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Chapter 1.

How to Compare 
Religions

What is Religion?
Here are a whole bunch of different (many famous) people’s statements of what religion 
is. With a partner, read through these quotations and mark the ones you like, the ones 
you hate, and the one that seems most true to you.

______	 A	religious	man	is	a	person	who	holds	God	and	man	in	one	thought	at	one	
time,	at	all	times,	who	suffers	harm	done	to	others,	whose	greatest	passion	
is	compassion,	whose	greatest	strength	is	love	and	defiance	of	despair.	
[New	York	Journal-American,	April	5,	1963]—Abraham Joshua Heschel

______	 When	I	do	good,	I	feel	good;	when	I	do	bad,	I	feel	bad.	That’s	my	religion.—
Abraham Lincoln

______	 What	do	I	believe?	As	an	American	I	believe	in	generosity,	in	liberty,	in	the	
rights	of	man.	These	are	social	and	political	faiths	that	are	part	of	me,	as	
they	are,	I	suppose,	part	of	all	of	us.	Such	beliefs	are	easy	to	express.	But	
part	of	me	too	is	my	relation	to	all	life,	my	religion.	And	this	is	not	so	easy	
to	talk	about.	Religious	experience	is	highly	intimate	and,	for	me,	ready	
words	are	not	at	hand.	[Speech,	Libertyville,	Illinois,	May	21,	1954]—Adlai 
E. Stevenson

______	 The	most	beautiful	emotion	we	can	experience	is	the	mysterious.	It	is	the	
fundamental	emotion	that	stands	at	the	cradle	of	true	art	and	science.	He	
to	whom	this	emotion	is	a	stranger,	who	can	no	longer	wonder	and	stand	
in	awe,	is	as	good	as	dead,	a	snuffed-out	candle.	To	sense	that	beyond	
anything	that	can	be	experienced	there	is	something	that	our	minds	
cannot	grasp,	whose	beauty	and	sublimity	reaches	us	only	indirectly;	this	is	
religiousness.	In	this	sense,	and	in	this	sense	only,	I	am	a	devoutly	religious	
man.—Albert Einstein
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______	 Religion	is	what	an	individual	does	with	his	solitariness.—Alfred North 
Whitehead

______	 The	best	remedy	for	those	who	are	afraid,	lonely	or	unhappy	is	to	go	
outside,	somewhere	where	they	can	be	quiet,	alone	with	the	heavens,	
nature	and	God.	Because	only	then	does	one	feel	that	all	is	as	it	should	
be	and	that	God	wishes	to	see	people	happy,	amidst	the	simple	beauty	of	
nature.—Anne Frank

______	 Lighthouses	are	more	helpful	than	churches.—Benjamin Franklin

______	 There	is	a	marvelous	anecdote	from	the	occasion	of	Russell’s	ninetieth	
birthday	that	best	serves	to	summarize	his	attitude	toward	God	and	
religion.	A	London	lady	sat	next	to	him	at	this	party,	and	over	the	soup	
she	suggested	to	him	that	he	was	not	only	the	world’s	most	famous	
atheist	but,	by	this	time,	very	probably	the	world’s	oldest	atheist.	“What	
will	you	do,	Bertie,	if	it	turns	out	you’re	wrong?”	she	asked.	“I	mean,	what	
if—uh—when	the	time	comes,	you	should	meet	God?	What	will	you	say?”	
Russell	was	delighted	with	the	question.	His	bright,	birdlike	eyes	grew	even	
brighter	as	he	contemplated	this	possible	future	dialogue,	and	then	he	
pointed	a	finger	upward	and	cried,	“Why,	I	should	say,	‘God,	you	gave	us	
insufficient	evidence.’”—Al Seckel,	in	Preface	to	Bertrand Russell on God 
and Religion]

______	 Let	us	revere,	let	us	worship,	but	erect	and	open-eyed,	the	highest,	not	the	
lowest;	the	future,	not	the	past!—Charlotte Perkins Gilman

______	 I	do	not	consider	it	an	insult,	but	rather	a	compliment	to	be	called	an	
agnostic.	I	do	not	pretend	to	know	where	many	ignorant	men	are	sure—
that	is	all	that	agnosticism	means.	[Scopes	trial,	Dayton,	Tennessee,	July	13,	
1925]—Clarence Darrow

