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Preface

This anthology of primary source texts with interpretive comments is partly intended to retrieve the teachings of various foundational movements in Eastern and Western religious traditions. Such a comparative and comprehensive text is needed because religions often develop in ways that original figures could not have anticipated. This occurs to such an extent in contemporary times that key religious figures and their messages get lost, subverted, and distorted. Would Muhammad embrace killing Muslims and non-Muslims in the name of a holy war? Would Jesus discriminate against gays and people of color? Today, Jesus and Muhammad are more apt to be portrayed as antigay, antipoor, antienvironment, and antiscience because someone uses these types of figures to support their own prejudices, bigoted beliefs, and social agendas. But these are not the figures we find in the Gospels or the Qur’an. Therefore, it is a good idea to revisit and retrieve what earlier religious leaders taught. This process helps any religion to stay focused on the spirit of its original message and keeps us from going astray and promoting some type of nefarious agenda.

The original messages of religious traditions get lost today in secularism, pluralism, and postmodern types of thinking. The growth of secularism increases the tendency that ordinary people will not only become more ignorant when it comes to understanding other religious traditions but will also be clueless when it comes to comprehending foreign religions. Secularization replaces religious beliefs and modes of behavior with more worldly ways of thinking and behaving. Secularization empties the world of God or any ultimate reality and manifests a decline of religious observances by citizens, and belief in God becomes one option among many others. Factors that encourage the development of secularization include rationalization that undermines faith, industrialization, social differentiation, individualism, differentiation, diversity, relativism, modernization, technology, and egalitarianism.

Moreover, the growth of secularization is increased by pluralism, a cross-cultural realization that there are many religions. This type of subjective awareness suggests that one’s religion cannot plausibly explain reality, because other religions also make claims of certainty. From a positive perspective, pluralism promotes the practice of tolerance of other religious traditions.

Postmodern modes of thinking stress becoming, contingency, relativity, chance, and difference. From the postmodern perspective, we are in a world of flux that suggests that there is no place to begin and no place at which we can arrive in the future. Within such a world there are no universal and timeless truths, because everything is relative and indeterminate, which means that our knowledge is always incomplete, fragmented, and historically and culturally conditioned. It is necessary for one to be suspicious of any claims to validity that are made by reason. Not only is there no firm foundation for thought, but the individual person, society, culture, or history is devoid of a center. Within this decentered world we have discontinuity, irregularity, rupture, and a lack of hope for any type of utopia. And because many postmodern thinkers are convinced that God is dead, there exists neither transhistorical value nor grand narratives. The sacred texts that appear in this book stand diametrically opposed to postmodernism, secularism, and pluralism. Given these types of trends, sacred texts offer something more definitive to contemporary mortals, which is reason enough why they should be read.

I want to acknowledge some helpful people at ABC-CLIO. Anthony Chiffolo, editorial director, approached me about doing this book, and I am grateful for his invitation, encouragement, and support. I also want to thank Erin Ryan, senior coordinator for editorial operations, for her understanding and patience. Closer to home, I need to thank Peggy for her care and concern and my colleagues at the college on the hill.


Chapter 1

Introduction to Sacred Texts

The title of this book needs to be unpacked in the interest of comprehending the subject matter. Not all religious texts are sacred. And not all religions have texts. In general, religious traditions that have sacred texts are grounded in a divine revelation, making the message revealed sacred by virtue of its origin from a higher being. Excellent historical examples of this type of scenario are the major monotheistic religions of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Texts of some religious traditions become sacred by virtue of the common consent of believers, a situation that is usually based on the authority of a human person, such as the Buddha, or on tradition. What complicates the application of “sacred texts” to a body of literature from a particular religious tradition is the problematic nature of the terms themselves, an aspect that it is possible to witness by examining more closely the two terms.

As a general rule, scholars define the sacred as something set apart from its opposite, the profane or what is ordinary. The sacred is etymologically related to Latin terms such as sacer, sacrum, and sanctus, referring to being made holy or consecrated. It is pure in contrast to the impure profane. That which is holy is also dangerous and associated with taboos for the protection of humans, whereas the profane is necessarily unholy and common, which suggests that it resides outside of the temple based on its Latin origin. The sacred, however, points to the interior of the temple, the space transformed from something profane to a holy space. The basic distinction between the sacred and the profane has been used to define the nature of religion by theorists. A basic problem with such a definition of religion is that the fundamental distinction between the sacred and the profane does not survive cross-cultural approaches to the subject and cannot be successfully and accurately applied to all religions, such as in indigenous African and Native American Indian religions.

Besides its cross-cultural limitations as a Western term being applied to non-Western religious traditions, the sacred demonstrates other problems. These complications include the following. It is a term of seizure and domination, resulting in people feeling alienated and empty. It also represents the very limits of human empathy to the extent that holy persons are unrecognizable.1

In addition to difficulties associated with the sacred, the term “text” of the title of this book presents its own problems, because not all religious traditions embrace texts, which implies something written. Even in religious traditions that have texts, there is a preference for the oral nature of communication at the origin of the religion or as an attitude that endures into the present, which is evident in ancient and modern Hinduism and Islam. In such traditions, orality is viewed as something alive and dynamic, whereas a written form of communication is the exact opposite. Some religious cultures emphasize the oral nature of their form of communicating their message, because this way spiritually transforms the hearer more successfully than a written form. Moreover, the use of the term “text” is often replaced by the term “scripture,” a term designating a sacred text.

As with the term “sacred,” the term “scripture” also has a Western heritage, which inspires hearers and has been a product itself of inspiration. The term “scripture” can be traced to the Latin scriptura that is literally related to the act of writing. In 1993, Wilfred Cantwell Smith published What Is Scripture? A Comparative Approach. From his comparative and historical perspective, he stresses that scripture shares in the religious life of a particular community, making it a human and historical fact when a community transforms a text into a scripture, a holy text.2 Scripture implies a bilateral relationship between a people and its accepted text.3 Smith also indicates that scripture has no ontology, by which he means that it is devoid of a metaphysical or logical reference, implying that “there is nothing that scripture finally is.”4 According to Smith, it is preferable to grasp scripture as a human activity within a historical process.

