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gP R E F A C E


The major living religions of the world have all expressed their teachings and practices in writing. Over the course of time, some of these writings gained unique standing in their traditions and became scriptures. As scriptures, they continue to influence the course of their religions. To read the scriptures of the world, therefore, is to encoun- ter world religions in a direct and meaningful way.


This book is designed to facilitate this encounter for the general reader and espe- cially for the student of religion. Its pages contain the most notable and instructive sacred texts of Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, Sikhism, Confucianism, Taoism, Shinto, Zoroastrianism, Judaism, Christianity, Islam, and four new religious move- ments: Baha’i, the Christian Science Church, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter- day Saints, and the Unification Church.


This anthology not only presents scripture readings but also sets them in the context of their application in the traditions themselves, taking into account recent scholarship on the role of scriptures in religion. Moreover, it does this in one volume and in one format. Designed to be used as a secondary textbook, the anthol- ogy has an organization that is easily adaptable to a range of primary textbooks and most of the current methods of teaching comparative religion.


This sixth edition incorporates, in addition to dozens of smaller changes, the fol- lowing significant revisions:


� Many opening vignettes and the closing sections on ‘‘Scriptures in Film’’ have been revised and updated to keep them fully contemporary. A new section on film has been added to the chapter on Taoism.


� About a dozen new scripture readings have been added on the recommenda- tion of adopters and peer reviewers. Included in these new readings, for exam- ple, are treatments of ‘‘outcastes’’ in Hinduism; Buddhist teachings on the Pure Land, Zen, and Falun Gong; a Confucian critique of Buddhism; Taoist teachings on feng shui; Zoroastrian views of the last judgment; and the early noncanonical Jesus tradition in the Gospel of Thomas.
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� The organization of the scripture readings has been made more consistent. Each chapter now follows as fully as possible the same order of history, teach- ing, ethics, organization, and ritual.


� All scholarship is updated throughout.


Anthology of World Scriptures is organized as follows: The first chapter examines the general phenomenon of scripture in the world’s religions, its nature, use, and place in modern scholarship. Chapter 1 also introduces the reader to the art of reading scrip- ture with practical suggestions.


Chapters 2 through 12 present the scripture of a single religion and are organized as follows: Vignettes about scripture and its usage draw the reader’s interest and imag- ination. Then an introduction sets the context by explaining the overall structure, use, origin, and development of the scripture in its religion. (If the name of the scripture poses a problem for students, this is given a brief treatment before Overall Structure.) The first grouping of scripture passages concerns the history of the religion, especially the founder (if any) and early history of the tradition. The second grouping covers main doctrinal teachings, including divine or ultimate reality, creation and the environ- ment, human nature, and human fulfillment. The third grouping deals with ethical sys- tems, both personal and social; topics such as war and peace, justice, and the role of women are anthologized as fully as possible here. The fourth grouping focuses on or- ganization, both the ways that religion orders itself and seeks to order its wider culture. The fifth grouping includes worship, devotion, ritual, and meditation. Chapters 8 (Shinto) and 13 (New Religious Movements) have a different internal order that is explained at the beginning of these chapters. As stated earlier, the final grouping deals with later, postscriptural developments of scriptural themes. Each chapter has full pedagogical aids, such as concise introductions to each passage, tables listing scrip- ture canons, full annotations in footnotes to explain difficult items in the readings, questions for study and discussion, a glossary with pronunciations, a brief treatment of recent films that deal with scriptures, and suggestions for further reading. On the website for this book, students and professors will find interactive resources for learning and teaching, such as glossary lists, flashcards of glossary terms, tutorial quizzes, Inter- net exercises, and Microsoft PowerPoint1 slides for lecture and review.


The translations used here have been selected for their accuracy and readability. I have been fortunate to receive permission to reprint many of the finest and most current English translations of many world scriptures. Where recent English transla- tions are incomplete or too technical for undergraduate students, I have relied on a few older translations that have proven their worth over time. I have edited these to update vocabulary, spelling, and occasionally, syntax.


