

But there are also Tantric schools of Buddhism in China and Japan. These schools are often very 

secretive and have therefore not received much attention from either scholars or the media. In 

Japan, for example, the most famous samurai warriors practiced Zen Buddhism. But the vast 

majority of samurais preferred the Tantric Shingon school. 

What all Tantric schools have in common, is that they propose a way to achieve enlightenment, not 

over the course of many lives, but over a short period, perhaps even in this lifetime. It entails a kind 

of "shock treatment" of ritual, fasting and intense meditation, and usually involves a close 

relationship between teacher and follower.  

7.6.3.4  Western Buddhism 

The late 19th century heralded a new phase in the historical development of Buddhism: People in 

Europe and the former European colonies started to adopt Buddhism. At the same time, existing 

Buddhists began to emigrate from Asia to these Western countries. The study of Western Buddhism 

has become a distinct sub-field within Buddhist studies over the last two decades, and our 

department has been deeply involved in it (see e.g. Clasquin 2002, 2004). 
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7.6.4  This is NOT the Buddha! A historical case study 

Would you like to irritate some Buddhists? Point to the fat laughing figure that has become such a 

common sight and call it "the Buddha". 

 

 

Figure 7.6 Budai. (Source: Mike Peel at www.mikepeel.net, licensed under CC-BY-SA 2.5, Wikimedia.) 

Perhaps you also thought that the fat figure depicted in figure 7.6 is indeed a representation of the 

Buddha. But it is not. Actually all these figures, large and small, are of Buddhist origin, but now they 

have become part of wider Chinese and Japanese folklore, Buddhist and non-Buddhist alike. 

Somewhere around the end of the 10th century CE, there lived in China an eccentric monk called 

Budai (Pu Tai according to the older transcription method, or Hotei in Japanese), who wandered the 

country carrying nothing but his walking stick and a sack with his few belongings. In time, his good 

humour made him famous across China, and from there his fame spread into Korea and Japan. 

Today, Budai's friendly laugh is invading the Western world as well. Indeed, it is doing so to such an 

extent that he has taken the Buddha's place in the minds of Westerners! You can see how the names 

could have become confused, but the Chinese word for Buddha is actually Fo. 

But what about the Buddha himself? No pictures or sculptures of the Buddha were made during his 

lifetime. In fact, for the first several centuries after the Buddha's death, it would have been 
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considered uncouth to make such a representation. How could a mere artist depict someone who 

had completely escaped into nirvana? In early Buddhist artwork, the Buddha is represented 

symbolically by a footprint or a wheel. 

When Buddhists finally decided to make paintings and sculptures of the Buddha, they had no idea 

what the founder of their religion had looked like. What they did know, was that he was described as 

showing the "32 marks of the superior man". Let's look at just a few of these marks or 

characteristics: 

 He has the mark of a thousand-spoked wheel on the soles of his feet. 

 He can touch his knees with the palms of his hands without bending. 

 His sexual organs are concealed in a sheath. 

 His hair is blue-black and curls clockwise in rings. 

 He has eyelashes like an ox. 

 His head is like a royal turban. 

(You can view the full list here: en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thirty-two_marks_of_the_Buddha) 

If all this were taken literally, the Buddha must have been a very odd-looking person. But it was 

never taken literally: in the Samannaphala Sutta, for example, king Bimbisara, who had heard of the 

Buddha but had never met him, encountered a group of monks and had to ask his courtiers which 

one of them was the Buddha. In other words, he did not go directly to the one with the strange 

pointy head! 

It was understood from the beginning that these marks did not necessarily describe the Buddha's 

physical body but a sort of aura that he carried around with him and that could only be seen by the 

spiritually advanced. And it was this aura that would eventually be depicted in paintings and 

sculptures of the Buddha. 

As time went by, different Buddhist cultures created their own ideas of what the Buddha must have 

looked like, and this is why a Thai Buddha statue looks different from a Mongolian one. But they all 

agree on one thing. The Buddha was not fat. 

Meanwhile, what about our old friend Budai? He is regarded by some in the Northern Buddhist 

tradition as a transformation body (i.e. an earthly appearance) of Maitreya, the Buddha of the 

future. Some Taoist traditions have adopted him as one of the Immortals, and in Chinese folkloric 

religion that was somehow never awarded the dignity of being described as an "ism", he will forever 

live on as the fat, laughing monk travelling with his stick and sack, little children swarming all over 

him. The "Chinese god of happiness"? There are certainly worse ways to be remembered. 

There is a sense in the higher reaches of Northern Buddhist philosophy in which we are all "Buddha", 

in which everything is "Buddha". In that sense, Budai is the Buddha, just as we all are. But he was not 

the historical Buddha. 
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7.6.5  Buddhism in South Africa 
The story of South African Buddhism goes back to 1686. In that year, the Portuguese ship Nossa 

Senhora dos Milagros was shipwrecked off the west coast. Among the stranded passengers who had 

to make their way south to Cape Town were three Thai monks who had been sent to Europe as 

emissaries of the Siamese king. There may have been other Buddhists who landed at the Cape 

during the 17th and 18th centuries, but there are no records of them. 

From the first countrywide census in 1911 onwards, Buddhists start to appear in the official records 

of the Union, later the Republic, of South Africa. The first South African Buddhists were from ethnic 

communities in which Buddhism was an established religion. There had been a large Chinese 

community at the Cape from the 18th century onwards. It constituted mostly a transient 

community, however, and left no trace of its religious practices behind. Not until 1992, with the 

establishment of the Nan Hua temple near Bronkhorstspruit, was a clearly defined Chinese Buddhist 

presence established in South Africa. 

Another interesting development was the conversion to Buddhism of low-caste Hindus in KwaZulu-

Natal in the 1920s and 1930s. This process started in 1917 with the establishment of the Overport 

Buddhist Sakya Society by Rajaram Dass. By that time there may already have been Buddhists among 

Indian immigrants – the 1911 census report shows 394 Buddhists of Asian origin. However, 

immigration from India was halted by the South African authorities around the time of World War 

One, and the escalation of the Asian Buddhist presence to 12 487 ten years later was due not to a 

sudden influx from the East, but to South African low-caste Hindus attempting to escape from their 

social position by rejecting the religious context in which that position was imbedded. 

From the height of its popularity in the Indian community in the 1920s and 1930s, Buddhism steadily 

declined. Many reasons have been suggested for this: the small numbers of the community led to 

intermarriage with Hindus; there was never any support forthcoming from Buddhist countries, nor 

could the impoverished community import monks or scriptures at their own expense; and, perhaps 

most significantly, the importance of caste itself declined steadily in South African Hindu society, 

thus depriving the Indian Buddhists of their prime reason for adherence. 

By that time, however, a new form of Buddhism was starting to emerge. It was found almost 

exclusively among the urbanised middle classes, which, at that point in South Africa's history, meant 

that it was almost entirely restricted to white South Africans. 

Little is known about the position of white South African Buddhists prior to about 1970. Most likely 

they were solitary practitioners, gaining some support from books and correspondence with 

institutions such as the Buddhist Society in London. Others may have found their spiritual homes 

within theosophical lodges. It is known, however, that literary figures such as Olive Schreiner and C 

Louis Leipoldt were, if not practising Buddhists, at least highly sympathetic to the Buddhist cause. 

Later in the 20th century, the poet, painter and activist Breyten Breytenbach continued this tradition 

of artistic involvement in Buddhism by identifying himself as a Zen Buddhist. Sheila Fugard is another 

important figure in this trend. Unlike Breytenbach, she has been actively involved with Buddhist 

organisations in the country. The actor Tobie Cronje should also be mentioned in this regard. There 

seems to be, therefore, a small but significant interest in Buddhism in the South African artistic 

community. 
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From about 1970 onwards, small Buddhist groups started to spring up in the main metropolitan 

centres of South Africa, each one generally associated with one or two founder members, who in 

many cases are still leading figures in the Buddhist community.  

Although many of these groups were in some way associated with the main streams of Buddhism 

encountered in Western Buddhism, at this stage they tended to be open to practising Buddhists and 

sympathisers of all persuasions. Not until 1990 did sectarian divisions start to harden and official 

affiliation to overseas institutions to play a more important role. Similar small groups have come into 

being and subsequently disappeared since then, eventually to be replaced by others. 

In the late 1980s, South African Buddhist organisations entered a new phase: the emphasis shifted 

to a repositioning towards the Asian homeland. Links to overseas organisations were established or 

strengthened, and the ritual and monastic, or at least quasi-monastic, elements of Buddhist practice 

were re-introduced.  

7.7  Buddhism in the world today – the critical issues 
In the late 20th century, Buddhism came into contact with other religions and other cultures. Of 

course, this had happened before. In India, Buddhism had started out as an offshoot of early forms 

of Hinduism, and it had always cohabited with Hinduism and Jainism in that area. In China, Taoism 

and Confucianism had existed long before Buddhism entered that civilisation. In Japan, Shinto was 

added to the mix. And so on. Relating to other religions was not a new experience for Buddhists. 

