

The Development of Religion
What is Religion
“A set of beliefs concerning the cause, nature, and purpose of the universe, esp. when considered as the creation of a superhuman agency or agencies, usually involving devotional and ritual observances, and often containing a moral code governing the conduct of human affairs.”
How Polytheism morphed into Monotheism
The essence of polytheism is that the many gods have independent existences, rarely crossing each others paths as they are respectively called on by devotees to help out with their special talents. A thief would call on a god of thieves for blessing, not the god of justice — unless or until he was himself wronged. The Homeric hero Odysseus was persecuted by the god Poseidon but regularly protected by Athena.

The transition from polytheism to monotheism was a long time coming, but it was not a huge step. Once one god became supreme in wisdom and might, and all other gods were brought into line with his all encompassing will, it was only a matter of time before those lesser gods were reduced to a rank below the god-class. Jewish monotheism makes its first appearance via this route. The Most High god is the Lord of Hosts, angelic hordes, his messengers and mouthpieces, remnants of those who had once been proudly sparkling individual divinities, each once with their own private turf and talents.

The evolutionary approach to understanding religion is rooted in the 18th century. It wasn't until the 19th century however, that Julius Wellhausen developed and popularized the theory. Two schools of thought were particularly influential in this development. 

First, Wellhausen applied the "dialectical" system which he borrowed from the German philosopher Hegel. In Hegel's system, one factor--the thesis--interacts with another--the antithesis--to produce something newer and higher--the synthesis. According to Wellhausen, the "pre-prophetic" faith of Israel (i.e. that of the patriarchal and Mosaic periods) was the thesis, and the later "prophetic" faith was the antithesis. The "priestly" faith (which Wellhausen considered normative Judaism) was the synthesis. According to this approach, monotheism did not appear until the days of the prophets in the 8th century B.C.E. 

Second, Wellhausen applied certain aspects of Darwinism to the area of religion. He believed that Israel evolved through primitive phases of religion in much the same way as the species evolved through biological phases of organic growth and development.

This is a thumbnail sketch of Wellhausen's reconstruction, which has survived (with modifications), to the present day: Israel's religion evolved first through animism, defined by Webster as "the attribution of conscious life to nature or the natural object." (An animist would believe there is life and personality residing in running water or swaying tree boughs.) After animism came polytheism, the belief in many gods. Polytheism was then followed by totemism, "the belief that the members of a clan or tribe are related to some group of plants or animals" as descendants. Ancestor worship followed totemism, and developed into belief in a local tribal deity...which finally evolved into monotheism. 

Wellhausen influenced most critical thinking about the Bible from his day until modern times. Unfortunately, his influence was based on assumptions and philosophies which had little to do with historical evidence. The recent upsurge in modern archaeology has shown Wellhausen's viewpoint to be arbitrary and outdated. Popular Jewish writer, Herman Wouk, rightly remarks, "The main thing, probably, was that in 1875 evolution was in the air.... A theory that imposed evolution on Old Testament religion radiated chic and excitement, even though it stood the Bible on its head." 

Genesis 12:6 provides an example of how Wellhausen's thinking colored the text. The verse reads, "And Abram traveled through the land as far as the site of Shechem, to the oak of Moreh." If Wellhausen was correct, this clearly demonstrates animism. How? "Moreh" would signify "teacher," from "horah," (to teach), because the devout could hear the oak tree speak through the rustling of its leaves--as with the oaks of Zeus at Dodona. Yet the text says nothing about trees speaking to Abram; nor does it imply that he ever expected to receive messages from that, or any other tree. 

The Changing of the Guard

All support for Wellhausen's theory of reconstruction crumbled with advances in modern archaeology and comparative ancient history. Old Testament scholar Roland Harrison comments, "...it is now evident from the comparative study of ancient Near Eastern literature and from archaeological sources that animism disappeared from the oriental world centuries before the Hebrew patriarchs appeared upon the historical scene." 