Smith’s understanding of scripture has not gone unchallenged by other scholars. Vincent Wimbush is critical of Smith’s notion of scripture because it is too narrowly focused on the model of “world religions” and is not consistently concerned with political implications and power dynamics.5 In explaining why he arrives at this opinion, Wimbush states that “The tightly controlled almost obsessive focus upon texts and the system of signification upon which texts are constructed severely limit representation and expressions of meaning.”6

Another scholar is critical of the use of the term “scripture,” an identifiable generic concept, because it gives birth to biases and misleading expectations among readers. Because of the inherent problematic nature of this generic concept, Miriam Levering raises the following question: Why not use a more neutral term like “sacred text” when one is operating within a comparative context.7 Moreover, to claim that a sacred text is related to a revelatory event in the religious culture of a people does not liberate a scholar from the problem of finding terminology that can be successfully used in a cross-cultural context. If the term “scripture” is overloaded with Western cultural accretions, the designation “sacred text” acknowledges the problem even though it does not entirely and definitively solve the problem for something more cross-culturally neutral, because the diversity within and without religious traditions makes this extremely difficult. Thus, in place of “scripture” this textbook uses “sacred texts” to identify the subject because it aims toward a more neutral position. Even if the notion of sacred texts is preferable over the concept of scripture, both designations point to something ambiguous and complex. Having called attention to some of the ambiguity associated with the notion of sacred text, a relational concept that is realized by a particular community, it is possible to explore further its complexity by examining the way that sacred texts are performed by different religious traditions and their iconic natures.

Performative Nature of Texts

By the performative nature of either oral or written sacred texts, we intend to state that texts do or accomplish something. This feature of sacred texts is grounded in the power of their words that are often from a divine being, ultimate reality, or an authoritative human figure. The power embodied within a sacred text is innate, a source that humans often attempt to tap for their own uses or advantages. Oftentimes, the power innate within the words of a text are put to magical uses to protect oneself or others from, for instance, demonic beings. The same sacred words can be used to bring health, a cure for an ailment, prosperity, or general well-being. By reciting, hearing, writing, or reading a sacred text, the power inherent within the words is believed in many cultural traditions to have the ability to transform those using, writing, or hearing the words. This phenomenon of the power of transformation is often associated with attaining salvation or turning a person’s life in a new direction with a defined goal that is determined by the sacred text. The power and performative nature of sacred texts is evident in various religious traditions.

In ancient Israel, Moses calls priests to assemble the faithful in order to hear the Torah being read aloud, suggesting that the Torah is intended to be publicly displayed and recited. Deuteronomy (6:8–9) suggests, for example, the power inherent within the Pentateuch (the initial five books of the Hebrew Bible) and in association with permission to personally use these texts to create personal amulets that can be used for protection. Amulets and public inscriptions were the predecessors of the historically later refilling (phylacteries) worn by a faithful Jew to pray. Within the refilling were inserted miniature parchments inscribed with scriptural passages that were then worn on the prayer’s forehead and arm while engaged in prayer. Another protective usage of Hebrew Scriptures were small containers placed at the entrance to a dwelling and touched as a person entered the building or apartment.

In formative Christianity, the letters of the apostle Paul to various churches throughout Asia Minor and Italy were intended to be performed by leaders of the various churches, addressing problems within the various communities, offering solutions, and keeping the disparate groups united as they struggled for survival in a hostile environment created by the Greco-Roman world in which they tried to practice their new religion. In Thessalonians (5:27) Paul instructed that his letters should be read aloud, which was common practice throughout the Greco-Roman world for the action of reading. By reading Paul’s letters aloud, the reader evoked the apostle’s presence in many more locations than Paul could possible visit on a regular basis.

Within the Islamic tradition, the orthodox Sunni sect asserts that the Qur’an is the literal Word of God in book form. Ideally, it is best to recite the text from memory. The next best way to perform the text is to read it aloud. Either method of reciting the text enables one to gain barakah (spiritual blessing), a power that is inherent in the Qur’an. This power emanates from the muṣḥaf (a medium of transmission), which is indicative of material aspects of the text or its paper, binding, and print, functioning as a container for the revelation. Orthodox Muslims thus make a distinction between the text with its divine message and its material or earthily aspect.8 The latter establishes the text in a material sense and makes it an object for one’s use, generating a unity of earthiness, which owes its origin to God, and the divine message embodied in the text.

Sacred Scripture and Canon

It is not unusual to discover the term “canon” used as a synonym for the term “scripture.” If scripture refers to a body of written texts, the term “canon” is indicative of both a norm and a standard list of texts that have been agreed upon and accepted as genuine artifacts of what they are purported to represent. In the Christian context the term “scripture” is derived from the Greek term epipneia and the later Latin term inspirato (both literally meaning “breathing into” and “inspired”). The New Testament writer of 2 Timothy (3:15–16) refers to Scripture as “sacred writings” and says that all such literature is inspired by God. As evident by this evidence from the New Testament, a look at scripture and cannon can help us understand that they are intertwined and often develop together. Thus, they represent a process in many religious traditions. And this process is connected to a text or body of texts being considered sacred. Focusing on this process, it is possible to recognize that a religious tradition’s authentic literature becomes sacred over a period of time and not instantaneously as some might assume.

The Greek term kanōn is a Semitic loanword that signifies “reed” (1 Kings 14:15; Job 40:21), which was a standard length of something or an upright object. The former might be a measuring instrument as in Ezekiel (40:3), whereas the latter is an erect object such as a lamp stand mentioned in Exodus (25:31). We know that Greeks regarded lists, catalogs, and tables as canons, while in humanistic studies kanōn means “norm.” The Greek use of the term kanōns suggests measures, standards, or something that meets the criteria for authenticity. In ancient Greece, Epicureans used the term to distinguish truth from falsehood.9

Within the context of this etymological background, the Christian writer Irenaeus began to refer to a collection of texts that he called the “New Testament” as an inspired literature. After 450 CE, Athanasius used the term “canon” to designate the biblical works of scripture. Pope Gregory the Great (r. 590–604) observed that God was the author of Scripture, while humans were its writers. During the Middle Ages, Thomas Aquinas asserted that the Holy Spirit was the principal author of Scripture, whereas humans were its instrumental authors.