What was different now, was that the new religions with which Buddhism came into contact, had a 

strong tradition of social activism. Judaism, Christianity and Islam are all, in their different ways, 

concerned with communal life. How we treat other human beings is not an accidental by-product of 

the way to salvation in these traditions: it is central to that way. Even Marxism, a secular alternative 

to the Abrahamic religions, is concerned with the relations between human beings in ways that 

Eastern religions, with the possible exception of Confucianism, are not. 
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Figure 7.7 Thich Nhat Hanh. (Source: Duc, Creative Commons licensed, Wikimedia.) 

We will probably never know whether this was why Buddhists suddenly started to show an 

increased interest in social, economic and ecological issues. There may have been other factors 

involved. What is certain, is that the Vietnamese teacher Thich Nhat Hanh (see fig 7.7) coined the 

phrase "Engaged Buddhism" somewhere in the late 1960s or early 1970s. Since then the basic idea 

has been taken over and developed by a number of Buddhist teachers and writers. In some cases, 

the "Buddhist" part of Engaged Buddhism is stretched to breaking point, for example when some 

authors try to merge Buddhism with a form of goddess worship. True, the Tibetans and Chinese did 

much the same thing. But those trends developed over a long time and the contradictions involved 

were eventually resolved. The feminist/Wiccan interpretation of Buddhism is at a very early stage. 

Engaged Buddhism has seen its share of criticism. Take the case of Buddhism and ecology. Until 1990 

it was tacitly accepted that Buddhism supported the ideas and practices of the Green movement. 

Then Ian Harris (1991) published an article entitled "How environmentalist is Buddhism?" Harris 

argued that a close reading of the Buddhist scriptures does not reveal an affinity for nature. Indeed, 

the jungle was seen as a dangerous, alien place, and paradise was imagined as an endless suburbia 

of village settlements. 

Harris has been publishing on the theme ever since, and his opponents, including Buddhological 

heavyweights like Donald Swearer (1997), have been debating the issue with him for just as long. Let 

us just say that even if Harris is correct – and it is illegitimate to read contemporary ecological 
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concerns back into ancient Buddhist texts – this does not mean that contemporary Buddhism is not 

allowed to develop a green awareness now. Religions change and adapt with the times.  

But let the Engaged Buddhists then at least acknowledge that they have created something new. 

Buddhist monks in Thailand have been observed wrapping yellow robes around trees to "ordain" 

them, thus appealing to the loggers not to cut them down (to kill a monk is one of the worst sins a 

Buddhist can commit). But before then, it would never have occurred to anyone to ordain anything 

lower than a human being on the evolutionary scale, and those same monks have yet to arrive at a 

clear answer to the question if women can be ordained as nuns! 

Engaged Buddhism is not yet a mainstream development within the wider Buddhist world. But there 

are signs that it is starting to make an impact in those circles. Influential Buddhist leaders such as the 

Dalai Lama ([sa]) have urged their listeners to pay more attention to issues of society, gender, 

ecology, justice and peace. How those issues will eventually be incorporated into mainstream 

Buddhist thought remains to be seen. 

We have noted that Buddhism started in Asia and only recently came to the Western (and Southern) 

world. In the next study unit, we will take a look at some other new developments in the history of 

religions. 

 
 

  

Additional reading 

That brings us to the end of our material on Buddhism. If you are interested to read more about this 

religion after the examination, you can download my free e-books at 

www.smashwords.com/books/byseries/1003. 
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Study Unit 8: Religion in the modern 
era 

by Michel Clasquin-Johnson 

 

 

8.1  The academic study of religion in the modern era 
As you will have noticed by now from all the religions you have studied thus far, most of the world's 

major religions date back to the Axial Age, that period in history when the civilisations, philosophies 

and religions that still dominate today, were founded. 

 

However, religious inspiration did not end with the Axial Age. Even today, people have experiences 

that they interpret as coming from God or another kind of higher power. Usually such people 

become reformers, making changes in an existing religion, but there are times when the changes 

they feel called to make are so wide-ranging that these reformers end up founding a new religion. 

This continues to happen today. Most of these new religions do not survive the death of the 

founder, but some do, and a few become quite substantial organisations. 

When this happens, we refer to them as new religious movements (NRMs). In academic discourse 

we do not use the term "cult"! Well, actually we do, but only in a very technical sense that bears no 

relation to the way in which you would see this term used in the popular press. We will discuss this 

further in a later module. 

Outcomes 

After completing this study unit you should be able to demonstrate 

 an understanding of what the academic study of religion in the modern era (here exemplified by 

non-belief, the Baha'i Faith, Mormonism and Wicca) involves 

 knowledge of the basic beliefs, practices, institutions, sacred texts and historical developments of 

religion in the modern era 

 engagement with a selection of critical issues found in religion in the modern era 

 the ability to explain where modern era religion fits into the history of religions and how 

adherents of these religions relate to members of other religions 

 the ability to produce and communicate information on and insight into religion in the modern era 

accurately and coherently in assigned tasks  

Activity 8.1 

If you are unsure about the meaning of the term "Axial Age", please go back to study unit 1 and read up on 

it there. 
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The study of NRMs can be traced to the activities of an early 20th century sociologist: Max Weber. 

He is widely remembered as the man who brought us the term "Protestant work ethic", and it is true 

that he pointed out that religion was not an isolated factor in society. Religion has economic (and 

political!) consequences and is itself a factor in creating economic conditions. Karl Marx had said 

much the same thing, but Weber saw the relationship in a more positive light. 

In terms of the study of NRMs, Weber's most vital contribution was the way in which he defined 

"charismatic authority". It is that strange ability some people have to persuade others to follow 

them. Not only religious leaders have it, but without it, you will never become a religious leader. 

But even the most persuasive, charismatic leader will sooner or later die. What happens then? Only 

very rarely is there a second generation of equally charismatic leaders (we shall see below that this 

did happen with the Mormons and Baha'is), and history does not record a single case of a 

charismatic third generation. Instead, we see a process that Weber calls "routinisation". Instead of 

relying on the inspired leadership of an individual, the organisation starts to depend increasingly on 

communal decisions and written rules. Later on, the rules are determined not by the community, but 

by a small hierarchy within that community. And this is how a radical group increasingly becomes 

boringly normal and middle-of-the-road. 

As time goes by, even the most radical new religion settles down. Its members no longer devote 

their whole lives to spreading the new gospel: They still belong to the NRM, but now they settle 

down, get married, have children and so on. A century later, their descendants are regarded as just 

slightly unusual. Another century later, they are solidly respectable citizens. This is one of the best-

researched processes in the history of religions. To give you just a few examples:  

 The Methodist Church is today regarded by society as a completely unremarkable church. But 

when John Wesley founded Methodism in the 18th century, it was regarded as a spiritually and 

politically subversive organisation. Mobs would sometimes attack the early Methodists, and 

Anglican preachers routinely denounced them from the pulpit. In the 18th century, Methodism 

was regarded as a NRM! 

 Would you think twice about a relative of yours marrying a Baptist? Probably not. But Baptists 

are descended (in terms of theology, if not in terms of organisation or family) from the 

Anabaptists, a movement that was so detested by the early Reformer Huldrich Zwingli, that he 

devised an entirely new way of getting rid of its members: since they enjoyed adult baptism so 

much, Anabaptists were executed by drowning them in the river. 

 Mormonism, which we will discuss below, has deviated from mainstream Christianity further 

than Methodism or Anabaptism ever did, and predictably it is taking a long time to become 

respectable. Even so, in the 2012 presidential primaries in the USA, two Mormons (Romney and 

Huntsman) tried to become the Republican candidate for the American presidency. At the time 

of writing this, it was not known if the USA would elect its first Mormon president, but even to 

come so close to it would have been unthinkable a century ago. (Update: Romney beat 

Huntsman to the Republican nomination, but lost to Obama in the final election.) 

What, then, is the "new" in new religious movements? Everything old was once new, but can we set 

a cut-off date, and say that we only study religions that were founded no more than fifty or a 

hundred years ago? Well, we could, but that would not be very productive. Mormonism, for 
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example, would not clear the hundred-year rule, while the Baha'i Faith might clear it for a few more 

years, depending on what year one accepts as the founding date. But both are still the faith of a 

minority in society. They are religions that most people have not heard of, and if they have, regard 

with some suspicion. They are not the normative religions in most places. In that sense, they are still 

"new", in a way that Methodism is not. 

 

 

In study unit 1 you learned that there are two main ways to study religion, namely according to the 

phenomenological and the critical approaches. This study unit will predominantly use a critical 

approach. This means that we will be taking a look at how these religions function in society and 

how they interact with society at large and with other religions. We will also be asking critical 

questions about the solutions they put forward to the problems of modern living. 