The scriptures presented here come from the religions commonly understood to be the major living world religions, both old and new. By ‘‘world religion,’’ scholars generally mean those religions that have had an impact on the world’s leading cul- tures, not necessarily religions that are spread throughout the world. But why not include here the writings of other important contemporary religions, such as those of Africa or North America or the ancient religions of Egypt, Greece, or Central America? The main reason is that, with a few possible exceptions (e.g., the Mayan Popol Vuh), these religions do not have scriptures as this term is commonly defined today. Ancient religions had comparatively little writing, and this writing was not used in religious practice in a way that qualifies it as scriptural. The tribal/primal
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religions of Africa and North America rely on oral traditions, which, though powerful and important, are not written scriptural traditions. Those that are written down have been compiled and used as texts mainly by anthropologists, not by the believers themselves. That these religions do not have scriptures does not, of course, imply that they are any the less religious.


I am very grateful for the strong reception this book has received. I trust that this edition will continue to stimulate its readers to explore the world of religion more deeply.
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gC H A P T E R O N E Scripture Among


the World’s Religions


� In North Carolina, a controversy brews over a book about Muslim scripture selected for the freshman orientation seminar at The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill—Michael Sells’s Approaching the Qur’an: The Early Rev- elations. In the shadow of September 11, 2001, some North Carolina citizens charge that ‘‘impressionable freshmen’’ will think that Islam is a harmless faith and perhaps be drawn to it. Even the American Civil Liberties Union enters the controversy, warning that teaching this book might be a violation of the con- stitutional separation of church and state.


� In an Indian city, Hindu priests and Sanskrit-language scholars call a news con- ference to criticize a song, ‘‘Shanti,’’ by American pop singer Madonna. The crit- icism focuses on Madonna’s pronunciation of that ancient divine name. Reflecting Hindu spoken use of scripture, the priests and scholars state that the spiritual power of this name is not effective unless it is pronounced correctly.


� Near the federal prison in Terre Haute, Indiana, demonstrators gather at the ex- ecution of Timothy McVeigh. He is being punished for the 1995 bombing of the federal office building in Oklahoma City in which 169 people died. Some people protest his execution by carrying signs with words from the Bible of both Judaism and Christianity: ‘‘You shall not kill.’’ Counterprotesters also carry signs with biblical words: ‘‘You shall not allow a murderer to live.’’ In 2004, similar scenes played out at the state trial of Terry McNichols, who was convicted of participating with McVeigh in this crime but did not receive the death penalty.


� Outside a movie theater in Utah, crowds gather, waiting for the director, pro- ducers, and actors of a film to arrive for the premiere. Although the scene is similar to most premieres, this film is not like most movies. It is a feature- film adaptation of the Book of Mormon, officially sanctioned by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Besides its general release to theaters and
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then to video-rental outlets, it will be used in the missionary activities of the church.


The influence of world scripture is felt throughout the world in ways both ex- traordinary and commonplace. Not all contemporary examples of scripture usage are as dramatic or controversial as these vignettes suggest. They do indicate, though, that the scriptures of world religions have a continuing profound impact on life and culture. This anthology introduces these scriptures and encourages a deep encounter with them in all their variety. Scriptures of the world are so vast in size that some sort of sampling is necessary for all but the most expert specialist. This anthology thus offers excerpts from each tradition that faithfully reflect the his- tory and continuing life of the tradition.


A BRIEF HISTORY OF SCRIPTURE SCHOLARSHIP In the last 150 years, the scholarly study of world scriptures has passed through three distinct stages that have strongly influenced how we read scriptures.1 In the first stage, at the middle of the nineteenth century, European scholars began a vast enter- prise of making critically reliable translations. They focused on the little-translated sacred literature of Asia and the scriptures of Islam and Zoroastrianism. Their con- cern was to translate individual texts, not to examine the general religious features of scripture. They treated scripture as a mine out of which to dig the history and doc- trine of religions, with little regard for the different ways scripture functioned in religious communities.2


The academic movement known as the ‘‘History of Religions school’’ domi- nated religious studies in the second stage but led to neglect of scriptures. This school, which continues to exert a strong influence today, analyzes the development of each religion using historical and social-scientific methods.3 Perhaps in reaction to the earlier methodological reliance on world scriptures, scholars like Joachim Wach and Mircea Eliade relied on the study of ritual, myth, symbols, and other nontextual elements of religion. Scripture, both Eastern and Western, was largely neglected at this stage. Such a respected treatment of comparative religion as Gerardus van der Leeuw’s Religion in Essence and Manifestation contains only a brief discussion of