In comparison to the Christian tradition, the Islamic tradition did not use the term “canon” to refer to the Qur’an because it was accepted as the actual Word of God. From the orthodox Muslim perspective, the Qur’an is not a scripture in the generally accepted sense of an inspired, historically accommodated form of writing. The term “canon” can be, however, used with Muslim law and the classification of that law.

Although the term “canon” does not fit the Muslim conception of scripture, it can be applied to Christianity, Hinduism, Buddhism, the Chinese religious tradition, and some other traditions. A canon is related to a historical process of development. It has often been the case that a religious leader leaves an incomplete scripture or body of teachings. Oftentimes, this scripture is transmitted orally from the leader to followers and continues to be transmitted orally for a long time before finally being written. Before the time that the teachings of a leader are actually written and even during the writing phase, scriptures are expanded, embellished, deleted, and redacted. Because the literature, teachings, or sayings originate from an authoritative and inspired figure, they are accepted as authentic. But the incomplete nature of the literature gives rise to questions about what is genuine and what is not. The Christian letters of Paul have his name attached to them, for instance, but not all of his alleged letters are authentic and composed by him. Because of these types of problems and the uncertainty created, the process of canonicity demands fixing and standardizing a body of literature.

The final contents of a canon are decided by committees or councils of religious and political leaders and learned figures. It is the council that decides what to accept as authentic and what to reject. The source of the teaching is important, its line of transmission is also significant, and the reputation for trustworthiness of the preserver plays a role in the decision. How a text has been received and used by members of the religion is not without consequence. The council’s job is to set a standard and measure for the literature by a set of norms that are agreed upon. In many cross-cultural instances in the course of religious history, it has been the learned councils that have decided which documents are and are not sacred. The council must decide whether a text meets its standards of orthodoxy. In other words, a scripture becomes sacred in most instances by a social process. This implies that a scripture is not sacred sui generis. While they were alive, the teachings, for example, of Jesus and the Buddha were not considered sacred words. It was only later after their deaths that a process of preservation, transmission, and authentication resulted in the creation of a canon by a group of people by means of a historical process of discovering, argument, and negotiation. In short, sacred texts are created by humans working within a particular cultural, historical, and social milieu.

Iconic Nature of Texts

The power of sacred texts can also be viewed in their iconic nature, which suggests that such texts are additionally material objects. Since sacred texts are different than mundane books, the former are treated differently, given special care, and handled with respect and even awe. A faithful member of a religion that focuses on a sacred text as something centrally important may participate or witness the iconic text being carried in procession during a festival time, watching it regularly displayed to congregations, venerating it by bowing before it, or kissing it, as in Jewish practice. These types of actions combine the physical form of the icon, ways that it is ritually manipulated, and modes of representation.10 When a text becomes sacred in the eyes of its faithful members, such a community would never use the sacred text as a doorstop or for some other type of mundane purpose, an action that would be considered blasphemous.

By confusing the sacred icon with the profane, preestablished boundaries are blurred and/or disrupted. Under normal circumstances, sacred texts are material objects that function as religious icons that provide access to a transcendent realm. More particularly, the material icon renders the normally invisible divine realm visible to human perception, which is not normally capable of such a feat.11 Jewish scriptures, Christian Gospels, the Qur’an, Sikh scripture, and others are good examples of the iconic nature of sacred texts. Some of these texts also operate as ritual objects and are used in religious services. In summary, a textual icon is a material object that suggests something additional. Its material nature contributes to a mental image grounded in its material that gives it objectivity and solidity. Sacred textual icons thus weave together the visual and the material. The community of faith publicly displays the sacred icon, physically manipulates it, and uses it to create social cohesion.12

In addition to its social implications, sacred texts have been embraced by political leaders for their expedient benefit. From a cross-cultural perspective, kings and politicians have used sacred texts for sometimes crass political advantage as a way of convincing others that a leader is on the side of the believers. In addition, the embracing of sacred texts gives a leader political legitimacy. It also bestows on leaders a knowledge that is equated with wealth and power.13 In addition to a faith-based–derived power, some religious cultures, such as Mahayana Buddhism, equate the power of the sacred text with wisdom.14 It is the wisdom hidden within the Buddhist text that enables a person to become a Buddha.

The unpacking of the title of this book and some implications about sacred texts with respect to their ability to be used in a performative way and as sacred icons represents a start and a way to introduce this book and its intended subject matter. In the following chapter, we will examine some suggestions for reading the primary source texts that will follow in subsequent chapters. The ability to read a text involves understanding it. Therefore, the next chapter includes a brief discussion of the art of interpretation.
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Chapter 2

The Art of Reading Sacred Texts

Continuing to unpack the significance of the title of this book in this chapter, we can turn to the term “interpreted.” This term is related to the act of hearing or reading the contents of a sacred text and arriving at an understanding of what one encountered. Because of the close relationship between interpretation and reading, it is possible and beneficial to examine these actions and to make some suggestions to readers of this anthology in order for them to become more informed readers. This goal is necessary because we read and use sacred texts much differently than we would a novel or a biography. When reading a sacred text it is important to inquire how the faithful receive, respond to, and use the text. Do the faithful intellectually grasp what it means to understand the text? Are there different contexts that a community will turn to and adhere to the message of their sacred text?

When attempting to answer these types of questions, there are some basic facts that have to be remembered. It is important to recall that humans find themselves within a world that they did not create, living with others from one’s particular culture and existing with others from foreign cultures with their own sacred texts. As a general rule, sacred texts reflect a prior cultural and historical situation that represents a distance between the time and place of the actual creation of a sacred text and a reader’s current situation. Besides this distance between the precise time of the text’s origin and a contemporary reader, there is the problematic nature of the text and its worldview and the possibility that contrary beliefs and prejudices have shaped the worldview of the reader. The recipient of new experiences could have been shaped by such developments as science, technology, and history that are far removed from the original world of the sacred text. In contemporary American culture we have, for example, two current creation narratives: the ancient biblical tale of God creating the world in six days and resting on the seventh, which is accepted literally by believing Jews and Christians of a fundamentalist or literalist persuasion, and the big bang theory of modern science, which does not need a divine being to inaugurate the process of creation and tends to be arbitrary. This basic dichotomy between a natural science account of the origin of the world and a religious version causes social problems when there are disagreements about what theory should be taught in the schools of the nation. Should schools teach an ancient mythical account of the origin of the world, or should they offer a rational scientific view of the beginning grounded in mathematics, chemistry, and physics? From the biblical literalist’s perspective, the survival of the nation is at stake because the adoption of the scientific theory leads ultimately to Hell, whereas the biblically based view leads to the promise of salvation, creating an existential choice between either Heaven or Hell.