Before we look at some of these NRMs, though, we need to consider something that in the 20th 

century arose as a backdrop to all religious developments. People simply stopped caring about 

religion. And a few of them started to say that religion was a bad thing. 

8.2 Non-belief 
There have always been people who have taken religion less seriously than others in their societies. 

There have also been people who went so far as to deny that a god (or the gods) exists. In ancient 

Greece there were philosophers like Diagoras, Democritus and Protagoras who did not believe in the 

existence of the gods of the Greek pantheon. In Rome, writers like Lucretius advanced the Epicurean 

Activity 8.2 

Reflect on the history of your own religious organisation (if you do not belong to one, pick one that a friend 

or family member belongs to) and do some research on its history, for example on Wikipedia, or by 

speaking to a knowledgeable fellow member. Was there any stage at which your religious organisation was 

regarded as a radical, possibly dangerous group, and was perhaps even subject to persecution by the 

authorities? 

Feedback 

Almost every religious group in existence has been in this situation at some stage in its history. The 

Catholic Church, the single largest religious organisation on earth today, spent its first few centuries as an 

NRM that was opposed by the full might of the Roman Empire. People were executed for the crime of 

being a Christian. Later on, you could be executed for being the wrong kind of Christian, like the 

Anabaptists we mentioned above. Islam was so badly received when the Prophet Muhammad founded it, 

that he had to leave Mecca  if he was to stay alive and preach his new message.  

Elsewhere, things were not so bad, but Buddhism was a reaction against the Hindu establishment of the 

time. Even within Hinduism, the very devotional practice that we see today came about as a reaction 

against the ritualistic worship that was followed in earlier times. In the case of African Religion, the 

development is reversed, and it is in modern times that people started to think of imported religions like 

Christianity as more modern and acceptable. In a sense, therefore, all religions have gone through a "NRM" 

phase. 
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view that if gods existed at all, they were completely uninvolved with human affairs. 

In ancient India there was a philosophical school called the Carvaka that would, by modern 

standards, be called atheist. The Hindus and Buddhists at the time didn't object to that – both 

religions have atheist elements built into their own structures. What they could not accept, was that 

the Carvakas also denied karma and reincarnation! The Carvakas eventually died out and we don't 

know very much about them. 

In all modern societies there are people who are sceptical of the main religious ideas and practices. 

They may still do what is required of them, simply because it is "the done thing", but they may not 

really believe in what they are doing. If circumstances allow, they will quietly drop out of religious 

observances. They have become secular people. The process in which religion loses its influence 

over the lives of people is called secularisation. There are also people who still believe, but who no 

longer feel compelled to worship as part of an organisation such as a church, mosque or synagogue. 

They prefer to practice their beliefs in private. We call this invisible religion. 

In 2012 the Pew Forum produced a research report (Hackett & Grim 2012) on the state of the 

world's religions. They found that globally, about one person in six was unaffiliated with any religious 

organisation. That makes well over one billion people! 

A good example of secularisation can be seen in the 1994 film "Four Weddings and a Funeral". 

Almost the entire film takes place during and immediately after religious ceremonies (the weddings 

and the funeral), but the Anglican priests who conduct the services really are the only ones who 

show any sign of being religious (and one can't be too sure about all of them …). It is a comedy, of 

course, but as far as religion is concerned, it gives a fairly accurate picture of the situation in much of 

Europe today. People retain a link to the religions of their ancestors because they may need them 

one day for these big life events. But religion does not really affect them in their day-to-day life. In 

South Africa, secularisation has not advanced nearly as far, but here too, there are people who are 

living their lives without showing much interest in religious activities. 

Secular people may still believe in what their religion teaches. Someone who was raised as a 

Christian may still believe in the existence of a god, but may think that this god does not actually 

require him or her to go to church on Sundays. Secularisation is an indicator of religious activity, or 

the lack of it. It does not measure religious belief. 

But belief and activity do have a relationship of sorts. A secular person is not necessarily an atheist, 

but an atheist will almost certainly live a secular lifestyle. If we see that a society is highly secular, 

that is, that few of its people attend church, synagogue, mosque or any other sort of religious 

institution, then it is very likely that that society will have a large number of atheists and agnostics in 

it. Let's have a look at what these terms mean. 

● Atheism. An atheist is someone who does not believe that god(s) exists. The word "atheism" is 

Greek in origin and it literally means "no god". As we have seen, there have been atheists since 

antiquity, but they were just a few scattered individuals. Only in the 19th century do we start to 

see thousands, perhaps even millions of people describing themselves as atheists. 

● Agnosticism. This word also comes from Greek roots: it literally means "no knowledge". An 

agnostic would say that we cannot be sure whether god(s)s exist or not. At first, this seems to be 
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a very reasonable point of view. But it has been severely criticised by more committed atheists. 

As the atheist commentator Christopher Hitchens was fond of saying, nobody is agnostic about 

the existence of Zeus, the god of ancient Greece. Atheists want agnostics to take a stand, to 

declare whether they believe in god(s) or not. 

● Humanism. This is an older term that embraces both atheists and agnostics. It survives mainly in 

the names of institutions. The reason the term has lost favour is that it is easily confused with 

the humanistic movement of the Renaissance, which was largely a movement within 

Christianity! Sometimes you will see the term "secular humanism" used, which is a tautology, 

but which does make it clear which kind of humanism we are talking about. 

 

Religious people may think that secularisation would be bad for public morality, in other words, that 

religion is needed to make people behave ethically. The numbers do not quite bear this out. In the 

20th century, there were states like the USSR that were officially atheist, where human rights abuses 

were widespread (Nazi Germany was not officially atheist, by the way). But there were also, and still 

are, countries like Sweden and the Netherlands that are highly secular, but where the crime rate is 

extremely low. In the USA today, atheists make up around 10% of the population but only 0,25% of 

the prison population. The number of possible factors involved is too large for us to say for sure 

whether religion is necessary to make people treat each other well. Perhaps the theologian Reinhold 

Niebuhr said it best: Religion makes good people better, and bad people worse. 

Ideally, there should be no such things as atheist practices and institutions. If you do not believe in 

god or an afterlife, then all that is left is to get on with your life and try to be as happy and fulfilled 

with it as you can. In practice, however, there are humanist and atheist associations that people can 

join. These associations try to spread the word about atheism and promote logical and scientific 

thinking to counteract religion. In 2009, for example, an atheist group in London financed a 

campaign to have buses adorned like the one in the picture: 

 

Figure 8.1 Atheist bus. (Source: Dan Etherington, Creative Commons licensed, Wikimedia.) 

 

Non-believers have even taken over some of the life-stage rituals from religion. For example, you 

might not believe that it is necessary for a priest to baptize your child, but a child can still be 
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welcomed into the community in one way or another. One atheist family invited the biologist and 

science writer Richard Dawkins to speak at the naming ceremony of their child: you can view the 

ceremony at tinyurl.com/9ssgb5o. 

There is also an organisation (in the UK, and starting up in the USA, not in South Africa yet) called the 

Sunday Assembly, where atheists meet on Sunday mornings to watch videos, listen to lectures, sing 

songs and generally behave like people attending a church (www.sundayassembly.com). However, 

the overwhelming majority of atheists don't take part in such activities, nor will they be found 

participating in the endless debates between atheists and believers on internet forums. Most of 

them simply get on with their lives.  

One famous scientist, Neil deGrasse Tyson, for example, personally does not believe in a god, but 

does not like to call himself an atheist or take part in atheist activities 

(www.youtube.com/watch?v=CzSMC5rWvos): 

And it's odd that the word atheist even exists. I don't play golf. Is there a word for non-

golf players? Do non-golf players gather and strategize? Do non-skiers have a word and 

come together and talk about the fact that they don't ski? I don't – I can't do that. I can't 

gather around and talk about how much everybody in the room doesn't believe in God. 

This is a good opportunity to talk about another important concept: civil religion. This is the term we 

use to describe the way a society uses rituals to maintain its cohesiveness and unity. In South Africa, 

for example, on many public holidays there will be stadium events in which senior government 

figures make speeches. Or think of military parades, days on which people are urged to wear a 

ribbon of a specific colour, and so on. Think of the scenes at Johannesburg airport when a victorious 

sports team returns home. All of these are non-religious rituals that somehow make us feel a little 

more South African, a little more part of a community. Civil religion is not exclusive to atheists, but 

the rise in its importance dates back to the 19th century, precisely the time when secularisation 

really started to take off. 