1For an excellent comprehensive discussion of the history of the academic study of world religions, with some detailed comments on scripture study, see E. Sharpe, Comparative Religion: A History, 2d ed. (LaSalle, IL: Open Court Press, 1987). The best succinct presentation of this topic is by S. Cain, ‘‘History of the Study of Religion,’’ in M. Eliade, ed., Encyclopedia of Religion (New York: Macmillan, 1987), vol. 14, pp. 64–83. 2A continuing feature of this first stage is a number of popular anthologies of world scriptures that use world scriptures as a mine for enlightenment and pay little or no attention to how scripture functions in world religious communities. For example, Robert Ballou’s The Bible of the World (New York: Viking, 1939) and its abridgment in World Bible (New York: Viking, 1944) have remained in print con- tinually, although never revised. Selwyn Gurney Champion and Dorothy Short compiled Readings from World Religions (Boston: Beacon, 1952; reprinted most recently as The World’s Great Religions: An Anthology of Sacred Texts (Mineola, NY: Dover, 2003). The Unification Church has publishedWorld Scrip- ture: A Comparative Anthology of Sacred Texts, ed. Andrew Wilson (New York: Paragon House, 1991). Philip Novak has edited The World’s Wisdom: Sacred Texts of the World’s Religions (San Francisco: Harper- SanFrancisco, 1994). 3The German name of this movement, ‘‘Religionswissenschaft,’’ means ‘‘science/scholarship of religion,’’ indicating a wider method of study than simply historical scholarship.
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scripture as a feature of world religions.4 Also, as social-scientific methods increas- ingly entered the field of religious scholarship in this second stage, researchers turned away from studying literary sources from the past in favor of the study of present-day living communities of faith.5


Although this second stage is still very influential, a third stage has emerged in which scholars have rediscovered the value of scripture. The overreliance on scripture characteristic of the first stage and the neglect of scripture in the second stage are now being corrected as scholars increasingly view scripture as an important feature among the religions of the world. Now scripture is correctly seen as one religious facet among many and therefore not to be isolated from the others. Another new element is an emphasis on the actual ways in which scripture is viewed and used in world religions. To understand scripture, according to this view, we must know not just the scriptural text but also how it comes alive in the total life of the religion.


Recent research gives evidence of this emerging third stage. Large-scale studies such as Geo Widengren’s Phenomenology of Religion and Friedrich Heiler’s Manifes- tations and Essence of Religion deal extensively with the nature and use of scripture among the world’s religions.6 Ninian Smart’s Sacred Texts of the World uses scripture to approach several different religious phenomena in each world religion.7 Five recent books deal with scripture and its role in religion: The Holy Book in Compara- tive Perspective, by Frederick Denny and Roderick Taylor; Sacred Word and Sacred Text, by Harold Coward; Rethinking Scripture: Essays from a Comparative Perspec- tive, by Miriam Levering; Sacred Texts and Authority, by Jacob Neusner; and What Is Scripture? A Comparative Approach, by Wilfred Cantwell Smith.8 As a result of the research in this stage, the comparative study of scripture is today one of the leading features in the study of world religions. Smith, of Harvard University, and some of his students have had a strong influence on current scripture study. They argue for scripture study centered on the actual reception and use of scriptures. The work of William Graham on the oral dimensions of scripture has been especially in- fluential.9 A measure of the strength of this stage is that it is now appearing in text- books, and several works are notable.10 As a representative of this third stage of