By allowing a text to shape one’s comprehension of the world, this scenario means to receive a text in an informative way. The words of a text can enable a reader to do things, such as perform a wedding ceremony. The words of a sacred text can be embraced as a mode of transforming oneself or to create a richer encounter and relationship with others. Finally, a person can receive a text by discovering that its contents can become a symbol of the ultimate.1 In summary, people can receive a sacred text in an informative way, a transactive mode, a transformative means, or a symbolic fashion. The informative way is to know what transpired, the transactive mode refers to the interreaction between the writer and his or her subject and between the writer and the reader, to be transformed by a text refers to becoming existentially altered, and the symbolic mode suggests what the text points to, something beyond itself.

When a reader appropriates a text by hearing or reading it, he or she discovers several things. If a reader takes a comparative perspective, he or she discovers that there are a plurality of sacred texts with often similar or very different messages. This situation can cause uncertainty for a reader and a sense of indeterminacy. It is also possible for a reader to get lost in the text and to lose critical perspective, embracing a particular text as the absolute truth and deeming rival texts false. This type of categorical assessment about one text and another represents a danger that hinders understanding. This pluralistic situation can create a cultural relativist: a type of reader who focuses on finding differences, denying the possibility of any universal truth, and is simply content with competing narratives. A reader does not have to become a relativist to accept indeterminacy, which implies that one’s knowledge of religion can never achieve certainty. The reading faithful of a particular tradition often find themselves uncomfortable living with uncertainty and indeterminacy.

Some Tips for Reading Sacred Texts

Prior to even beginning to read a sacred text, it is important to be cognizant of the fact that a reader comes from a particular sociocultural and historical context and thus carries with them positive and negative subjective experiences, presuppositions, and intellectual baggage to the act of reading a text. Some of this baggage assumes the form of preunderstandings about the nature or things and events, prejudices, biases, and preconceptions. A reader living in the 21st century has been shaped to different degrees by, for instance, the natural sciences, a socioeconomic world that is postindustrial and technological, and a society in which social mobility is anticipated. But the text with which such a reader is engaged might be a product of an ancient time period that is prescientific, preindustrial, and agrarian and a sociocultural situation in which social mobility is affected by class and family connections. It is difficult for any reader to completely bracket out these influences that can become obstacles to successful comprehension, because some of them are unconsciously held, others are habitual, and others are accepted as valid and go unquestioned. In addition to becoming aware of the importance of an internal reader’s context and the external textual context and what one brings to the encounter with a sacred text and what it brings with it to an encounter, a couple of scholars have offered some advice about reading that is useful to share.

Peter Ochs advocates a pragmatic mode of reasoning that would correct inadequate definitions and assertions that are also imprecise. Ochs refers to two levels of reading. The first level is the plain sense of a text. The meaning of the plain sense of a text represents the rhetorical context of a text embedded within a body of literature. In contrast to this plain sense, the second level of reading represents the pragmatic reading, which reveals the otherwise hidden meaning located in the plain sense.2

In contrast to Ochs, Paul Ricoeur is more suspicious about the nature of a text because he finds it incomplete. If we ask Ricoeur why a text is incomplete, he replies that the world that it proposes does not agree with the sequences of sentences within the text, resulting in an unintended incomplete worldview.3 Therefore, Ricoeur calls for a new theory of reading that would place a focus on the reader’s response to the text and enable the reader to react to the stratagems of the assumed author and to find its structure that is revealed in the text.4

Ricoeur’s theory involves three stages of reading that any reading must pass through: understanding, explanation, and application. The initial stage evokes an innocent reading, which suggests the plain reading identified by Ochs, whereas the second reading is a reading at a distance. The process from one stage to another is guided by understanding, although the entire process is shaped by application. Ricoeur intimates that this is a purposeful process with a final goal. This third reading raises a question concerning the historical horizon of the text and how it shapes the text’s origin as well as its limitations and its effects on a religious community.5 These various stages of reading necessarily give rise to important questions for the reader: What does the text say? What message does it have for me personally? And what do I have to say in turn to the text? Moreover, in order to understand and explain a text after having read it, it is necessary to interpret it.

Another tip for reading a sacred text is to be cognizant of the fact that a reader brings certain questions to the actual reading and comprehension of a text, a process that suggests that the reader creates meaning that he or she brings to a text. If a reader adopts a historical approach to a text, for instance, it is common to ask such questions as who wrote what, to whom was the text directed, when it was composed, why it was written, where it was created, and how it was created. By raising these types of questions, scholarly interpreters might find themselves at odds with the traditional account of a particular religious tradition. These types of questions imply that an interpreter is interested in not only the identity of the author but also the audience to whom the text was directed at its origin. The interpreter might find answers within the text itself or in an outside source. Location or where a text was written places a text within a particular cultural, social, and historical context that can assist the interpreter in understanding the forces that shaped the text. A scholar of a Christian scripture must know something about Jewish religious traditions, Hellenistic culture, and pervasive Roman military power. An excellent point to remember for a student is that texts are not written in cultural vacuums. There is always a context that must be considered in order to understand the writer and the audience. The scholar also considers the “why” question because it deals with issues of the purpose or function of the text, whereas the “how” question is concerned about the process creating and concluding the writing. In short, the types of questions that a scholar asks determines in different ways and to a significant extent the meaning that a reader finds in the text. Depending on the questions that a reader asks, these questions will determine the types of meaning to be discerned or created.

The Nature of Interpretation

Another term for interpretation is “hermeneutics,” which is derived from the Greek term hermeneuein (to interpret, to translate). The Greek term is historically associated with Hermes, a wing-footed Greek deity representing a liminal figure in Greek mythology who is associated with secret wisdom and trickiness. Being a son of Zeus, Hermes played an important role between humans and gods because he conveyed messages between the parties on Earth and on Mount Olympus. In his liminal role, Hermes rendered the messages from the divine beings comprehensible for humans and thereby enhanced human understanding.