A scripture is supposed to be inspired by god. If atheists do not believe in the existence of god, then 

they obviously cannot have any scriptures, right? Well, technically not, but in reality there are a 

number of books that serve the same purpose. Few people read the writings of the ancient Greek 

and Roman atheists, but more recent authors do have a following. The first of these authors comes 

from the 19th century: Robert Ingersoll (1833–1899) was an American writer known as "the Great 

Agnostic", who frequently criticised religion. His works are no longer subject to copyright and can be 

obtained free of charge from Project Gutenberg: www.gutenberg.org/browse/authors/i#a2662. 

Besides Ingersoll, thinkers like Karl Marx (1818–1883), Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900) and 

Sigmund Freud (1856–1959) presented critiques of religion from a variety of philosophical and 

scientific points of view. Marx saw religion as something that a ruling class uses to keep the working 

classes in line while not necessarily believing in it themselves. Nietzsche saw religion in the light of a 

master-slave morality. Freud regarded it as the result of deeply buried neuroses and anxieties. None 

of the three believed that it represented anything real. 

At this stage of your studies, it would be a good idea to return to study unit 1 and revise section 

1.2.2, "Critical approaches".  

http://tinyurl.com/9ssgb5o
http://www.sundayassembly.com/
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In the mid-20th century, the philosopher Bertrand Russell was the most visible atheist 

spokesperson. His book Why I am not a Christian (Russell & Edwards 1967) is a collection of essays 

that present a devastating critique of religion in general and Christianity in particular. It was first 

published in 1927 and remains in print until this day. Many of the existentialist philosophers, like 

Jean-Paul Sartre, were also atheists, although a religious existentialism is perfectly possible and was 

developed by thinkers like Martin Buber and Søren Kierkegaard. 

In more recent times, the most notable atheist books have been those written by the group of 

scientists and philosophers known to their supporters as the "New Atheists" and to their opponents 

as the "Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse". Richard Dawkins' book The God delusion (Dawkins 2006) 

is probably the most influential, but the works of Christopher Hitchens, Daniel Dennett and Sam 

Harris are also widely read in the atheist community. 

They have not had it all their own way: Dawkins, for example, has been thoroughly criticised by the 

Christian philosopher Alvin Plantinga (see a short example here: 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=LCE7LoRAlnA). They also do not always agree with one another. The 

thinking of Sam Harris, for instance, is sympathetic to Buddhism in some respects. 

It is always dangerous to make predictions about something like religion that develops over 

thousands of years. But it seems safe to say that atheism is now accepted as a valid lifestyle option 

by millions of people around the world, including South Africa. Individual atheists may turn back to 

religion, and individual religious people may lose their faith. Some countries remain more religious 

than others. Indeed, there are countries where it is simply compulsory to belong to a religion, and 

overt secularism is criminalised (IHEU 2012). Secularisation is here to stay, however.  If we are going 

to study religion, we must take note of those people who claim to live perfectly well without it. 

One final remark: As we were writing this guide in 2012, the Pew forum published a report that 

claimed that the number of nonbelievers in the USA had doubled over the last ten years. Religious 

leaders were asked to comment. Most, predictably, were concerned about the drop in the number 

of believers and wondered how people could be drawn back to their respective faiths. The most 

perceptive comment, however, came from Russell Moore, a theologian at the Southern Baptist 

Theological Seminary (Burke 2012): 

I am not panicked by this survey, but instead am invigorated it by it. …The vague bland ooze 

of mainline Protestant spirituality in American society was hardly biblical Christianity. … 

Many of those who identify as "none" now are no different from their unbelieving 

grandparents, except that their grandfathers would have answered the survey as 

"Episcopalian" or "Presbyterian" or "Baptist". 

 

 

Activity 8.3 

What do you think of Moore's reaction to the growth of unbelief in America? Write down your thoughts 

before you read the comment below. 
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The rise of unbelief is not, however, a simple one-way story. If atheism arose as an expression of 

disenchantment with the claims of traditional religion, there was also a call for a re-enchantment of 

the world. These two trends have co-existed within the Western world for at least two hundred 

years and are now a worldwide phenomenon. The one, called rational, classical or Apollonian in 

various philosophies, tries to look at the world in a cool, rationally objective way, while the other, 

which goes by names like mystic, romantic or Dionysian, is the exact opposite: it exalts the inner life 

of emotion and intuition. 

Most of us do not live entirely in one sphere or the other. We enjoy lives of both reason and 

emotion. Which is why religion will never disappear entirely. The form it takes, however, may 

change. Let us take a look at some new forms. 

8.3  The Baha'i Faith 
This tutorial letter may have given you the impression that all the great religious traditions were 

founded hundreds or thousands of years ago. You may have thought that, although there have been 

internal reforms and rebellions, the basic patterns have been set, and the six or seven great "isms" 

are destined just to go on forever. 

To a large extent this is true. Buddhism, Hinduism, Christianity and so on are not about to disappear. 

Even so, new religions are being founded all the time, whenever social conditions allow it. The 

problem is that it is impossible to predict which religion will be successful in the long run. Only after 

a century or so can we look back and say, "This one turned out to be a successful religion. This one 

has a long future ahead of it." 

This section will look at one such case. The Baha'i Faith was founded in Iran (then still known as 

Persia) in the late 19th century by Mirza Husayn Ali Nuri, better known as Baha'u'llah. Today, while 

still relatively small in absolute numbers, it has spread widely. There is hardly a country where you 

will not find a Baha'i community. The Pew Forum's 2012 report on world religions (Hacket & Grim 

2012:40) estimate that there are a total of five million Baha'is worldwide. 

Unity is the central message of the Baha'i Faith. As we shall see below, it arose at a time when 

information about the major religions was widely available. It therefore regards itself, not merely as 

the next step after Islam, as Christianity regards itself as the next step after Judaism, but as the next 

Feedback 

Even if you are not a Christian yourself, or if you are not the same kind of Christian as Moore, his reaction 

makes a lot of sense. Atheism, agnosticism and unbelief in general is not something that was invented 

yesterday. As we have seen, it is almost as old as religion itself. Social pressure made it difficult for many 

people to be honest and admit to their neighbours that they do not really believe. And so people 

continued to attend their churches, temples, synagogues and mosques to keep up appearances. No doubt 

you can think of some examples from your own experience.  

What Moore is saying is that the rise of unbelief allows believers to stand apart, really to be the believers 

they claim to be. Christians can really be Christians, which is all that Moore is concerned with. But by the 

same token, Muslims can really be Muslims, Hindus can really be Hindus, and so on. 
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evolution of religious thought and practice coming after ALL the other religions. 

Let's back up a little. According to the Baha'i Faith, any religion that leads to harmony, truth and 

goodness is a true religion for the time, place and context in which it originated. Buddhism, for 

example, was a true religion for 6th century BCE India. Christianity was a true religion for the 

Mediterranean world of the 1st century CE. Divine messengers are sent from time to time to update 

God's message to the human race in terms that the people of that time and place will understand. It 

is believed that Baha'u'llah, the founder of the Baha'i Faith, was the most recent of these 

messengers. He will not necessarily be the last. 

This implies that those of us who are not Baha'is, but who prefer to stick with one of the older 

religions, are not exactly wrong, but are rather a little old-fashioned. Certainly, they do not believe 

that those who practice older religions are condemning themselves to hell by doing that. Baha'is 

tend to be a little more vague when it comes to people who follow no religion at all, but they will 

stress that even just to be a decent, ethical person is to show some reflection of the Divine. Baha'is 

also admit that one day, their own revelation will be outmoded and a new messenger will have to 

come to preach the divine message in terms that will be understandable then.  

 

 

 

Along with the unity of religions comes the unity of people. Since its founding, the Baha'i Faith has 

accepted the equality of men and women, and the irrelevance of race and nationality. In South 

Activity 8.4 

According to the Baha'is, then, all religions are interpretations of the same divine message. Can you 

critique that idea? Write down your thoughts before you read the comment below. 

Feedback 

It sounds very attractive. If God sent down essentially the same message each time, but in slightly different 

versions depending on the time and place, then that would certainly make it easier for people of different 

religions to get along. But it fails to explain the differences between families of religion. The Baha'i Faith is 

firmly a member of the monotheistic, Semitic or Abrahamic family of religions (these three terms are 

broadly synonymous). It explains the world in terms of the creation act of a single god. But why would this 

God send down a religion like Buddhism, which explains things to its own satisfaction without using the 

word "god" at all? Why would he use a messenger like Muhammad, who insisted that there would be no 

further messengers, and then, thirteen hundred years later, send another messenger?  

Here is the Baha'i explanation: Muhammad uses the words "Prophet" and "Messenger of God" as two 

distinct stations. He refers to himself as the seal of the prophets. He does not say that he was the seal of 

the Messengers of God. In the Baha'i view, Muhammad sealed the prophetic cycle in religion. The new 

cycle inaugurated by Baha'u'llah is the cycle of fulfilment of the prophecies related to the establishment of 

peace and the Kingdom of God on earth (F Teckie, personal communication, 2014).  