4Gerardus van der Leeuw, Religion in Essence and Manifestation (London: Allen & Unwin, 1938; German original, 1933). One short chapter, 64, deals almost exclusively with scripture. 5For example, the widely used Reader in Comparative Religion: An Anthropological Approach, ed. W. A. Lessa and E. Z. Vogt, 4th ed. (New York: Harper & Row, 1997), has excellent readings in all the basic topics in the cultural-anthropological study of religion—symbol, myth, ritual, shamanism, magic—but not one essay on scripture and its uses. 6Geo Widengren, Religionsphänomenologie (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1969); Friedrich Heiler, Erscheinungsformen und Wesen der Religion, 2d ed. (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1979). 7Ninian Smart, Sacred Texts of the World (London: Macmillan, 1982). 8F. M. Denny and R. L. Taylor, eds., The Holy Book in Comparative Perspective (Charleston: University of South Carolina Press, 1985); Harold Coward, Sacred Word and Sacred Text (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1988); Miriam Levering, ed., Rethinking Scripture (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989); Jacob Neusner, ed., Sacred Texts and Authority (Cleveland: Pilgrim, 1998); Wilfred Cantwell Smith, What Is Scripture? A Comparative Approach (Philadelphia: Augsburg Fortress, 1993). 9See especially William Graham’s Beyond the Written Word: Oral Aspects of Scripture in the History of Religion (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983). 10T. W. Hall, R. B. Pilgrim, and R. R. Cavanagh, Religion: An Introduction (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1985); Kenneth Kramer, World Scriptures: An Introduction to Comparative Religion (New York: Paulist, 1986); Roger Schmidt, Exploring Religion, 2d ed. (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 1988); Jean Holm and John Bower, Sacred Writings (London: Pinter, 1994); Richard Viladesau and Mark Massa, World Religions: A Sourcebook for the Student of Christian Theology (New York: Paulist,
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scripture study, this text offers a wide range of scripture selections from the religions of the world, with introductions and annotations to set the readings in the context of their actual usage.


THE NATURE AND DEFINITION OF SCRIPTURE At first glance, defining scripture seems easy enough. We think of scripture as the holy writing, the sacred text of a religion. All religions seem to have scriptures, and all appear to use them in the same way. As a phenomenon among religions, scrip- ture seems on the surface to be a constant. On closer examination, however, these simple notions vanish.


Books that are traditionally regarded as scriptures vary in several important aspects. The first variation among scriptures is in literary form. People who come from religious traditions that include scriptures tend naturally to assume that the sacred texts of other religions look and function exactly like theirs. Scriptures, how- ever, are as varied as the religions and cultures from which they come.


� Some scriptures, especially those of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, promi- nently feature historical narratives. They tell an event in story form. Scriptures from other religions, especially Asian faiths, have few narratives or none at all.


� Some scriptures enshrine their religion’s vision of a moral life in law codes, some feature more loosely bound moral precepts, and still others do not seem concerned about ethics.


� Poetry is the leading literary form of some scriptures; others feature prose. � Some scriptural books have metaphysical philosophy (for example, the Hindu


Upanishads), some have moral philosophy (for example, the Confucian Ana- lects, the wisdom literature of the Jewish and Christian Bible), but many have no explicit philosophy at all.


� Some scriptures contain directions and songs for sacrifice (the Hindu Vedas, the Jewish Bible), whereas others have no developed prescriptions for rites and ceremonies (the Qur’an).


� Also present in scriptures are myth, legend, prophecy, sermons, love poems, divination, and magic, among many other genres, or literary forms.


Even this brief overview shows that world scriptures do not take a fixed literary form. Therefore, we cannot open a book, browse through it, and pronounce it scrip- tural. Scripturalness is primarily a relational, not a literary, quality. As William Graham has written, the holiness of a book is not automatically accepted when the text is first written, but it is ‘‘realized historically in the life of communities who re- spond to it as something sacred or holy.’’11 Communities shape and receive scrip- ture, and scripture shapes the life of faith. The relation between scripture and religion is reciprocal and dynamic.


The second variation among scriptures has to do with their number. Within any one religion, they can range from one book to an entire library. Like the Qur’an, scriptures can be one unified text of moderate size between two covers. Like the


1994); Ian S. Markham, ed., A World Religions Reader (Oxford: Blackwell, 1996); Terry D. Bilhartz, Sacred Words (New York: McGraw-Hill, 2006). 11W. A. Graham, ‘‘Scripture,’’ Encyclopedia of Religion, vol. 13, p. 134.
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Jewish and Christian scriptures, they can be collections of many short books between two covers. In Asian religions, they range in number from one book (the Adi Granth of Sikhism), to the dozen or so texts of Confucianism, to the hundred or more texts of Hinduism, to the more than a thousand texts of Taoism and some forms of Buddhism.