From the perspective of the interpreter of a sacred text, the meanings of the messages represent a surplus of riches. Between meaning and its event (someone speaking), there is a dialectic that manifests what the speaker means, or what he or she intends to say. But there is also what the sentence states that might not be equivalent to what the speaker originally intended to say. In a sense, everyone is an interpreter of what is said or written. And because we live in a world with other speakers, writers, and interpreters, we can understand and interpret what others say every day. Thus, humans have the ability to interpret because they share a world and a worldview, an interpretation of reality, with others similar to themselves. This point suggests that interpretation is a community activity that in the case of sacred texts never really comes to a conclusion.6 But this observation does not undermine the autonomy of meaning. And if a worldview represents a synthesis of human experience, reflection, and interpretation, it unifies the diverse aspects of experience with different levels of meaning.

This scenario still leaves an interpreter within the hermeneutical circle because the process of interpretation is circular, although such an outcome does not have to leave an interpreter at a dead end. The hermeneutical circle allows for progress and improved understanding because it embodies an endless spiral aspect “that would carry the meditation past the same point a number of times, but at different altitudes.”7 But how can an interpreter know or be reasonably certain that he or she is being truthful?

Whether an interpretation is valid or not is based more often on logical probabilities than empirical evidence, which is especially true when studying a culture that has lost texts or artifacts to the vicissitudes of historical time. An interpreter can also appeal to the text being studied and can consult similar types of texts, compare different texts, or consider previous interpretations and disparate types of literature. By means of reading, the interpreter attempts to re-create a coherent picture that approximates the truth, despite the impossibility of achieving complete and valid understanding no matter how hard one tries to achieve such an allusive goal. What makes complete validity impossible is the intentionality of the author and the text that can be difficult to discern. Since the quest for certainty is impossible, interpretation is a repetitive and unending activity within a horizon that allows diverse readers and interpreters to bring new experiences, preconceptions, and preunderstandings to the sacred text. This situation does not discourage or impede the committed and intrepid interpreter from attempting to create a coherent scenario despite the difficulty of the action associated with holding forth the uncertain and inconclusive nature of the venture.

Interpretation and Understanding

It is common to think that interpretation produces understanding. A counterposition that makes more cogent sense is that interpretation is based on understanding. How is this possible? In order to comprehend the reason that interpretation is grounded in understanding, it is simply necessary to consider the way preunderstanding operates in the lives of human subjects. Preunderstanding represents the accumulation of experiences and knowledge that a person gains by virtue of one’s life experiences. This reservoir of prior knowledge and experience forms the contextualized background for one’s understanding, being already present before an act of interpretation. The preunderstanding is dynamic in the sense that prior knowledge and experiences are forgotten on occasion, but new awareness continues to make its contribution to the background. Prior experiences and knowledge can be retrieved by one’s memory or an experience that triggers a recall of what may have been thought to have been lost. Normally, the preunderstanding functions to guide and shape one’s interpretation. This is possible because one’s preunderstanding already contributes to one’s interpretation of, for example, a text. Thus, because of the prior existing preunderstanding, whatever one interprets is already understood to some degree. In other words, when a person encounters something new it is one’s understanding that locates this new item into the preunderstanding reservoir that is already understood.

Being grounded within a cultural context of already known experiences and objects, an interpreter’s understanding operates by synthesizing new elements together with prior forms of awareness into a coherent whole. This scenario suggests that understanding is not merely an individual activity but is also a social action executed within a context with others. Therefore, understanding is something shaped in conjunction with others, but it is also shared with them, which is the point of writing books. This necessarily means that understanding is culturally and socially established and shared. This suggests that humans are immersed in understanding, which shapes them, while also producing it, although humans produce understanding from within a context that is already structured and established by prior forms of understanding. Whatever one understands becomes intelligible in an intersubjective way by being interrelated through a shared language, cultural customs, artistic expression, established institutions, and various types of sociocultural practices. Preunderstanding, interpretation, and understanding often make creative use of comparison.

Interpretation and the Comparative Method

As previously mentioned, the interpreter often makes use of comparison to assist in the task of interpretation. From the perspective of critics of the comparative method, it is too subjective and impressionistic and lacks rigor. But what these resolute critics forget or neglect to address is that comparison is fundamental to human learning and understanding. In other words, we often come to know something strange or different by comparing it to a similar object, thought, or event from our previous modes of experience. This type of reflective comparison helps us to incorporate what is different into our ordinary modes of experience, thus losing its strangeness when it becomes part of what we understand and know.

Normally, comparison helps us to negotiate our way through encountered differences and modes of sameness based on several observations. According to those using the method of comparison to comprehend something about encounters with differences, comparison can help us to witness patterns that appear to our powers of perception. The perceived patterns can be classified, an old Western scientific method that dates to the 18th century, and enables an observer the opportunity to create theories concerning the foundational structures on which the patterns are grounded. The classification of patterns is arranged into a meaningful whole. The theory based on these patterns of difference and sameness attempts to explain what one observes.

By means of our human understanding and by projecting this comprehension about ourselves to the other, the other of a past tradition that a person adopts as one’s own or the other of a totally foreign cultural tradition can become intelligible to us. The understanding of the other made possible by comparison is a liberating process for us and the other.8 By drawing a comparative contrast between ourselves and others, one enriches one’s life and allows the other to stand apart from us. This does not mean that any new understanding will be limitless. But it should help us to overcome ethnocentrism, because we are behaving inclusively with respect to the other.

