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Signature Assignment

1) Matthews’ text divides each chapter into the historical and worldview principles, explore the different ways religions answer questions of human concern through exploring/comparing/contrasting the following area within the religions we have studied:

· The Absolute

Based on your findings do you think there can be something called a universal belief? Or a perennial philosophy? Something that holds true cross-culturally and throughout history?


For the purposes of this paper, I chose to examine The Absolutes within each of the religions we have studied. It provides a view into the world of each faith and shows us what elements and characteristics are important to the culture in which the religion developed. While other facets of a belief system can be quite important, as well, in terms of a search for “universal faith”, one must turn to the most almighty that each culture is able to conjure into existence. Because – while gods and their ilk can differ in a plethora of ways – to me, they are simultaneously one and the same. This is so much the case, I find, that if a particular absolute was chosen for a description, but its name was omitted, one would have quite a bit of trouble naming said being. This sort of thinking isn't meant as a slight toward religious faiths and their lack of creativity. Instead, it should prove to be a uniting force that, in its self, becomes the new global absolute.


In Hinduism – and in many other religions – the concept of creation goes hand in hand with destruction. This can reflect the mortality rate among the people of the time period. Everybody experienced death, and they most likely experienced it at an early age. Under these conditions, it would probably not be possible to convince people that they could completely avoid the destructive forces of death, itself. But acknowledgment of the inevitable along with a teaspoon of sugar to help the death go down was just what was required to inject purpose into one's life. And with the protection that Shiva provided you with, you could even ignore the graphic and constant reminders of mankind's mortality since it wasn't actually something to worry about. For the most part, I think this is why Hinduism's absolute is of the nature it happens to be. 


As for Buddhism, the absolute isn't even a person, but more of a concept. Now, in Hinduism, Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva are/is not really a being(s), but are really a concept, as well. But the difference lies in the fact that the Hindu Trimurti can be personified, while the Buddhist absolute is more philosophical in theory. But that theory can often be practiced in a way resembling theist worship of some kind or another. So while there are many differences that run all the way to the core of each religion's absolute beliefs, there is no reason either should be considered to exist on a different plain of understanding. This is displayed through many aspects of Buddhism that, seemingly, dictate a belief that is less like the one created in its name, and more like the others around it. At first, (like me), one might believe that Buddhism offers a more sane and rational view of the world than any other religion, but it is through the deification of the Buddha that we see less of the concepts he himself introduced, and more of the elements we can find in Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, etc. One example of this is the practice of self-mummification exhibited in some Buddhists sects. The practice, itself, is grotesque and horrifying, but it is in emulation – or at least the hope that one can be good enough to emulate –  The Buddha, who asked not to be made into a deity for worship. But if someone is going to have faith in something, it seems that they cannot but help to create a more tangible idol, no matter what. 


Now, in crossing the gap between Eastern and Western religions into Judaism, we can easily see that it's not really much of a gap, at all. The ideas and stories may be different (that's debatable, though), but the same basic principles remain. Life is a beautiful product of the almighty lord's creation, and death is a necessary result at the end of one's life. But belief in that almighty being provides one with a purpose in life and true faith makes one feel better about their own inevitable death. And now, having mentioned the Abrahamic god, we can hold this same information as truth for the rest of time. Judaism is Christianity is Islam, and so forth. 


I don't fully doubt the existence of a “God gene” within humans. But I would say the above reasons, while being my own conjecture based on what I know, still make up a better explanation for the existence of gods. I also believe that people need to be able to explain the world around them. Even if they don't feel so confused without that explanation, they might make up a story to explain it to their children. This then brings up the idea of stories about natural phenomena and how they come about. One could observe many things. One of those observations could be evidence for someone making up a silly story to awe their child about wind. These are all explanations that are completely made up by me just in considering origins of faith. But I suppose, I would say that I believe more in the concept of celebrity.