Against this, Muslim thinkers will answer that Muhammad gave no indication whatsoever of these "cycles". 

Universalism, of which the Baha'i Faith is a prominent example, can raise more questions than it answers. 
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Africa during the apartheid years, for example, it was forbidden for a religious organisation to have a 

racially mixed governance structure. The Baha'is of this country got around this requirement by 

electing only black members to their National Spiritual Assembly. 

Baha'is over the age of 15 are expected to pray daily. The words used in prayer are set down in 

advance from the writings of the founders, not made up on the spur of the moment. Once a year, all 

Baha'is are also expected to conduct a 19-day fast. The rules for this fast are broadly similar to those 

applied by Muslims during Ramadan. Apart from these requirements, participation in rituals, 

processions and so on is strongly discouraged. Baha'is are expected to marry and work in the general 

community: monasticism is not permitted, and there is no fulltime priesthood. Indeed, it is held that 

work, if it is performed in a spirit of service, is as important as prayer and worship. 

The Baha'i system of governance is one of the most interesting aspects of this religion. Let us start at 

the bottom: wherever there are nine or more Baha'is in a town, a Local Spiritual Assembly is 

formed. The nine members of the Local Assembly are democratically elected annually. No 

campaigning or party formation is allowed. The Local Spiritual Assembly also sends a delegate to the 

annual election of a National Spiritual Assembly, again a board of nine members. A National 

Spiritual Assembly usually covers one country as we conventionally understand the concept, 

although there are a few exceptions: two small countries with few Baha'i citizens might have a joint 

NSA until the situation improves. Also, in some really big countries there will be an intermediate 

step, the Regional Baha'i Council. 

Every five years, the National Spiritual Assemblies send delegates to Israel to elect the Universal 

House of Justice. As you will expect by now, it has nine members. This is the supreme seat of 

authority in the Baha'i world. Strangely enough, only men are eligible for membership. This is one of 

just two exceptions to the rule of gender equality in the Baha'i Faith; the other exception is that the 

Faith frowns on women serving in military forces.  

One thing should be clearly understood: this is not merely the way that Baha'is govern themselves: it 

is a much more ambitious system than that. This is a world government-in-waiting. One day, Baha'is 

believe, all (or at least a majority of) people will belong to the Faith, the Universal House of Justice 

will become the most important governing body on earth, and the local and national Spiritual 

Assemblies will change their names to local and national Houses of Justice. Until that day arrives, 

Baha'is are told to obey the laws of the country in which they find themselves. 

 

 

Activity 8.5 

Baha'is have been promised that they will one day rule the world. The rest of the world shows no signs of 

being ready to be ruled by the Baha'is (or, to be more accurate, to adopt the Baha'i form of governance for 

themselves). Does this sound like a recipe for conflict? 
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The origin of the Baha'i Faith dates back to a period when literacy was on the increase and the 

production of printed material was cheap and easy. The founder (see below) spent many years in 

exile and imprisonment, but was allowed to write, and he and his two successors were educated 

people within their contexts, able to communicate widely. The result of this is that the Faith has a 

vast amount of texts that qualify as scripture, interpretation and commentary. In this module we will 

not expect you to memorise their names. 

This is a young religion and it has not yet developed a sophisticated theological tradition. Baha'is 

don't argue: they quote from their scriptures. They can do this because (1) they have an enormous 

amount of scripture to quote from and (2) the origin of their scriptures is comparatively recent and 

not too far removed from contemporary concerns. 

Let's take communication as an example. Obviously Baha'u'llah didn't know that one day we would 

use the internet. But the telegraph system was the Victorian era's own "internet", a worldwide 

communication network. If a Baha'i wonders what the founder would have thought of the internet, 

it is fairly unproblematic to read up on what he actually said about the telegraph system and 

extrapolate from there. Applying teachings laid down in a time closer to our own is much easier than 

applying teachings first set out when the fastest method of communication was a man on a horse. 

As time goes on and conditions diverge further and further from those in Baha'u'llah's time, we 

would expect to see the Baha'is feel the need for more complicated interpretative systems. We 

would expect to see differences of opinion arise. This is what makes the study of contemporary 

religious movements so fascinating. Instead of being stuck in the past, reading about what already 

happened, we can see things happening right in front of us. Occasionally we can even make a small 

prediction and wait to see if it comes true or not! 

Today, the Baha'i Faith is recognised as a separate religion, but it still came from somewhere. It had 

a religious background, and that background was the Shi'ite Islam of Iran. In that tradition, there had 

always been a strong history  of "hidden imams" and of "Mahdis", messianic figures who might not 

be equal in status to Muhammad, but who were nevertheless expected to arise one day to purify 

Islam.  

The immediate precursor to Baha'u'llah, Siyyid Ali Muhammad Shirazi (1819–1850), more 

commonly known as "the Bab", claimed at first to be the Mahdi. This message changed slightly 

during the course of his short six-year career, and he took on a role more like that of John the 

Baptist, claiming to be preparing the way for a greater figure than himself. Regardless of the precise 

nature of his claims, the Persian  government was not pleased with his growing popularity and he 

was executed by firing squad in 1850. His followers, known as the Babis, were executed and 

Feedback 

For the last century of the Faith's existence, there has been absolutely no indication that Baha'is are 

impatient for the Universal House of Justice to become the world government and willing to hurry the 

process along a little with the use of high explosives. Instead, they are content to spread the word slowly 

and peacefully, converting their neighbours by setting a good example and setting up one Local Spiritual 

Assembly at a time. But can this last five hundred years? A thousand years? We must hope so. 
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imprisoned, especially after they were blamed for an assassination attempt on the Shah. They 

lingered on for a while, representing an independent religion, but would eventually be absorbed by 

the Baha'is. 

Mirza Husayn Ali Nuri (Baha'u'llah, 1817–1892) was not the only one to claim that he was the one 

whose coming the Bab had prophesied: we know of at least 25 such people. If one of the others had 

managed to establish a religion instead of Baha'u'llah, you would now be reading a completely 

different section. But that did not happen. Baha'u'llah received a vision while imprisoned in Tehran. 

Based on this vision, when he was released from prison in 1853 and banished to the Ottoman 

Empire, Baha'u'llah began his mission, starting at first by working in the Babi community in Baghdad. 

Only in 1863 did he openly announce himself as a Messenger of God. He was banished from 

Baghdad to Constantinople (the modern Istanbul), the first of a series of internal exiles and 

imprisonments that would last his entire life and would end up in Akka, Israel.  

Imprisonment did not stop him from writing and from receiving visitors. Indeed, towards the end he 

may have been a prisoner in a formal sense, but he was in fact living in a large house outside Akka, 

which had been bought by his son Abdul-Baha. 

It was Abdul-Baha who took over the leadership of the community on Baha'u'llah's death in 1892. 

Where the father had been a mystic and visionary, the son turned out to be an organiser and 

administrator. Officially he, like his father, was a prisoner, but this was of increasingly less 

significance as the Ottoman Empire decayed. When it collapsed in 1908, Abdul-Baha was free to 

travel, first to Europe, and then to North America, to spread the Baha'i teachings. From this point 

onwards, the Baha'i faith as we know it today started to come into being. Even the South African 

Baha'i community dates from this period: the first known meetings took place in 1911. Abdul-Baha 

died in 1921 and appointed his grandson Shoghi Effendi as his successor and as the Baha'i 

"Guardian". 

Shoghi Effendi occupies a complex position in the Baha'i lineage. We do not need to go into the 

details of his appointment, or the reasons why, according to Baha'i theology, there could be no 

Guardians after him. From the religious studies perspective, he is a transitional figure. Certainly, he 

left writings of his own, but it is mainly as a translator and interpreter of his predecessors' works that 

Shoghi Effendi stands out. With him, we see less of the charisma of the individual leader and more of 

the community organising itself into a viable organisation. Shoghi Effendi, by all accounts a quiet, 

unassuming man, himself prepared the way for this: In contrast to his grandfather, he rarely made 

personal contact with Baha'i communities, preferring to work via correspondence. His death in 1957 

saw the Universal House of Justice assuming its place as the central authority in the Baha'i world.  

Baha'is have to some extent fallen to the temptation of painting their history as a uniform march of 

the truth. Some will go so far as to say that the Baha'i Faith has never experienced a schism. First of 

all, that is not too hard to achieve after little more than a century. Secondly, it is not entirely true. 

There are small splinter groups even today. Not very successful ones, it is true, but they do exist. 

Reading between the lines, we can see that the early years were more tumultuous than some 

Baha'is would like to remember. By the time of Shoghi Effendi's death, for example, every other 

direct descendant of Baha'u'llah had been expelled from the movement for being "covenant-

breakers" (Smith 2008:63–64). 
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If you would like to do some further reading, the Independent Forum for Faith and Media (IFFM) has 

produced a free e-book (of approximately 30 pp) on the Baha'i Faith that goes into a lot more detail 

than we are able to do here. Download it here: https://www.smashwords.com/books/view/236547. 