When employing the comparative method to enhance one’s interpretive skills, there are some guidelines that one should embrace to avoid the shortcomings and dangers built into comparison. Do not overemphasize sameness or difference. Do not neglect sameness or difference. In other words, it should be a bilateral process that reveals both similarities and differences along with previously unrecognized connections.9 Avoid static and essentialist modes of comparison that circumvent asserting the essence of a subject being interpreted. The comparative method should be employed in a judicious way by limiting it to cultural artifacts and practices that are spatially and temporally contiguous.10 It is wise to reject the conviction that an interpreter can transcend her or his viewpoint. As an interpreter attempts to understand aspects of another religion, it is possible for a person to have her or his self-understanding changed by the experience and to recognize that one’s mode of understanding represents a single example among many others. The interpreter should become aware that her or his particular understanding has limits and merely rests among a broader context of efforts to comprehend the other. Nonetheless, an interpreter should be aware that there is always a comparative component to understanding the other.11 These suggestions for doing comparison are connected to becoming aware of the dangers of ethnocentrism, which is overcome by liberating oneself from narrow perspectives, allowing the other to stand undistorted by our incomplete understanding, and practicing inclusiveness, which involves grasping the other within the context of a foreign culture. In summary, the method of comparison can be liberating for ourselves and for the other, enables one to make progress understanding the other, and assists when attempting to escape ethnocentrism.

The Nature of Writing

Many of the religious traditions included in this anthology of sacred texts were originally oral forms of communication that were conceived as inspired forms of revelation from a divine being or passed from one person to another by an authoritative human being. Because of the significance of these oral utterances, these primordial oral texts were passed down within a religious tradition from one generation to another for a variety of reasons. The oral transmission of the communications reached a point in all religious traditions when it was deemed wise to preserve the messages in writing. Examples of these forms of preservation will be discussed in many of the forthcoming chapters.

When members of a culture decide to convert a narrative from its original oral form to a written arrangement, something gets lost. The dynamic nature of the oral tradition is lost because textual form fixes and renders the narrative static. What writing fixes is what was said, not what actually happened. There is thus a detachment from meaning associated with the original event, which now appears and disappears.12 It is the interpreter who now inscribes meaning onto the event that is now ambiguous and allusive. Once a sacred text assumes a more objective form, it becomes vulnerable to many different readings that may or may not be correct. The text now stands open to readers and interpreters. This openness allows a written narrative to create its own audience that in turn transforms the text into something important. Although a written text is addressed to a known or an unknown reader, a circle of readers for the text is created that forms a circle of communication that can spread the story. And since reading is lacking any serious limitations, it is difficult to predict what direction it might take in the future.

The Nature of Narrative

Most of the chapters that follow about sacred texts contain narratives, which merits a brief discussion of what a narrative is and how it is best approached. A narrative is an oral or written story that manifests a temporal structure about importantly perceived events. Many narratives represent the foundational stories or paradigms that shape a religious culture, such as those illustrated by the Jewish Exodus story, the life and death of Jesus of Nazareth, and the divine revelation received by Muhammad. Since a narrative is a chronological sequence, it is possible for it to be historical, although this observation does not mean that a narrative cannot be strictly fictional. Nonetheless, a narrative can serve several functions: to simply entertain, to serve pedagogical purposes associated with illustration, to provide personal spiritual inspiration, to cause changes in behavior for those reading or hearing the story, to motivate positive moral or ethical duties, or to inspire a combination of these outcomes.

Narratives involve both first-person insiders who “live” them and second-person outsiders who take in and perpetuate the texts. The position of the insider is characterized as normative for the tradition, but the outsider’s account comes from her or his own discourses. This does not mean that competing narratives rigorously adhere to their own stories. Various narratives show overlap and a tendency to borrow from other narratives, as ancient Hebrew borrows from Canaanite culture, Christianity from Judaism and Greek culture, and Islam from Judaism and Christianity.

What this means for scholars is that there is a built-in tendency for them to use their own narratives when examining, describing, and interpreting the narratives of others. By working from within the context of one’s personal narrative, this potentially gives the scholar a disjointed viewpoint about the other. Some narratives are already interpreted, implying necessarily that the interpreter cannot superimpose her or his viewpoint on the text. This suggests that the narrative explains itself and incorporates the correct interpretation into the narrative. Ricoeur finds this operative in the passion narratives of Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels where the narrative aspects of the story are united with the kerygma (message) of Jesus. This means for Ricoeur that “To say who Jesus is, is also to say who the Christ is.”13 The narrative answers the questions of how and what in the sense of telling an event, whereas the storyteller also indicates why it happened the way that it did. But this does not mean that a historical narrative explains itself.14
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Chapter 3

Baha’is

The Baha’i religious movement is grounded in Iranian Shiism, which historically represented the party of Ali, son-in-law of the prophet Muhammad. Ali’s party split from and revolted against the Umayyad forces, resulting in the death of Ali. Ali’s son al-Hasan relinquished all claims to leadership for a substantial amount of money from Mu’āwiya, leader of the Umayyad forces. With the older son compromised, Ali’s other son, al-Husayn, was encouraged to lead a revolt in Iraq, which resulted in the death of al-Husayn at Karbala in October 680, a result that was interpreted as a martyrdom of a true believer. The death of al-Husayn is commemorated in Iran with a passion play and a public display of self-flagellation with whips and swords to draw blood in an attempt to vicariously suffer with the martyr during the month of Muharram, which represents the initial month of the year of the Shiite Muslim calendar. In 684 the Penitents, a group seeking revenge for al-Husayn’s death, were also defeated by Umayyad forces, giving rise to the term “Shia,” which means “party of Ali.” This group believed that Ali was the first imam, a figure chosen by the prophet Muhammad to be his genuine successor and entrusted with secret knowledge that was not shared with most of the prophet’s companions. Thus, Ali’s lineage became the repository for this secret knowledge and the true successors of the prophet Muhammad. Eventually Shiites interpreted al-Husayn’s death as a redemptive martyrdom that renders salvation possible for everyone.

Shiism evolved into different types often determined by the number of historical imams accepted by the group. A good example of this type of development was Twelver Shiism, a line of succession beginning with Ali and his wife Fatima, the prophet Muhammad’s daughter, that became the state religion of Iran during the Safavid dynasty in 1501. Twelver Shiism traced its line of descent to the death of the 11th imam and the mysterious disappearance of his son, who is expected to return at the end of history as the Mahdi. The Shiite faithful interpreted the person of the imam as an eschatological, inerrant, all-knowing, and immaculate figure.

