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Preface

Religion is not a museum piece. It is alive in people and places around the world. Living
Religions is a sympathetic approach to what is living, and significant in the religious
traditions of our world. It provides a clear, straightforward account of the development,
doctrines, and practices of the major faiths practiced today. Our emphasis throughout is
on the personal consciousness of believers and their own account of themselves, their
religion, and reality at large.

Distinguishing features

Among the special features of this text are personal interviews with followers of each
faith, providing first-person accounts of each religion as perceived from within. These
are presented at length in boxes and also in excerpts woven throughout the text.

In addition, we have incorporated extensive quotations from primary sources to give
a direct perception of the thinking and flavor of each tradition. Particularly memorable
brief quotations are set off in boxes.

We also use illustrations to convey a living sense of each tradition. The book
incorporates 41 color and 165 black and white illustrations, with an emphasis on
contemporary religious life. Narrative captions that accompany them offer a deepened
insight into the characteristics and orientation of each tradition and the people who
practice it.

Three of our chapters are especially unique. The first chapter — “The Religious
Response” — is a thoughtful exploration of religion in general. Religion is presented as a
valid account of reality that takes many forms. This chapter includes a discussion of
women and the feminine in religions, an area to which little attention has been paid in
past surveys of world religions. It also examines the controversial side of religions, for
they have at times evoked the lowest as well as the highest aspects of human nature.

The second chapter offers a sensitive, profound portrayal of the little-understood
indigenous religions. We have tried to bypass the many misleading accounts of
indigenous traditions written by outsiders, and to get at the heart of how real people
experience their close-to-nature spiritual ways. As our world totters on the brink of
ecological collapse, it is especially important that these surviving members of the
ancient ways be heard correctly.

The final chapter is an original framework for understanding new religious
movements. It is a rich, accurate, and up-to-date discussion of the novel and important
religious trends of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, ending with interfaith
dialogue.

Learning aids

We have tried to present each tradition clearly and without a clutter of less important
names and dates. Key terms are defined when they first appear and also in an extensive
glossary. Maps are used to give a sense of geographical reality to the historical
discussions, as well as to illustrate the present distribution of the religions.



The history of each of the major religions is recapitulated in a time-line in the history
section of that chapter. The simultaneous development of all religions can be compared
in the overall time-line at the back of the book.

We assume that readers will want to delve further into the literature. At the end of
cach chapter, we offer an annotated list of books that might be particularly interesting
and useful in further study of that religion.
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