It is not prescribed for this course, but you will certainly learn much more about this fascinating new 

religion if you do read it. We will, however, discuss this book's section on Baha'is in South Africa 

(Independent Forum for Faith and Media 2012):  

The Bahá'í Faith in South Africa began with the holding of Bahá'í meetings in the country in 

1911. A small population of Bahá'ís remained until the 1950s when large numbers of 

international Bahá'í pioneers settled in South Africa. In 1956, … a regional assembly that 

included South Africa was elected. Later each of the constituent countries successively 

formed their own independent Bahá'í National Spiritual Assembly. Then in 1995, after a 

prolonged period of growth and oppression during apartheid and the homelands reuniting 

with South Africa, the Bahá'í National Spiritual Assembly of South Africa was formed. In 2005 

the Bahá'ís in South Africa were estimated at about 20,000 adherents.  

During Like all religious bodies in South Africa at the time, the Baha'i Faith was under intense 

pressure from the government to segregate into different racially defined organisations. They 

refused to do that. Instead, they came up with a unique solution (IFFM 2012): 

the time when the previous government prohibited integration within the Bahá'í 

communities, rather than divide into separate administrations for each population 

group, the Bahá'ís opted to limit membership of Bahá'í administrative bodies to black 

adherents who were and remain in the majority of the Faith's membership and thereby 

placing the entire Bahá'í community under the stewardship of its "black" membership. 

Happily, such policies were eased and the Bahá'ís were able once again to have racially 

integrated administrative bodies. 

 

 

 

 

Activity 8.6 

Is the Baha'i Faith a new religion? Does it belong to a family of religions? Does it bear resemblances to any 

other religions? In other words, where does it fit in? Try to answer these questions on paper, not just "in 

your head", before you look at our comment below. 

Feedback 

The Baha'i Faith certainly is a new, independent religion. It has its own founder, its own scriptures, its own 

organisations, its own festivals and so on. That is very clear. It is also clear that it did not arise in a vacuum. 

Baha'u'llah was born and raised an Iranian (Persian) and a Muslim. If he had been born and raised as, for 

example, a Japanese Buddhist, the religion he founded would have looked very different. 

The Baha'i Faith as it exists today fits into the family of religions we call by various names such as Semitic, 

Abrahamic or Judeo-Christian.  
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If we had to ask which other religion the Baha'i Faith most closely resembles, the answer would have 

to be a very liberal branch of Islam. Like Islam, to name just one small item, the Baha'i Faith has its 

own calendar that fits imperfectly into a solar year, and one of the months of that calendar is used 

for fasting.  

That does not reduce its uniqueness, however. Christianity came out of Judaism. Buddhism came out 

of an early form of Hinduism. But today Christianity and Buddhism are certainly religions in their 

own right, and so is the Baha'i Faith. Keep in mind that the Baha'i Faith itself teaches that other 

religions are not entirely false. It therefore does not wish to distance itself from its origins, but it 

does insist on its own special place. In the following section, we will look at a religion whose 

relationship to its parent religion is more problematical. 

8.4  Mormonism 
The 19th century was one of the most fertile periods for the creation of new religions in history. 

From this period we have received Spiritualism, Theosophy, Pentecostal/Evangelical Christianity as 

we know it today ... and Mormonism. The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, as Mormons 

are officially known, stands in an uneasy relationship to mainstream Christianity – a relationship that 

is quite different from that between the Baha'i Faith and Islam. The Baha'is are quite clear that their 

new message is one that supersedes that of Islam – that is what Muslims find hard to accept about 

them. For Christians, the Mormons are in a similar position: they have introduced a new book, a 

Third Testament that adds to and replaces parts of the Old and New Testaments. Their status as 

Christians is therefore suspect, as far as other Christians are concerned. 

But according to the Mormons themselves, they are not only good Christians, they are the best 

Christians – in fact, they are the only true Christians. All other Christians follow a corrupted form of 

the faith that does not benefit from the new revelation given to Joseph Smith in the 19th century. So 

while the Baha'is regard themselves as a new religion, the Mormons do not. If we are to take the 

phenomenological approach to the study of religion seriously, we must take account of what the 

people themselves think of their religious beliefs and practices. We can be critical, but we must take 

it into account. 

Mormons generally do not mind being called by that name, but they will refer to themselves as 

Latter-Day Saints or simply Saints. They do object to people referring to their church as the Mormon 

Church. Since the official title is rather long, we will use the common abbreviation "LDS Church". 

A number of Mormon beliefs are unique within the wider Christian environment. For example, a 

family may be "sealed" in a Mormon ceremony. It is believed that this family will then be reunited in 

the afterlife. The idea of families being reunited is not entirely unique within the history of 

Christianity, but it became a central teaching in Mormonism. Curiously, another religious movement 

that stressed this teaching was the Unification Church of the Rev Sun Myung Moon, a 20th-century 

NRM. There is no known connection between the two organisations. 

Mormon teachings on the afterlife are quite complex, much more so than those of traditional 

Christianity, and we cannot go into it too deeply here (there is an excellent Wikipedia article, if you 

are interested: en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mormon_cosmology). There are different destinations for 

people who have lived different kinds of lives, and not only Mormons go to heaven. In fact, very few 
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people go to hell (called "outer darkness"). It is also possible for the dead person to progress from 

one state of heavenly existence to another. The ultimate aim? To become so close to God that one 

virtually becomes a god yourself, able to create your own universes.  

There is a catch, though. In order to make progress after death, you need to have been baptised as a 

Mormon. If you were not so lucky to have had this experience yourself, one of your descendants can 

be baptised on your behalf. Mormons have developed a deep interest in genealogy, tracking down 

their ancestors and distant relatives so they can be baptised in their place. This gets the Mormons 

into trouble from time to time, when they are discovered to have baptised people on behalf of 

Holocaust victims, for example. Reactions to this in the Jewish community have ranged from 

outrage, as documented by Kouchel ([sa]) to indifference (Jacoby 2012). 

Much of what Mormons do on a daily basis is the same as what other Christians do. They pray, they 

sing hymns, they attend the local church (called a stake) on Sunday. In a few instances, they go 

further than other churches: many Christians disapprove of alcohol, but Mormons are also forbidden 

to use tea and coffee. Let us look at a few of the more distinctive Mormon practices and try to put 

them into perspective. 

It is true that Mormons practised polygamy (or more precisely, polygyny – one husband having a 

number of wives). The founder of the church, Joseph Smith, had over 40 wives. His successor as 

leader of the Mormons, Brigham Young, had 51. There are a few small splinter groups that still 

practice "plural marriage", and you may have seen TV shows based on these people, but the 

mainstream Church of Latter-Day Saints abandoned the practice in 1890. 

Every young Mormon male (and increasingly, young women as well) is expected to devote two years 

of his life to missionary work. In modern times, this has usually meant working outside the USA, and 

the result has been that while Mormons are in many ways a very conservative group, they are also 

well travelled and wise to the ways of the world.  

 

 

 

Activity 8.7 

If you belong to a religious organisation, try to imagine the consequences if every single member was 

expected to go to a foreign country for two years, at the age of around  20, to do missionary work. Imagine 

this applied to you, personally. How would that affect your life? 
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Mormons accept the Christian scriptures, but add the Book of Mormon to these as a third testament. 

If you'd like to read it, by the way, it is available as a free e-book at www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/17. 

This book puts forward some new doctrines and also attempts to answer one of the trickiest 

questions in the Bible: what happened to the "lost tribes" of Israel? If you are familiar with the 

Biblical  story, you will know that at one stage there were twelve tribes (the descendants of the sons 

of Jacob). There was an occupation by Assyrian forces, and then suddenly we are left with just two 

tribes, and the other ten are never mentioned again.  

Modern scholars maintain that the "lost" tribes were simply absorbed by non-Israelite populations in 

the Middle East, but some people disagree. Attempts to trace these lost tribes have been made as 

far apart as China and Britain. The Mormons, however, maintain that the lost tribes ended up in the 

Americas, where they became the ancestors of the Native Americans. The Book of Mormon 

describes the rise and fall of their civilisations in great detail. There are other Mormon books that 

have the same status, but we do not expect you to take note of them. Let us now consider where 

the Book of Mormon came from. 

In 1829 Joseph Smith Jr published this book, which he had written in a Biblical style and based on 

visions he had received over the previous number of years. This was not unusual: the part of upstate 

New York where he lived had seen so many religious revivals that it became known as the "burned-

over district". Smith's new revelation turned out to be more successful than most revivals, though. 

Even while he was writing his book, he was gathering followers. 