The third variation in scriptures lies in function. In some religions, scripture is so central—or appears so to outsiders—that the lives of believers seem almost dictated by scripture. Zoroastrianism, Judaism, Christianity, Islam, and Sikhism are all prop- erly called ‘‘religions of the book’’ because of the high place and powerful function of their scriptures. New religious movements that originate from some of these reli- gions are also scripture-centered. In contrast, most Asian religions often have a more informal relationship to their scriptures, which lay devotees consult mainly for general guidance and inspiration. (Monks and nuns, however, have a more formal and developed relationship to their scriptures.)


The varying oral and textual dimensions of scripture also lead to differences in function. Some religions view the spoken word of scripture as primary. In other reli- gions, especially in the Western world, the power and function of the book seem to depend on its written, textual nature. Muslims, for example, believe the Qur’an is a transcription of a book already written in heaven. Like most Western scripture, it ori- ginated in a process of oral tradition, but its use and authority in its religion come from its written, textual nature. A later section of this chapter deals more fully with the uses of scriptures, but enough has been said here to suggest that they func- tion in significantly different ways.


Given all this variety, is it possible to define the word scripture in a way that takes variety into account yet applies to all world religions? Although some scholars answer in the negative,12 most argue that a comprehensive definition is possible and neces- sary. The definition we use here is this: Scripture is writing that is accepted and used in a religious community as especially sacred and authoritative. By looking closely at the key words and implications of this definition, we can discuss formal and func- tional aspects of scriptures—what they are and how people use them.


First, every scripture is a writing. Scriptures exercise much of their authority as books, and we encounter them as books. Some scholars argue that oral tradition, the passing down of material by word of mouth only, can be ‘‘scriptural.’’13 Al- though oral and written traditions do have some similar characteristics and functions, strictly speaking ‘‘oral scripture’’ is a contradiction because scripture is by definition written. (The word scripture comes from the Latin scriptura, ‘‘writing.’’) The scrip- tures of all religions, however, do have continuing, significant oral and aural (hear- ing) dimensions.14 Most scriptures originated in oral tradition, so the ‘‘imprint’’ of orality can be found in them. For example, David Carr has recently argued that


12In Rethinking Scripture, for example, the essays by Coburn and Folkert reject the term scripture for the Word and canon. The other authors in this book keep ‘‘scripture’’ as a conceptual category, and it is the dominant category in the volume as a whole, as the title implies. 13See, for example, Schmidt, Exploring Religion, p. 208: ‘‘Broadly conceived, scripture refers to oral as well as written traditions that a people regard as sacred. Each religious community has a scripture, a body of sacred oral or written traditions.’’ 14See especially Graham, Beyond the Written Word. For a general treatment of orality, see W. Ong, Orality and Literacy (New York: Routledge, Chapman and Hall, 1982), and J. Goody, The Interface Between the Written and the Oral (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982).


The Nature and Definition of Scripture 5


Jewish scripture emerged as a support for an educational process in which written and oral dimensions were integrally intertwined, in particular as an aid to memoriz- ing and reciting key traditions.15 The same is probably true for other religions. Al- though the writing of scripture can obscure (especially for us moderns, for whom the written word predominates), the orality of the text is still embedded in the writ- ing and waits to be drawn out by faithful vocalizing of the words. Scripture comes most fully alive when believers read it aloud and hear it in worship. Most believers, even those in highly literate cultures, hear scripture in worship more often and more meaningfully than they read it privately. In this book, as in any book, we encounter scriptures as texts, but these texts are meant to be spoken and heard.