If animism is discounted from the life of the patriarchs, totemism must follow. Totemism involves people regarding themselves as descendants of their "totem animal." Neither Egypt nor Mesopotamia, the two civilizations where Abraham and Moses were nurtured, shows any evidence of totemmistic belief. Furthermore, "in view of the absence from the Old Testament writings of the two most important elements in any totemistic system, namely, the claim of descent from the totem and its ceremonial sacrifice among certain tribes," there is no reason to assume totemism was ever part of Israel's religion. 

But what of the idea that Abraham worshipped a tribal deity and that monotheism came much later? Judges 11:24 is offer cited to support this theory. Jephthah is pictured negotiating with the Ammonites: "Do you not possess what Chemosh your god gives you to possess? So whatever the YHVH our God has driven out before us, we will possess it." Wellhausen's followers see this as evidence that Jephthah believed in the existence of the Ammonite god. Others see the text in a different light: "Jephthah is not speaking as a theologian but as a foreign diplomat, negotiating with them in terms which they could understand as he appealed to their sense of fair play." 

Kenneth Kitchen, Egyptologist at the University of Liverpool in England, offers these remarks: "Unilinear evolution is a fallacy. It is valid only within a small field of reference for a limited segment of time, and not for whole cultures over long periods of time. Intertwined with the multi-coloured fabric of change are lines of continuity...that show remarkable consistency from early epochs." 

The scenario of evolutionary development in the Jewish faith is absolutely unsubstantiated. But even more interesting than the apparent weaknesses in that theory is the indication that there has been a universal devolution from a faith in one God to the various primitive forms of religion mentioned above. Recent findings in comparative history and anthropology indicate that: 

Most, if not all, pre-literary people have a belief in a Supreme Being which most scholars call a High God to distinguish him from the lesser divinities....It is interesting to note that among some of the most backward peoples of the world clear and high ideas of God are to be found. W. Schmidt of Vienna built up a whole theory on it: that the original religious concept of man in his primeval state was monotheism which later became corrupted into polytheism. 

Among the "primitive" peoples who believe in a supreme High God, we find such examples as "the Bushmen of the Kalahari, the Pygmy tribes of the Congo and the tribes of Tierra del Fuego." 

Elohim versus YHVH?

In a second theory, Moses is seen as the originator or discoverer of the concept of one God. 

Exodus 6:3 is cited as evidence for this: "and I appeared to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, as God Almighty, but by My name, YHVH, I did not make Myself known to them." Eminent scholar William Foxwell Albright referred to YHVH as "the name given his God by Moses" (though not in specific reference to Exodus 6:3). Albright spoke of "the identification of Yahweh with the God of the Fathers." He believed Moses invented the worship of YHVH, or as he put it, "Yahwism." The patriarchs worshipped their gods under various rubrics such as El Shaddai. Later, these gods were considered one and the same God. 

Closer inspection of material from other ancient cultures removes the legs from this table as well. People, places, things and single deities were often referred to by more than one name. For instance, there are five alternate names for the Egyptian god Osiris: Osiris, Wennofer, Khent-amentiu, Lord of Abydos and nuter (god). "The same phenomenon," writes Kenneth Kitchen, "may be observed in Canaan, Old South Arabia, and among Hurrians and Hittites." The list goes on and on to include multiple names for places and objects. In more recent literature, the Koran parallels the Bible's alternating of names. Allahu (the same as Elohim) is used interchangeably with Rabbu (the same as Adonay, which is the traditional Jewish substitution for the name YHVH). 

In the ancient world, a name expressed character. The various names of God are important keys to understanding some of his attributes. Elohim refers to God in his character of Creator and Lord of mankind, whereas YHVH generally is used where God's covenant relationship is implied. The famed 12th century Jewish poet and philosopher Judah Halevi recognized this when he defined Elohim as the divine name in general, whereas Adonay specified the God of revelation and covenant." The patriarchs knew both names, but the full implication of God's character implicit in the name YHVH had not yet been revealed to them. 

There is no evidence from the ancient world to support the idea that Moses invented "Yahwism," but could it be that Moses borrowed the idea of monotheism? 

Was the Sun the "One"?

Some say Israel borrowed monotheism from another culture's deity, e.g. "the Egyptian Sun God" or from Zoroastrianism. There is no evidence to substantiate such a theory. 