He was also gaining enemies. Religious tolerance was rare in rural 19-century America, and Smith's 

opponents were willing to use force. Smith and his followers left New York State and established 

their church in Ohio, then in Missouri, and finally in Illinois. In 1844 Smith and his brother were killed 

by a mob. Brigham Young took over the leadership of the church. Persecution continued, however, 

and the Mormons migrated west once more, first to Nebraska before finally settling down in Utah, 

next to the Great Salt Lake. 

For about a decade, the Mormons lived in the Utah desert, forming a de facto independent state, 

but the USA had always claimed the land as its own and in 1857 Federal troops were sent in to install 

a civilian governor to replace Young. For the next 50 years, the main point of contention between 

the church and the US government would be the Mormon practice of polygamy. Today, the state of 

Utah remains predominantly Mormon, and there is a strong Mormon presence in surrounding 

states, such as Idaho and Nevada. 

In South Africa, there has been a Mormon missionary presence since 1853, but the first stake was 

Feedback 

You would come back two years behind other young people in terms of your career and your education. 

But you would probably have learned a new language. You would have met new people and learned the 

basics of a different culture. You might not like that culture, but you would know what it was about. In the 

long run, that would enhance your employment prospects. Mormons have been quite successful in public 

and business life for the last century or so, far more than one would expect from a small group largely 

confined to a single area in the US. One could speculate that the missionary experience has been a factor in 

this. 
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only formally established in 1970 in Johannesburg. Before that, there appear to have been home-

based churches in Port Elizabeth and Cape Town. By 1973 the Book of Mormon had been translated 

into Afrikaans (Lebaron [sa]). The LDS church has been steadily expanding into South Africa and the 

African continent ever since. 

Mormonism has had its share of controversies. All adult males are members of the "priesthood", the 

Mormon term for a full member in good standing, but this status was reserved for white members 

only until 1978, which had a negative impact on its expansion into Africa. When black and mixed-

race male members were admitted to the priesthood, the change in policy was not explained. That 

explanation only came in 2013, when the church issued the following statement on its website 

(www.lds.org/topics/race-and-the-priesthood, accessed 10 December 2013): 

The Church was established in 1830, during an era of great racial division in the United 

States. At the time, many people of African descent lived in slavery, and racial 

distinctions and prejudice were not just common but customary among white 

Americans. Those realities, though unfamiliar and disturbing today, influenced all 

aspects of people's lives, including their religion. … Today, the Church disavows the 

theories advanced in the past that black skin is a sign of divine disfavor or curse, or 

that it reflects actions in a premortal life; that mixed-race marriages are a sin; or that 

blacks or people of any other race or ethnicity are inferior in any way to anyone else. 

Church leaders today unequivocally condemn all racism, past and present, in any form.  

That sounds great. They made a mistake. They don't quite come out and say "we're sorry" in this 

document, but they acknowledge that what they did was wrong and that they won't do it again. But 

think about it for a minute. What are the implications? 

 

Activity 8.8 

What does the LDS Church's admission of its error on the issue of race say about where it is in the 

evolution of a religious tradition? What may this mean for the future of Mormonism? 

http://www.lds.org/topics/race-and-the-priesthood?lang=eng
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The church has also come under fire for participating in secular politics: in 2008, for example, the 

church was reported to have poured enormous resources into a campaign to prevent the 

legalisation of same-sex marriages in California (McKinley & Johnson 2008). 

Which brings us back to the point we made at the beginning of this study unit: Mormonism started 

out as a wildly radical movement. Its early followers were so far outside of normative society that 

they literally lived in fear of their lives. Today, Mormonism is still unusual religiously, but it has 

become an accepted player on the religious scene. In fact, it has become a defender of the status 

quo, prepared to fight against social change, to argue that things should remain as they have been. I 

am writing this some months later than the introduction to this study unit. The Mormon candidate, 

Mitt Romney, did not win the 2012 election, but he came close. Even 20 years ago, that would have 

been unthinkable. When we study new religious movements, we can actually see the evolution of a 

religion happening before our eyes. 

8.5  Wicca 
Wicca (pronounced WICK-ah) is the single largest component of the Pagan Revival. In this revival, 

people are trying to bring back religions that have died out long ago, mostly ancient European 

religions, but a few from the Middle East. Academics call these people Neo-Pagans ("neo" means 

"new") to distinguish them from the original pagans of long ago. But the Pagans of today do not like 

the term "Neo-Pagan" at all and prefer simply to be called Pagans.  

Unlike those who are reviving ancient Scandinavian or Greek religion, Wicca followers do not rely on 

a literary tradition. It is based on Celtic roots and folk rituals that were transmitted clandestinely 

during the Christian era and have since been creatively reinterpreted. 

Wicca is a female-dominated religion in two ways: the majority of its members are female, and while 

officially it worships both a god and a goddess (this is called bitheism or duotheism), in practice it is 

Feedback 

For a hundred years, people of African descent were not allowed entry into the Mormon priesthood. 

Whatever justification for this may have been given at the time, in effect this was law, laid down by the 

church in God's name. It was presented as the will of God. Now the church admits that it was never that. It 

was not God, but men (we can excuse women from this one) who excluded blacks. What was regarded as 

an important part of Mormon doctrine is revealed to be a human invention. 

But once you allow that something, anything about a religion is of human origin, the whole thing starts to 

unravel. If the exclusion of blacks was never a divine command, young Mormons may ask, what else is just 

our own bias talking? Is the church's attitude towards homosexuality really from God, or is it just the 

prejudice of the current church leaders? How about the church's ban on coffee? Should they take that 

seriously? The long-term result of this is secularisation, and as the leaders of other churches could have 

told the Mormons, once this starts, it is very hard to stop. 

Could they have done it differently? Well yes, they could have. Instead of admitting to the biases of their 

predecessors, they could have claimed to have received a new revelation. This revelation could have been 

that the time was now right to admit black men to the priesthood. No further explanation would have 

been required, and no back door to secularisation would have been left open. 
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goddess-worship that receives most of the attention. This has made it an attractive field of research 

for academics studying religion from a feminist perspective. If there is a religion that has done away 

with the patriarchal power structures that most religions inherit, how does it function in a 

patriarchal society? How do women function in such a religion? In fact, how do men function in such 

a religion? The possibility of investigating such issues has made Wicca one of the best researched of 

the new religious movements. 

Wiccans believe in the existence of a goddess. Technically, as we remarked above, they also believe 

in a god, but they seem to have little interest in worshipping the male aspect of divinity. This does 

make sense. If you want to worship a god, there is no shortage of religions you can join. It should be 

pointed out, however, that there are differing points of view within the Wiccan community. Some 

believe that the deity, while it really exists, is actually genderless, and that our limited human 

viewpoint imposes a gendered vision upon it. Others go further, taking their cue from Jungian 

psychology, and see the goddess as a way to access deep psychological archetypes within the human 

mind, rather than something "out there". Wiccan thought therefore varies from explicit theism all 

the way to near-atheism. 

Wicca is quite different from satanism. Wiccans literally do not believe in the existence of Satan, and 

do not worship such a figure. Unfortunately, they are often mistaken for satanists simply because 

they dress and speak differently from the general population. The fact that they proudly use the 

term "witch" to describe themselves has not helped either. Wiccans will insist that "witch" is an 

ancient word meaning "wise one". They may be correct, but sometimes words and symbols have just 

become too tainted to be reclaimed. Teppo (2009:27) writes in this regard: 

In most of the African cultures, a witch is a malevolent character, truly feared. Among 

Black South Africans, witchcraft means something irrevocably evil and horrifying. This 

perspective also prevailed for centuries in Europe and the United States, where being a 

Wiccan is still rather marginal despite Wicca's recent popularity. It is thus quite difficult 

to justify Black witches as being evil, but White witches as being good. In the African 

systems of belief, a "good witch" does not exist. Small wonder then that not only Blacks 

but all Africans of other religious persuasions tend to confuse Wiccans with evil witches.  

Belief in life after death exists in Wicca, but is not a well-developed part of its theology. 

Reincarnation is commonly believed in, but is not a requirement to join the movement. Ceremonial 

magic is an important aspect of the religion, and it is believed that human beings have the power to 

influence nature and other people directly by performing the correct rituals. 

Wiccans celebrate a number of festivals that are connected to the rhythms of the natural world. In 

fact, they have remained more true to this link with nature than other religions. We know, for 

example, that Christians didn't finally settle on the 25th of December as the date for Christmas until 

the 4th century, and it seems very likely that the fact that every other religion at the time had a mid-

winter festival had something to do with that. Many other religious festivals have their roots in 

ancient seasonal festivals. But in Wicca, these roots remain so important that Wiccans in the 

northern and southern hemispheres will celebrate the same festival six months apart. Samhain, for 

instance, the Wiccan equivalent of Halloween, is celebrated on 31 October in the northern 

hemisphere but on 30 April in the southern hemisphere. 
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If you are interested in seeing Wiccan ceremonies, they are easy to find on YouTube. And they are 

fascinating to watch. Most ceremonies from a religion that is not your own can be a little boring – 

you can see that things are happening, but you don't really know why. Wiccan ceremonies, however, 

are highly theatrical and easy to follow. 