One of the things I have found is that it seems people have a great need to be in proximity to amazing things. Not only that, but other people must know of my proximity to these amazing things! It doesn't prove too difficult for a prophet to find men to spread his name throughout the land. It's great for people to know that you know someone so fantastic. Plus, it's even pretty simple to spread it around after that first degree of separation. Because it's still pretty nice to have people know that you heard from someone about someone else that was/is so amazing. It seems like there's not really a level where it becomes tired, actually. I really can't condemn anyone for this reason, though. Because I have found myself often fascinated by the concept of lineage. I even spent a couple of hours researching different kings and queens along the bloodline of the British monarchy. I couldn't care less about the recent marriage, but I am still massively fascinated by shifts between time periods. It's not necessarily the actual eras, but the links between them that I find so interesting. But I enjoy links everywhere. So it's quite good fun to think about the current Queen Elizabeth II and her proximity to her father George VI. His death brought about the coronation day in which she was crowned queen. But George's brother abdicated the throne to him. Now, this only takes us back to 1936 when he was crowned King, but there were some very quick abdications and deaths that resulted in his succession. With this kind of thinking that resembles the proverbial six degrees of separation (or the game played with Kevin Bacon and other actors playing roles with some degree of proximity to him), we find ourselves in the time period between WWI and WWII, then we're at the turn of the century, shortly before is the time when Napoleon III was defeated and his empire put down. Not long before that, Queen Victoria took the throne, and less than three decades before this, the original Napoleon (uncle of the aforementioned one) was sent into exile for conquering most of Europe. Now, if we just jumped back through time another two decades or so, we enter the end of the 1700s and it's the time of the French Revolution and the American Revolution just before that. This makes very short work of historical study, while at the same time is very intriguing to me. There's also a funny linkage between this line of thinking and the concept of celebrity worship, as there is a particular tribe on the island of Tanna and they worship Prince Phillip, husband to Queen Elizabeth II. How an entire tribe of people could begin to worship someone who seems perfectly un-divine to ourselves is a strange thought, but it might shed some light on where an absolute comes from. 


The Cargo Cults of Vanuatu and the Caribbean are also fine examples of this idea. If I asked every person in the world who John Frum is and where I could find him, not one person could give me an answer. It's quite possible that there is someone named John Frum in the world, but the one I am looking for is the God of Tanna Island in Vanuatu. Now, I don't need to go into full detail on these cults, but the basic elements of their “god” is that he looks like a soldier or serviceman from the 1930s/40s, and he's sometimes black and sometimes white. As you can tell from those two spurious-at-best details, he doesn't actually exist. But these practices sprouted around the time of WWII. How could an entire island of people forget that John Frum wasn't real? That's a pertinent question. But what's more amazing to me, is how John Frum overtook their previous absolutes. We don't know a whole lot about the belief system before the arrival of Sergeant/private/corporal/colonel/leftenant/lieutenant John Frum, but I would be very surprised to learn that this island used to be completely Atheist. I'm sure there were beliefs and I bet they were very similar to other primal faiths witnessed all over the world and on Tanna, itself (although as the minority there). But the Tanna inhabitants seem to be very susceptible to the entrance of a new deity. This has something to do with the greatness that they see around said person. Their great clothes, the way their radios and things get fixed when they send them away, etc. are probably amazing to such tribesmen. But surely their previous gods were much more amazing. This is where the celebrity and the proximity concepts come together. They became a much more tangible being worthy of their worship, and the ideas just kind of swept the island.  


To me, this concept and that of historical ties are incredibly fascinating, and I believe they're just a couple  of the reasons religions have such strong ties to their believers. Along with what I've mentioned in the preceding paragraph, it's very difficult to simply give up on so much history. Taking the Catholic Church, for example, the history of the papal succession is just as fascinating as the fact that it is all supposed to lead back to St. Peter himself (who was in direct proximity to Jesus, at some point). Pope Benedict came in 2005, right after Pope John Paul. He became pope in 1978 (which is, coincidentally 11 years before I was born, so pretty close in terms of history). At this point, we're only seven popes away from reaching the turn of the 20th century. Now, the Annuario Pontificio lists the current pope as the 256th Bishop of Rome. While 256 is a number quite a bit larger than that 7 that it took to get to the year 1903, it's still nothing compared to the amount of people one might expect. Only 260 some-odd generations until we reach Christ, himself. It's an amazing concept, and one that would be hard to let go of once we'd embraced it, I'd imagine. But the thing about that, is that it works the other way, too. A five-thousand year old faith is very difficult to turn your back on. There have been people that suffered to speak the truth as they see it over the course of five millennia! 


In essence, religion is something that seems to have a hold on most of mankind. I do not agree with it, and I never really have. Perhaps there is a “god gene”, but I just don't have it. But when one considers a “universal belief”, I think we already have one. I think that the huge amount of similarities shows that all mankind is equal and that, itself should be the absolute we lead our lives by. If the wording becomes “perennial philosophy”, I'm not certain it's a worthwhile endeavor. In examining these religions with these thoughts in mind, I've only gained much stronger resolve that religions will always come and go, disagreeing with one another along the way, but they will always seem the same to me. Ekam Sataha Viprahabahndha Vadanti, or The truth is one, but different sages call it by different names.