According to our definition, scriptures are especially sacred. They have special re- ligious significance in pointing to ultimate reality and truth. Sacredness should not be seen simply as of divine origin or even as the ‘‘wholly other,’’ Rudolf Otto’s in- fluential conception of sacredness that suits Western religions but not many Eastern faiths. For example, the sacred Tao (‘‘Way’’) witnessed by the Tao Te Ching is not wholly other but is hidden in the universe and the self, waiting to be discovered and ‘‘tuned in to.’’ Moreover, only a few books among world scriptures explicitly claim sacredness for themselves; the Qur’an is the most notable example in Western religions. Most scriptures receive their sacred status only after they have been written, circulated, and widely accepted as reflecting the faith in some special sense. The rela- tional aspect of all scripture comes to the fore in a religious community.


Notice that scriptures are books held to be especially sacred. Most religions have a secondary religious literature that is also viewed as holy, instructive, or authoritative. For example, Judaism has its Talmud, books of religious law, and Islam has its hadith, traditions about Muhammad. This may seem to complicate the matter of defining the idea of scripture. On what basis can we say that a certain holy book in a religious tradition is scripture but another holy book is not? The answer lies in the special reception and usage that believers give to works that they see as espe- cially sacred. Most religions explicitly or implicitly hold some works to be secondary to scripture. Talmud is not the Hebrew Bible; hadith is not the Qur’an. Almost every religion has commentarial, devotional, or legal literature that follows up on scripture, and believers typically make a careful distinction between scripture and these works.


Another mark of special holiness is use in ritual. When believers read books aloud in worship, when they speak their words to carry out sacrifice, and especially when they venerate (pay formal, careful respect to) books during worship, we have a sure indication that these books are especially sacred. Secondary religious literature rarely makes its way into worship. Different types of veneration are practiced in every world religion and in the new religious movements. Even in everyday life, scrip- tures enjoy special respect: The Christian Bible is the only book in the West still often bound in leather; Buddhist monks still copy scriptures onto treated palm leaves. In the new religious movements, the key writings of the founders that function as scrip- tures are often printed and bound to resemble more traditional holy books.


The third element of our definition of scripture is the authority of the text. Just as sacredness is an aspect of every scripture, scriptures are also especially authoritative in


15D. M. Carr, Writing on the Tablet of the Heart: Origins of Scripture and Literature (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005).
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their communities. Among all written texts in a community, a scripture is always the most authoritative and is often the court of final appeal in religious matters. The range of this authority and the way it is exercised vary depending on the nature of the reli- gion and the content of its scriptures. In the Western ‘‘religions of the book,’’ scrip- tures are comprehensive in content and regulate much of life. In the Eastern religions, scriptures are often not authoritative in the same way as in the Abrahamic traditions. Yet Asian scriptures often express the heart of their faith, the way of salvation. More- over, ‘‘at least four of the six South Asian or Far Eastern fundamentalist-like movements. . .do in fact privilege a sacred text and presume to draw certain funda- mentals—beliefs and behaviors—from it.’’16 The authority of scripture for most fol- lowers of a given religion is paradoxically acknowledged even when some occasionally reject it. Typically among Western religions, to receive one religion’s texts as scripture is automatically to exclude the texts of other religions. For example, the presentation of Jewish Biblematerial in the Qur’anmeans that Muslims should not look directly to the Jewish Bible and read it. An exception to this is the Christian Bible, which contains the entire Jewish Bible renamed as the ‘‘Old Testament.’’


The authority of scripture in both East and West is established by a special class of scholars who are the guardians of scripture and recognized experts in its intrepretation. In Buddhism, monks with special training and ability teach the sacred writings to other monks and inquiring laypeople. The Jewish rabbi, the Christian pastor, and the Muslim mullah, all leaders of local congregations, are experts in interpreting and teach- ing their scriptures. The authority of scripture in nearly every faith, including new re- ligious movements, is therefore mediated largely by individuals considered to be its official interpreters. Commentary, a book written to explain another book, has a large role in the history of many religions and regulates how scriptures are received and used, especially at the official level. As John Henderson states, ‘‘Commentaries and commentarial modes of thinking dominated the intellectual history of most pre- modern civilizations. . . .Until the seventeenth century in Europe, and even later in China, India, and the Near East, thought, especially within high intellectual traditions, was primarily exegetical [text-interpretive] in character and expression.’’17 We must also remember that only quite recently in the sweep of human history have mass- produced books appeared and mass literacy become possible. This is another reason for the existence of a special class to read, comment on, and relate sacred books to a religious community. Of course, the uses of scriptures by ordinary followers of a reli- gion are at times quite different from the official prescribed use.