You may have heard that Wiccans sometimes perform ceremonies in the nude ("sky-clad"). Yes, it is 

true, but it is not common and you will not find that on YouTube! 

Wiccans will normally organise in small, local groups called "covens". There are larger organisations, 

usually national in scope, and these usually unite Wiccans with other kinds of Neo-Pagans to act in 

matters of common interest.  

In one sense, Wicca has no set of scriptures. It is a new religion that was created within the last 

century or so. The writings of Gerald Gardner (see below) are influential, of course, but it would be 

an exaggeration to say that they have attained the status of "scripture". However, Wiccans are quite 

happy to adopt material from other, older traditions and adapt these for their own purposes. 

Wiccan scriptures are still evolving. You may hear the term "Book of Shadows". Please be aware that 

there really is no ONE such book. It is just a general term for a shifting set of documents that various 

groups of Wiccans regard as central to their beliefs and practices. Every group, and a number of 

solitary practitioners, has its own Book of Shadows. There is overlap between them, but for now, no 

two will be exactly the same.  

Of course, that is exactly how the Bible originated in the Mediterranean area in the 1st century CE. 

There were a number of Gospels doing the rounds at the time that we know of only by name, and no 

doubt even more that have been completely lost to us. Only after three to four hundred years did 

Christianity arrive at a position where it had a reasonably stable set of scriptures. A similar process is 

now occurring in Wicca. Once again, you can see how studying NRMs can give us insight into the 

development of religion in general. 

If you would like to get a taste for Wiccan scriptures, you could read the internet Book of Shadows 

(www.sacred-texts.com/bos/index.htm). Don't try to read the whole thing! Just pick one or two 

passages at random and try to get a feel for this very new, yet also very old, form of religion. 

Although Wiccans claim that their practices have been performed in one way or another practically 

as long as there have been human beings, Wicca has existed as a separate movement that can be 

identified and studied only since it was founded in the 1950s by a retired British civil servant called 

Gerald Gardner. There are indications that an early form of the religion was practiced in Britain in 

the 1930s, though not necessarily under that name. Gardner himself claimed to have been a 

member of an existing coven. What is certain, is that with the publication of his works, Wicca 

emerged as a growing religious force. 

Wiccans point to the witch trials of the late medieval period as proof that some sort of witchcraft or 

Wicca religious practice was ongoing at the time. Academics do not agree that the line from Celtic 

religious practice through medieval witchcraft to modern Wicca is straightforward. That does not 

mean that Wiccan belief or practice is inauthentic. As far as we are concerned, any sincerely held  

belief that results in religious practice must be taken seriously and can be studied just like any other 

religion. 
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8.6  Conclusion 
Before you proceed, please revise section 1.4, "Major phases in the history of religion", and pay 

special attention to the parts dealing with modernity and postmodernity. 

In the first half of the 20th century, there was a marked expectation among sociologists and 

Activity 8.9 

In study units 2 to 7, you were confronted with a one or more critical issues for each religion presented as 

case studies. We have not formally identified such issues in this study unit, but rest assured, they are there. 

Try to identify them. 

Feedback 

 

 Development: The single most significant thread running through this study unit has been our effort to 

show how a NRM starts out as a deliberate attempt to create an alternative faith for an alternative 

society, but how almost inevitably the NRM slowly begins to "routinise" after the death of the 

founder, how rules and committees take over from the decrees of the wise founder, and how the 

movement slowly becomes a respectable member of the larger society. We will summarise this 

process again below, in the conclusion. Ensure that you can explain it for assessment purposes. 

 Organisation: Closely associated with the first issue is the question regarding how the NRM organises 

itself. Wicca and atheism are largely disorganised, consisting of scattered individuals and small groups 

(atheist organisations do exist, but membership is low). Mormons are centrally organised on a 

traditional church model. The Bahai's take this a step further. Their highly organised, democratic 

structure is in fact a model for a future world government. There does not seem to be a single model 

of NRM organisation. 

 Terminology: Getting the names right is a vital issue in many of these movements. Where does 

agnosticism end and atheism begin? Can you be a Wiccan and not use the term "witch"? If you call 

yourself a Neo-Pagan, are you admitting that your religion does not come from antiquity? Is it polite to 

call a Latter-Day Saint a Mormon? 

 Gender and race: The one 19th-century movement we have examined in this study unit, Mormonism, 

is dominated by men. By contrast, the early 20th-century movement, the Baha'i Faith, has women at 

every level of decision making except the very top. Wicca, which claims a long prehistory but found a 

firm footing in the late 20th century, is dominated by women. The same is true when we look at race: 

Mormonism is still struggling with the issue, the Baha'i Faith made a conscious effort to render race 

irrelevant, and in Wicca it is such a non-issue that its members don't even discuss it (although they 

tend to be drawn largely from one race, the European).  What can we deduce from this? That religious 

movements do not exist in a vacuum. Religion may well emerge from divine inspiration, but the form 

in which it finds social expression, will be influenced by the general social environment. A religion that 

is founded at a time when women and black people can aspire to become presidents and prime 

ministers, is simply not going to declare that women or Africans are unable or unworthy to lead the 

faithful. There may still be other reasons why white men dominate, but at least it will not be a matter 

of policy or doctrine. 
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philosophers that religion was on its way out, that secularisation was the way society would proceed 

in the future. This has not happened. Religion has proven to be remarkably resilient. Of course, the 

religion we find in a given place may not be the same religion we would have found there a century 

ago. In the 2012 US elections, a Hindu was elected to the Senate and a Buddhist to the House of 

Representatives – something that would have been unthinkable in 1912. They joined two other 

Buddhists, two Muslims and one atheist (Nazworth 2012). We have no reliable information about 

the religious affiliations of South African parliamentarians, but we can probably assume that most of 

the local and world religions will be represented there as well. 

Nevertheless, our brief introduction to religion in contemporary society has shown us the following: 

● Religious inspiration has not died out. People still receive messages which they interpret as 

coming from God and they go on to start new religions. Some of those new religions will be 

successful. 

● The range of religious expressions available to human beings is quite limited. The arguments that 

contemporary atheists use, are essentially the same ones that were used a hundred and a 

thousand years ago. Baha'is and Mormons have created genuinely new religions, but those 

religions clearly show where they originated both in terms of their theology, their date of 

founding, and their geographical origin. If Joseph Smith had been born in Persia and Baha'u'llah 

in America, the religions they founded would have had very different flavours. There is 

something distinctively "American" about Mormonism. Even Wicca, while new and different in 

one sense, is also a recreation of old and well-understood religious patterns. It is quite difficult 

to start a new religious movement that is truly NEW. 

● The social/religious tradition from which an NRM arises, may not take kindly to the newcomer. 

When members of various religions were informed about the rise in the number of atheists and 

nonbelievers, most respondents reacted with alarm. Mormons and Baha'is were savagely 

persecuted in their early years, and in Iran Bahai's still are today. Wiccans are routinely confused 

with Satanists. 

● NRM members and leaders do not always make things easier for themselves either. The four 

most notorious atheist spokespeople (also known as the "Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse") 

have gone out of their way to make controversial statements and antagonise religious people. 

Mormons refused to give black members full membership until 1978, and in both Mormonism 

and the Baha'i Faith the top level of leadership remains restricted to men. Wiccans insist on 

retaining the word "witch" to describe themselves. In South Africa, that could be suicidal, and it 

prevents Wicca in this country from spreading beyond its current base in white middle-class 

circles. 

● In the long run, though, every religion that survives, becomes respectable. The religion's 

followers themselves abandon the more extreme aspects, just as the Mormons gave up 

polygamy. The rest of society just becomes used to seeing them around, and if they really are 

ahead of their time, society as a whole may come around to seeing things the NRM's way. 

● You remember that I told you the Methodists were once regarded as the worst kind of radicals? 

Not everything proposed by John Wesley, the founder of Methodism, has since been accepted 

by society. But some things have been. Wesley, for example, joined with the Quakers, another 

radical, despised sect, in denouncing something that was regarded as normal and respectable at 

the time, but that we all regard as disgusting today. Yes, the early Methodists were opposed to 

slavery. Perhaps there is an obscure little religion today pointing out a flaw in our own society 
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that we are all unwilling to see. And perhaps in two hundred years, our descendants will wonder 

how only that little NRM was able to see things so clearly. 

 

That concludes not only our discussion of religion in modern society, but this tutorial letter as a 

whole. We trust that you have enjoyed this semester's work and hope that we will see you in further 

Religious Studies modules.  
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