______	 This	is	my	simple	religion.	There	is	no	need	for	temples;	no	need	for	
complicated	philosophy.	Our	own	brain,	our	own	heart	is	our	temple;	the	
philosophy	is	kindness.—The Dalai Lama

______	 All	human	beings	have	an	innate	need	to	hear	and	tell	stories	and	to	have	
a	story	to	live	by…religion,	whatever	else	it	has	done,	has	provided	one	of	
the	main	ways	of	meeting	this	abiding	need.	[The Seduction of the Spirit,	
1973]—Harvey Cox
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______	 Religion	is	the	recognition	of	all	our	duties	as	divine	commands.—
Immanuel Kant

______	 Religion	is	the	state	of	being	grasped	by	an	ultimate	concern,	a	concern	
which	qualifies	all	other	concerns	as	preliminary	and	which	itself	contains	
the	answer	to	the	question	of	the	meaning	of	our	life.—Paul Tillich

______	 One	man’s	religion	is	another	man’s	belly	laugh.—Robert A. Heinlein

______	 I	think	it’s	about	time	we	gave	up	religion	and	got	back	to	God.—Lenny 
Bruce

______	 People	don’t	come	to	church	for	preachments,	of	course,	but	to	daydream	
about	God.—Kurt Vonnegut, Jr.

______	 I	considered	atheism,	but	there	weren’t	enough	holidays.—Author 
Unknown

______	 Religion	is	the	sigh	of	the	oppressed	creature,	the	heart	of	a	heartless	
world,	just	as	it	is	the	spirit	of	a	spiritless	situation.	It	is	the	opiate	of	the	
people.—Karl Marx

______	 Religion	is	the	human	attitude	towards	a	sacred	order	that	includes	within	
it	all	being—human	or	otherwise—i.e.,	belief	in	a	cosmos,	the	meaning	of	
which	both	includes	and	transcends	man.—Peter Berger

______	 Religion:	Human	beings’	relation	to	that	which	they	regard	as	holy,	sacred,	
spiritual,	or	divine.—Encyclopædia Britannica (online, 2006)	

______	 To	be	religious	is	to	have	one’s	attention	fixed	on	God	and	on	one’s	
neighbor	in	relation	to	God.	[“Lilies	that	Fester”	in	The Twentieth Century	
(April	1955)]—C.S. Lewis

______	 Religion	is	to	do	right.	It	is	to	love,	it	is	to	serve,	it	is	to	think,	it	is	to	be	
humble.—Ralph Waldo Emerson
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Apples and Oranges
Everybody knows you can’t compare apples and oranges; it’s so 
commonly understood that we use that expression even when 
we’re not talking about apples and oranges. Yet apples and oranges 
share many qualities about which we can make certain compara-
tive statements: they are both fruits, they are both round, they both 

have color and fl avor, they both can be made into 
juice and they both have seeds. Some people like 
apples more than they like oranges and vice versa, 
and there are times in our day when we feel more 
like eating an apple than we do an orange…for 
instance, I would never have an apple at breakfast 
time; to me it just isn’t a breakfast kind of fruit. 
But I might eat an orange at almost any time of 
day.

The business of comparing things that are so 
apparently different becomes even more compli-

cated and subtle when we leave behind the world 
of fruits and enter the world of religion. Just about 
everybody knows what a fruit is (although I’m not 
so sure about tomatoes), but religion and particu-

lar religions take us to a whole different level of investigation 
and discussion. Just as it is actually correct that you can compare 
oranges and apples, so it is that you can compare religions. But as 
with fruit, it would be better to think beyond surface appearances, 
ask deeper and more careful questions and truly appreciate the 
complicated realities that give religions their individual appear-
ances and fl avors. 

Now, since everybody knows what a fruit is (except for me with 
tomatoes), let’s see if everybody knows what a religion is. Apples 
and oranges are both fruits, and despite many obvious dissimilari-
ties, they both fall into the fruit department at the supermarket. 
They share “fruitiness”. But what defi nes the essential character of 
all of those things we call “religion” that it will be our business to 
compare with one another? What are the basic elements that make 
up what we call a religion?

