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specific to an essay appear at the end of it.]
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INTRODUCTION

Reviewer: Mark MacWilliams
St. Lawrence University
Canton, NY 13617

his double issue of Religious Studies Review opens with
thirteen essays devoted to world religions textbooks. They
come out of a panel, “Religion between the Covers: Dilem-

mas of the World Religions Textbook,” organized by the compar-
ative studies of religions section for the American Academy of
Religion’s 2003 annual meeting. The central question of that
panel is the one that lies at the heart of the dozen essays that
follow: do today’s textbooks offer a useful introduction to the
study of the world’s religions with all their richness and diversity?

This is an important question because world religions text-
books play a major role in religious studies departments’ curric-
ula. According to the 2001 AAR survey, 5.5 percent of the total
number of courses offered by religious studies departments are
introduction to world religions courses, making them the sixth
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most frequently taught course in the discipline. Of the 68.3
percent of departments offering a world religions course, one
third also require it for the major (2003, 8). Of course, many
instructors use world religions textbooks like Mary Pat Fisher’s
Living Religions,* Michael Molloy’s Experiencing the World’s
Religions,* and others for these courses. But such texts are also
used in other classes; for example, at my own college, three out
of the four instructors teaching our introduction to the study of
religion assign a world religions textbook to supplement their
course materials. According to the AAR survey, these introduc-
tion to religion courses are the fourth most frequently taught in
religious studies programs, comprising 8.7 percent of the total
courses offered, and part of the curriculum of 55.7 percent of the
departments polled (2003, 9). Clearly, there is a significant market
for world religions textbooks, a fact that is not lost upon major
presses like McGraw-Hill, Prentice-Hall, Thomson/Wadsworth,
Oxford University Press, and others. In fact, a senior acquisitions
editor for one of these publishing houses has told me that these
books are by far the best-selling books they publish.

World religions textbooks are a peculiar genre. On the one
hand, they are important. Many faculty use them to introduce
students to the field of religious studies. This has been the case
from the very beginning of the discipline of “comparative reli-
gions.” One thinks, for example, of an early prototype of the
genre, James Freeman Clarke’s Ten Great Religions: An Essay in
Comparative Theology (1871). In its day, Ten Great Religions was
read not only by scholars and theologians, but also by the broader
reading public which was fascinated by “great religions,” as evi-
denced by the fact that Houghton, Mifflin had published a thirtieth
edition by 1893. Similarly, today’s world religions textbooks are
the best sellers in our field, but have achieved that status by
targeting an undergraduate audience rather than the general pub-
lic. Successful textbooks are given an extended marketing life
by being republished in new editions; for example, Robert S.
Ellwood and Barbara A. McGraw’s Many Peoples, Many Faiths*
is now in its eighth edition, and Mary Pat Fisher’s Living Reli-
gions,* which has just come out in its sixth edition, is in its
fourteenth year of publication. One sign of their predominant
pedagogical status is that they have become part of the lingua
franca of my department’s shop talk, such that, despite the fact
that my South Asianist colleague and I know little or nothing
about each other’s research specializations, I know what she is
talking about when she asks me, “Do you use Hopfe[*] in your
intro class?”

On the other hand, world religions textbooks are unimportant.
I do not know anyone who would recommend these books as one
of his or her top ten reads in religious studies. Most of the time
we do not give them a passing thought until we are forced to. At
least for me, that usually happens when I nervously realize that I
have not ordered any books for next semester. It is then that I pace
the aisles of the AAR-SBL book display looking for that “some-
thing.” Or, if I am really lazy, I end up frantically searching Books
in Print a month after the order was due at the bookstore. What
I am looking for is a textbook written with the same purpose as
James Freeman Clarke’s Ten Great Religions: to acquaint students
“with the doctrine and customs of the principal religions of the
world, without having to consult numerous volumes” (1893, v).

Rather than picking five or six books for review in an extended
essay, this group of essays takes a different approach. World
religions textbooks are generally cut from the same cloth. They

usually cover the same “big six”—Christianity, Judaism, Islam,
Buddhism, Hinduism, and East Asian traditions—plus, occasion-
ally, what Kay Read refers to in her essay as the other religions
in the “miscellaneous category.” They rely on a world religions
model that sees each of these traditions as a synthetic whole that
can be coherently summarized through a set of sub-categories:
founders, sacred scriptures, fixed doctrines, ritual practices, fes-
tivals, and so on. Given their homogeneity, it becomes important
to look at how the world religions model works as a method of
representing specific religions. Each of the essays that follow is
written by a specialist of one of the traditions covered in world
religions textbooks. The primary goal of each essay is to examine
the strengths and weaknesses in how these texts go about repre-
senting Judaism, Shinto, African Religions, and so forth.

More specifically, the reviews reflect upon deeper methodolog-
ical questions that inevitably arise in respect to the world religions
model. Does world religion really make sense as a descriptive and
comparative category today? Does a world religions presentation
of religion carry with it cultural, theoretical and interpretative
assumptions that are neither useful nor valid? For example, it was
only in 1801 that the term Boudhism first appears in the Oxford
English Dictionary (Lopez 2001, 12). It is important to under-
stand that this category had a history in academic and Western
religious circles before it became a given in world religions text-
books. In James Freeman Clarke’s Ten Great Religions, Bud-
dhism appears under the chapter heading “Buddhism or the
Protestantism of the East.” So while categories in today’s world
religions texts may appear objective and neutral, they are still, as
in Freeman’s book, very much the products of their time and the
religious and intellectual biases of their authors. It is just as
important to ask today how our textbooks use Buddhism and what
assumptions—mistaken or otherwise—are at work in the picture
they paint. The aim of the following essays is to consider the way
these textbooks—to borrow Jonathan Z. Smith’s phrase—”imag-
ine religion.”