During the 18th century, what came to be called Shaykhism formed a separate identity from Twelver Shiism. This distinct school of Shiism was inspired by Shaykh Ahmad al-Ahsá’i (1753–1826), who was eventually succeed by Sayyid Kāẓim Rashti (d. 1843/1884). Shaykh intended to bridge the major Shia intellectual tradition with reason by reconciling revelation with the use of reason. What he was fighting against was the intellectual innovations introduced into Shiism. He wanted to return to revelation, which he thought was an infallible source of guidance. Shaykh also referred to receiving an esoteric knowledge that he associated with the imams, who were described as infallible, sinless, and manifestations of God’s grace. In the process of explaining his position he nearly defies the imams, which rendered his position heterodox to traditionalists.

To the original three major supports of the Islamic tradition—unity of God, prophethood, and the imams—Shaykh added a fourth pillar, a doctrine stating that there have always existed among the Shiites agents of grace located between the hidden imam and his followers. Shaykhism also altered beliefs about the Judgment Day when it claimed that creation would return to the Primal Will and not God at the end time. In addition, a believer’s resurrection would occur in a subtle body instead of one’s corporeal body. Shaykhism also called attention to two hells and two paradises, with one each located in this world and the next. Moreover, there was a theosophical interworld between Heaven and Earth.

Around 1844–1845, a group led by Sayyid Káẓim broke away from Shaykhism. When he died without appointing a successor, his followers became confused, although several claimed to be rightful successors, resulting in a lack of unity and doctrinal disagreements. Within this chaotic context, a new religion emerged called Babism that was led by a former disciple of Sayyid named Sayyid Ali Muhammad Shirázi (1819–1850), an obscure merchant, who claimed that he represented an authoritative figure because of his esoteric knowledge. Shirázi, a man famous for his piety, also claimed to be a messianic figure called the Bab (from bāb, meaning “the gate of the hidden imam”). Shirázi’s followers became known as Bābhis. From 1843 to 1844 Shirázi experienced several visions, including seeing the severed head of Imam Husayn. Around May 22–23, 1844, Shirázi publicly declared his mission.

This new religion was labeled a dangerous heresy by orthodox Shiite clerics because of its claim to have a direct connection to the hidden imam, which undermined clerical authority. The Bab was condemned to death as an unbeliever and a heretic by means of a fatwa (a legal pronouncement). But it was not until 1850 that the state executed the Bab. During 1848, the Bab publicly claimed to represent the Mahdi (“the rightly guided one”). The Babi movement became more militant, as evidenced by the adoption of the Islamic concept of holy war (jihad) into the sixth pillar of their religion. The Bab promulgated a new code of law within his book, the Bayān. After the execution of the Bab his religious movement went underground, but this did not stop it from declining and fragmenting. During the 1890s, Bābhis transferred their loyalty to Mirzá Husayn Ali Núr (1817–1892), who was known to his followers as Baha’u’lláh (Glory of God); he proceeded to revive and redefine the Bab movement and thereby created something new.

During April 1854 Baha’u’lláh withdrew to the mountains in Kurdistan, adopting the life of a hermit, where he encountered Sufi mystics. His isolation was not complete because he communicated with others and disseminated his writings to others. He slowly attracted a group of followers as he became a community leader among the Babis. During the period 1866–1866 the Baha’is separated themselves from a group called the Azalis, who were adherents of ṣubh-i Azal. This separation was part of a continuing process of distinguishing itself from Babism.

Baha’u’lláh was sent into exile by authorities from 1868 to 1892, a period that actually witnessed the consolidation and expansion of the religion. Due to the secluded lifestyle of Baha’u’lláh, the movement was led by his son Abbás Effendi, who would assume leadership of the religion after the death of his father in 1892.

During his religious career, Baha’u’lláh composed works in Persian and Arabic languages. He composed works about the law, prayers, and accounts of his rapturous religious experiences. His major doctrinal work was the Kitáh-i Īqán (Book of Certitude), finished in 1873. Another important work was the Qa da al-Warqá’iyya (The Ode of the Dove). In 1862, he composed a collection of poetic statements concerning religious and ethical injunctions called the Kalimát-I Maknúnih (Hidden Words). Although modeled on Sufi mystical writings, the Haft Vád (Seven Valleys) accepted neither Sufi monism nor the Sufi notion of annihilation of the soul in God (faná). A reflection on the major aspects of the religion appeared near the end of his life titled Lawh-i Ibn Dhi’b (Epistle to the Son of the Wolf). What follows in this chapter are selections from the Kitáh-i Īqán, because this composition is considered his major doctrinal statement and the most holy text by followers.

Selections from The Kitáb-i-Aqdas

3. O ye peoples of the world! Know assuredly that My commandments are the lamps of My loving providence among My servants, and the keys of My mercy for My creatures. Thus hath it been sent down from the heaven of the Will of your Lord, the Lord of Revelation. Were any man to taste the sweetness of the words which the lips of the All-Merciful have willed to utter, he would, though the treasures of the earth be in his possession, renounce them one and all, that he might vindicate the truth of even one of His commandments, shining above the Dayspring of His bountiful care and loving-kindness.

Comments: This text is directed to all the peoples of the world. Its message is intended to bring light to the world. It originates with God, a caring and loving deity. The revelatory message from God is an excellent example of His mercy that is embodied in anthropomorphic language. Even one commandment of God is more valuable than all the treasure hidden in the earth.

4. Say: From My laws the sweet-smelling savor of My garment can be smelled, and by their aid the standards of Victory will be planted upon the highest peaks. The Tongue of My power hath, from the heaven of My omnipotent glory, addressed to My creation these words: “Observe My commandments, for the love of My beauty.” Happy is the lover that hath inhaled the divine fragrance of his Best-Beloved from these words, laden with the perfume of a grace which no tongue can describe. By My life! He who hath drunk the choice wine of fairness from the hands of My bountiful favor will circle around My commandments that shine above the Dayspring of My creation.

Comments: The reference to a sweet-smelling garment refers to Qur’anic and Hebrew Scriptures and the story of Joseph where his father is able to identify his lost son by the smell of his clothing. Within this context, it refers to God’s revelation, a manifestation of his fragrant grace.

5. Think not that We have revealed unto you a mere code of laws. Nay, rather, We have unsealed the choice Wine with the fingers of might and power. To this beareth witness that which the Pen of Revelation hath revealed. Meditate upon this, O men of insight!