At this early 
point, what do you 
think a religion 
is? What defines 
the key parts of 
Judaism as you 
know it now? 
How is a religion 
different from a 
culture?
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What Is Religion?
Someone once taught that the origin of the word “religion” is from 
the Greek and Latin roots of the word “ligament,” the connective 
tissue that binds together our skeletal structure. Even if the word’s 
history is diffi cult to trace exactly, and even if it applies only to 
those languages that came from Greek and Latin, it still seems like 
a really good idea. religion is the “connective tissue” that binds 
together the skeletal structure of a particular body—in particular, 
the “body” of a community of people who share and believe in 
certain ideas about certain things, and who have had shared expe-
riences involving those shared ideas. A religious community is 
a community that has shared beliefs about certain kinds of issues 
that are important to them.

But as we usually understand religion, those shared beliefs are not 
just about any old thing or any kind of experience. Those shared 
beliefs (or values or perspectives) are about certain kinds of subjects 
that throughout human history have been understood as “reli-
gion”. There may be other ideas and experi-
ences that bind a community together in a 
different kind of way. For example, people 
from the north side of Chicago are bound 
together by the beliefs and experiences 
that come from the miserable failure of the 
Chicago Cubs to win a World Series since 
1908. People in France or China or Brazil 
are bound together by language, culture, 
art and music. A community can be tied 
together by many factors, and we live in 
many separate communities—school, 
friends, family—that bind us as well. 
Our religious community is the com-
munity that binds us with those shared 
ideas we have come to call “religion”; let’s 
see what they are.
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The Basic Elements of Religion 
(I Think)
Obviously (I hope), one of those ideas is what we think about 
God and faith. We may use many different vocabularies to 
talk about God. Words like “sacred”, “divine”, and “holy” are 
all words in English that have to do with God or what religious 
people perceive as God’s presence or involvement. There are times 
when we use these words in non-religious contexts—e.g., the 
sacred game of baseball—but in general, when a religious group 
uses these words they are talking about all of the different issues 
that define what they think about God. When we compare reli-
gions, we need to compare the different or similar ideas that com-
munities have about the nature of God. And sometimes, to use an 
old friend, we just might be talking about apples and oranges!

When communities talk about their ideas of God, they are also 
often talking about another important issue for our compari-
sons; they are talking about the issue of aUthoRitY and 
LEadERShiP. In religions, authority is a big deal, and it’s one 
of those things we have to understand in order to be clear about 
what makes religions the same or different. At a simple level, of 
course, authority is about who’s in charge (or Who’s in charge.) It’s 
related to God because in most of human religious experience, the 
authority is either God directly or whoever it is that can success-
fully claim to speak for God or interpret what it is that God has to 
say. Most religions call that REVELatioN, and most religions 
teach about one or several of those kinds of experiences (revela-
tions) in which they believe God made known to them what’s 
really important.

Another very interesting question arises when you look at the 
word “authority” and realize that it has something to do with an 
“author”.

Both words trace back to the Latin root auctoritatum. Let’s hear 
you use that in a sentence.

Most religious communities have a basic text, written somewhere 
in the beginning, telling the stories and values that shape their 
ideas and values. Judaism has the Torah, Christianity has the New 

REVELATION is more or less 
understood to mean a variety 
of experiences in which God 
is revealed, either by God’s 
own initiative or through the 
discovery of God’s Presence 
by some human being. Some 
of these moments are quite 
dramatic, some are very 
simple and quiet.
Perhaps the most famous 
such moment in Jewish tradi-
tion is the revelation at Mt. 
Sinai, recorded in Chapters 19 
and 20 of the Book of Exodus. 
How does this story empha-
size the authority of God 
and Moses? What is being 
revealed here? Is there any-
thing you can discover about 
the nature of the Jewish God 
in this story? What exactly 
is God hoping to accomplish 
here? Why is it important 
that this story is taking place 
when it does? What does 
it mean to have faith (to 
believe) in the power of this 
moment, what it says and 
what it asks us to do? How are 
the Ten Commandments both 
personal and institutional? 
That ought to keep you busy 
for a while!
You might also take a look 
at Exodus 34, in which God 
speaks directly to Moses and 
we learn much about the 
nature of God. In many ways 
this is a more personal revela-
tion meant to help Moses out, 
but it also says some impor-
tant things for all Jews to 
think about. What are some 
of those ideas?