To that end, certain key theoretical questions demand consid-
eration. First, do world religions textbooks rely on an outdated
model of religion as sui generis—an essentializing model that
classifies religion as unique and autonomous, and accents the
private, internal, numinous experience over the public, external,
cultural and political dimensions of religion? Many recent stud-
ies, including Bruce Lincoln’s Holy Terrors: Thinking about Reli-
gion after September 11th, have recently leveled this charge at the
field as a whole. Second, do world religions textbooks rely on
“monolithic categories” that erase much of the richness and vari-
ability of the traditions under study? And do world religions
textbooks depend upon descriptive and comparative vocabularies
that lack a sophisticated theoretical underpinning that is “prepa-
ratory to analysis and explanation.” Russell McCutcheon, in his
recent works, Critics not Caretakers: Redescribing the Public
Study of Religion (64) and The Discipline of Religion: Structure,
Meaning, Rhetoric, levels this critique at the field as a whole. But
it could just as easily be directed at world religions textbooks.
Third, do world religions textbooks evoke what Daniel Gold calls
“the religio-historical sublime,” an experience that students can
have when “a complex imaginative response is evoked through
the rational analysis of the materials of a tradition,” one that
makes the materials “resonate expansively enough for us some-
how to relate to them as our own” (230)? Gold argues in his recent
book, Aesthetics and Analysis in Writing on Religion: Modern
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Fascinations (2003), that “writing religion” is a serious business
that should produce something that has a “religious impact” on
its readers, although what that impact is “will depend on the kind
of ambivalence readers have toward religion itself” (230).

This double issue of Religious Studies Review is largely dedi-
cated to begin reflection on questions that are so important to the
vitality and future intellectual relevance of our field. It will do so
by reviewing the introductory textbooks we use to map our area
of study.
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REVISITING THE QUESTION OF RELIGION 
IN THE WORLD RELIGIONS TEXTBOOK

Reviewer: Joanne Punzo Waghorne
Syracuse University
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or the last decade, I have offered a graduate seminar called
“Teaching World Religions” which, in addition to very prac-
tical issues, focuses on a serious discussion of defining and

even using the term religion. The pragmatics of teaching cannot
be separated from theoretical reflection; an introductory course
demands the resizing of complexity—the production of clarity.
Yet much of contemporary theory in religious studies resists this
process as reductionism, essentializing, or unconscious colonial-
ism. Nevertheless, newly minted instructors are often assigned to
take up such (an uncertain) authority to encapsulate the religions
of the world in fifteen weeks. They must face the nagging problem

F

of describing religion in a comparative context. At the end of the
seminar, the participants develop a theoretically defensible sylla-
bus for an introductory course. Part of the seminar always includes
a review of recent textbooks on world religions with an eye to
their often hidden definitions of religion/s. So my comments are
not mine alone but also reflect several years of discussion.

To be blunt, the usual outcome of the seminar about current
world religions textbooks is a general dissatisfaction on several
fronts, some of which are discussed elsewhere in these reviews:
the exclusion of women, of “minority religions” in favor of the
“big five” or “big six,” and the usually poor or nonexistent treat-
ment of the indigenous or primal religions. But the most pressing
issues center on the absence of historical context (beyond a seem-
ing internal trajectory of religious history) and a surprisingly
naïve—often implied—definition of religion. Paul Tillich’s ulti-
mate concern, or Rudolph Otto’s holy, or Eliade’s sacred continue
to underlie definitions and serve as ciphers for religion, inevitably
yet vaguely equated with transcendence. The latter justifies the
lack of historical context. Rarely does the word colonialism touch
the pages except as a prescript to the modern period.

Now Oxford has published a new textbook that offers real
promise, World Religions Today, by John Esposito, Darrell Fas-
ching, and Todd Lewis.* Issues of modernity, postmodernity,
colonialism, and postcolonialism are the prisms that the authors
use to revisit Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism
and East Asian religions (Confucian and Taoist). Each section has
these subdivisions: Overview, Encounter with Modernity, Pre-
modern, Modern, Postmodern, and Conclusion (24). The authors
inform the student, “the clash of traditional religions with modern
scientific and secular society is a major concern of this textbook”
(3) and then suggest that our era is “one in transition between
‘modernity’ and a new era that seems to be emerging as we begin
the twenty-first century” (5). Then, surprisingly, postmodernity
not only enters the discussion but later frames the very reason for
studying religion: the postmodern period is a second loss of
innocence comparable to the shock of the Copernican revolution.
A new, undeniable diversity and global interaction force an era of
choosing, “but in having to make a choice people have lost their
innocence” (33). Even the old modern solution of opting for a
secular public and a religious private sphere no longer provides
shelter from the new global realities. So the student is invited to
embark on a journey through the world’s religions in the light of
the twin realities of diversity and choice.

In many ways the introduction, as well as the book as a whole,
is refreshingly insightful. The student is introduced to postmoder-
nity “not as a philosophy or an existing historical period but rather
what many see as trends leading to a newly emerging historical
era” (26). Instead of seeing the current period as boring or degen-
erate, students are invited into a religiously dynamic, innovative,
and challenging twenty-first century.

The very sophistication of World Religions Today, however,
points to some of the most deeply embedded problems with world
religions textbooks, for even here students never lose their inno-
cence in one important matter: the theories of religion. In spite of
telling the student that “all forms of human knowledge were seen
not as mirrors of reality but as imaginative human creations” (31),
the role of religious studies and its own theories of religion seem
beyond the postmodern gaze. The problems begin to appear early
in the introduction. Specifically, I challenge a number of assump-
tions that appear immediately from the start.
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