Comments: The revelation is not just a code of laws by which a person can live; it is associated with the might and power of God. It is compared to a fine wine in an allegorical way because wine is forbidden to believers. The unsealing of this fine wine suggests revealing his message to and sharing it with others.

6. We have enjoined obligatory prayer upon you, with nine rak’ahs, to be offered at noon and in the morning and the evening unto God, the Revealer of Verses. We have relieved you of a greater number, as a command in the Book of God. He, verily, is the Ordainer, the Omnipotent, the Unrestrained. When ye desire to perform this prayer, turn ye towards the Court of My Most Holy Presence, this Hallowed Spot that God hath made the Center round which circle the Concourse on high, and which He hath decreed to be the Point of Adoration for the denizens of the Cities of Eternity, and the Source of Command unto all that are in heaven and on earth; and when the Sun of Truth and Utterance shall set, turn your faces towards the Spot that We have ordained for you. He, verily, is Almighty and Omniscient….

Comments: Similar to Muslims, God requires his worshippers to perform daily prayers at specific times of the day. The reference to rak’ahs indicates bowings connected to the performance of prayers. These series of bowings involves bringing worshippers to their knees and having their forehead touch the ground in dramatic acts of humility and submission to a higher power. These required forms of prayer do not preclude anyone from spontaneously praying at any time of the day or night.

31. O people of the world! Build ye houses of worship throughout the lands in the name of Him Who is the Lord of all religions. Make them as perfect as is possible in the world of being, and adorn them with that which befitteth them, not with images and effigies. Then, with radiance and joy, celebrate therein the praise of your Lord, the Most Compassionate. Verily, by His remembrance the eye is cheered and the heart is filled with light.

32. The Lord hath ordained that those of you who are able shall make pilgrimage to the sacred House, and from this He hath exempted women as a mercy on His part. He, of a truth, is the All-Bountiful, the Most Generous.

33. O people of Bahá! It is incumbent upon each one of you to engage in some occupation—such as a craft, a trade or the like. We have exalted your engagement in such work to the rank of worship of the one true God. Reflect, O people, on the grace and blessings of your Lord, and yield Him thanks at eventide and dawn. Waste not your hours in idleness and sloth, but occupy yourselves with what will profit you and others….

Comments: Passage 31 enjoins believers to build places of worship, but these edifices must not contain icons or representative images of God or his prophets and saints. The passage promises a joyous religious experience for a worshipper. Passage 32 encourages believers to go on pilgrimage to holy sites, although it exempts women from having to meet this obligation. Then, believers are obligated to engage in some type of meaningful labor. By working at a trade, a believer is also worshipping God. Thus, work and religion are combined into a single way of life.

44. Shave not your heads; God hath adorned them with hair, and in this there are signs from the Lord of creation to those who reflect upon the requirements of nature. He, verily, is the God of strength and wisdom. Notwithstanding, it is not seemly to let the hair pass beyond the limit of the ears. Thus hath it been decreed by Him Who is the Lord of all worlds.

Comments: The act of grooming one’s hair has religious implications. Shaving one’s head is too ascetic. It is preferable to let one’s hair grow to the level of the ears, a style of grooming approved by God. Women are allowed to grow their hair longer than men.

45. Exile and imprisonment are decreed for the thief, and, on the third offense, place ye a mark upon his brow so that, thus identified, he may not be accepted in the cities of God and His countries. Beware lest, through compassion, ye neglect to carry out the statutes of the religion of God; do that which hath been bidden you by Him Who is compassionate and merciful. We school you with the rod of wisdom and laws, like unto the father who educateth his son, and this for naught but the protection of your own selves and the elevation of your stations. By My life, were ye to discover what We have desired for you in revealing Our holy laws, ye would offer up your very souls for this sacred, this mighty, and most exalted Faith.

Comments: For a criminal who is a repeat offender, punishment includes exile, incarceration, and being marked on the forehead by a sign that will warn people of a criminal’s status. This treatment of criminals is sanctioned by God and compared to a father disciplining a son.

46. Whoso wisheth to make use of vessels of silver and gold is at liberty to do so. Take heed lest, when partaking of food, ye plunge your hands into the contents of bowls and platters. Adopt ye such usages as are most in keeping with refinement. He, verily, desireth to see in you the manners of the inmates of Paradise in His mighty and most sublime Kingdom. Hold ye fast unto refinement under all conditions, that your eyes may be preserved from beholding what is repugnant both to your own selves and to the dwellers of Paradise….

Comments: The Muslim tradition’s ban on silver and gold is abrogated in this passage. Unlike in the Qur’an, believers are also allowed to charge interest on money loaned to others. Believers are also urged not to eat from a communal bowl from which everyone extracts food with their hands. Believers are urged to be refined and clean and to imitate the cultured behavior of those in Paradise.

61. God hath bidden you to show forth kindliness towards My kindred, but He hath granted them no right to the property of others.

He, verily, is self-sufficient, above any need of His creatures.

Comments: Even though one is enjoined to show kindness to Bahá’u’lláh’s family, this does not mean that family members should share in the property of others. This injunction is contrary to Shia practice giving the members of the prophet’s lineage a share of a tax.

62. Should anyone intentionally destroy a house by fire, him also shall ye burn; should anyone deliberately take another’s life, him also shall ye put to death. Take ye hold of the precepts of God with all your strength and power, and abandon the ways of the ignorant. Should ye condemn the arsonist and the murderer to life imprisonment, it would be permissible according to the provisions of the Book. He, verily, hath power to ordain whatsoever He pleaseth.

Comments: The prophet asserts the proper punishment for crimes such as arson and murder, although an alternative punishment of life imprisonment is possible as retribution.

63. God hath prescribed matrimony unto you. Beware that ye take not unto yourselves more wives than two. Whoso contenteth himself with a single partner from among the maidservants of God, both he and she shall live in tranquillity. And he who would take into his service a maid may do so with propriety. Such is the ordinance which, in truth and justice, hath been recorded by the Pen of Revelation. Enter into wedlock, O people, that ye may bring forth one who will make mention of Me amid My servants. This is My bidding unto you; hold fast to it as an assistance to yourselves.

Comments: Instead of an ascetic lifestyle of solitude and wandering, believers are encouraged to marry but are limited to no more than two wives, which is two wives less than allowed
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