Two features of scripture not directly related to our definition should be stated here. First, scriptures of every religion are often heterogeneous but are nonetheless seen as a unity by their communities. Modern scholarship has shown that the Qur’an has passed through different phases of development during and since the life of Muhammad. But neither the conclusions of scholars nor the acknowledged difficulties of the Qur’an call its unity into question for a Muslim. Judaism’s Bible went through a long period of development and has dozens of books in it, but it is seen as one distinct, unified book; indeed, Bible means ‘‘the Book.’’


16M. E. Marty and R. S. Appleby, eds., Fundamentalisms Observed (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), p. 820. 17J. B. Henderson, Scripture, Canon, Commentary: A Comparison of Confucian and Western Exegesis (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1991), p. 3.


The Nature and Definition of Scripture 7


A second important feature of scripture is that it has a degree of closure. This clo- sure is often called a canon, a list or collection of books recognized as scriptural. The canon is absolutely fixed in the three Abrahamic monotheisms—Judaism, Chris- tianity, and Islam—and in Zoroastrianism. All the scriptures of these religions were long ago officially identified, and nothing can now be added or subtracted from their canons. In Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, Confucianism, and Taoism, however, the situation is quite different for two reasons. First, their sacred literature is vast. The problems in defining a canon for a religion like Taoism, for example, which has 1,200 sacred texts, are enormous. Second, the process of producing scrip- ture has not officially ended. Where new scriptural revelations can be added—as Taoists added one in the twentieth century—a closed canon cannot exist.


How can believers relate to their religion’s scriptures when they are so vast that no one person or group can know them all, let alone be expert in them all? In tra- ditions with large canons, certain books are basic for almost everyone. Also, different groups in a religion attach themselves to a few select scriptures that reflect their par- ticular interests. This tendency to choose specific books from among the total corpus of scripture results in a ‘‘canon within the canon.’’ Most commonly, it occurs in reli- gions with very large numbers of books, but it also can be found in religions with smaller canons. In sum, scripture canons can be either completely closed or open to development and change. No matter how readily they can be altered, canonical texts are still viewed and treated as scripture.


THE USES OF SCRIPTURE When scripture is set in the full context of the everyday life of believers, its uses become plain. How believers use scripture shows its status and role in a religion. The following chapters of this book outline the varied uses of scripture in each reli- gion. In this section, we discuss some basic dimensions of the comparative study of scripture usage.


We begin with three uses that are primarily cognitive, understanding and think- ing in some way about the words and their meaning. First, scripture is a source for establishing and defending key doctrines. Scriptures can be used doctrinally because they typically contain the key teachings of the faith and because believers usually see them as continuing the voice of the founders. They have primary importance as state- ments of the deep truths of the universe and the right way to live in it. These teach- ings can assume different forms: God(s) and humanity; human imperfections and salvation; beginnings and ends of the individual and the cosmos; the moral life and how to achieve it. When scripture is used to establish doctrine, its official interpreters—monks, priests, scholars, and the like—most often do this. Sometimes, formal debate in councils or assemblies sets down doctrines, often within the con- fines of a monastery or temple. Defending doctrine occurs less often at the popular level, but even here scripture can function authoritatively. An appeal to a passage of holy writ is often the final word in any argument about religion.


Second, scripture is also prominently used in public worship. Worshippers often display and read it aloud. Although this practice is characteristic especially of the Abrahamic ‘‘religions of the book,’’ it is also significant in religions such as Hin- duism and Buddhism that are not so book oriented. The worship that goes on in a
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Buddhist monastery, for example, prominently features scriptures. Monks read them, chant them, meditate on them, and walk around them in solemn procession. Even when the book is not prominent in worship, its content often permeates the ceremonies of most scripturalizing religions. Prayers, sacrifices, and hymns come from and echo the language of scripture. Many lyrics of the music of worship are drawn from the scriptural text. Hymns and chants, with their emotional power, are significant vehicles for the use of scripture in most religious traditions in both East and West.
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