The examples above were suggested in a letter to the editor of ISSUES, and they demonstrate the lack of evidence for the "borrowing" theory. Zoroaster's dates are somewhere between 660 and 541 B.C.E.--well over half a millennium after Moses. No scholar dates the rise of Israel's monotheism that late. Zoroastrianism is therefore disqualified as an influence. Even without the conclusive discrepancy in dating, Zoroastrianism's tendency towards dualism (belief in two independent powers standing in opposition) is a far cry from the monotheism of biblical faith. The other example was the Egyptian sun god. No doubt this refers to the "solar monotheism" of King Akhenaton. Akhenaton's dates are anywhere from 1387-1366 or 1367-1350 B.C.E.--roughly the time of Moses. The history of Akhenaton's "monotheism" is as follows: 

When Akhenaton came into power, he banned the worship of all gods other than the sun god, Aton. As Alan Richard Schulman points out, "...this was not monotheism. Although Aton, a manifestation of the sun, was a universal god, he was worshipped only by Akhenaton and his wife Nefertiti. Everyone else in the land worshipped Akhenaton himself as a god, and there is no indication that he ever denied his own divinity." Despite Akhenaton's mandate, Egyptians continued to worship numerous manifestations of the sun. 

Akhenaton's brief religious rebellion failed. Polytheistic tendencies continued during his reign and returned to prominence after his death. It is unlikely that Akhenaton's unsuccessful attempt became the source of Israel's monotheism. Yet, similarities between the ancient "Hymn to Aton" and Psalm 104 still raise questions. Egyptologist Barbara Mertz explains, "These similarities do not mean that there is a direct connection between Atonism and Hebrew monotheism, or that Moses learned about God at the court of Amarna. Rather, the Aton hymns and the psalm represent two examples of a literary tradition which flourished throughout the Near East over a vast span of time." 

A Final Explanation

Fragments of a similar story in numerous cultures corroborate rather than undermine universal truths. The "monotheism" of Akhenaton was the result of a human instinct to believe in one God. As was mentioned, monotheistic underpinnings seem to exist even among modern primitive peoples. 

The very clues used to imply borrowing seem to serve as evidence that monotheism was a universal impulse. The notion that monotheism evolved is a product of 19th century philosophy. It is insupportable in light of evidence provided by linguistics, archaeology, comparative ancient history and anthropology. The potpourri of primitive or sophisticated polytheism, pantheism and pick-your-own-theism appears to be devolution from primal monotheism. 

History shows ancient Israel as a unique example of a monotheistic nation. Monotheistic tendencies could be found everywhere, but Israel alone made the transition from tendency to theocracy. Such uniqueness demands an explanation. The monotheism of ancient Israel, a nation not only surrounded, but frequently ensnared by polytheistic neighbors, is a mystery. The answer is not a "genius for religion" (as is often suggested). Scripture is a witness to the Hebrew tendency toward apostasy--a fact which led Jewish prophets of old to express anger and anguish over the spiritual condition of Israel. 

This author has found no reasonable explanation other than that given by the Tanakh; Israel's monotheism was received as a direct revelation from God. We see no evidence to indicate that Israel invented, discovered or borrowed monotheism. As to faith in the God of the Shema, Moses was not a brilliant innovator, nor was he a bold adventurer. He was not a pragmatic plagiarizer either. He was the humble worshipper of the God who is no invention or discovery, but who is real and who created us...the God who not only expects certain things of us, but who also invites us into a relationship with himself. 

Religion, Comparatively Speaking

Many textbooks of comparative religion can give us guided tours through Buddhism, Islam or Confucianism. But the mass of information they offer is often dead and irrelevant if we're after a simple way of getting at the religion of the fellow doing Zazen in the next room, the student from India who quotes the Bhagavadgita or even the good guy who says he is a Christian but doesn't fit the part. 

 
Religions are like plants. There is no end to learning botanical names to classify them. Yet most of us can tell evergreens from those that drop their leaves in the fall. We know ferns, grasses and cacti, and we can name at least roses, tulips and dandelions. 

 
It is no more difficult to learn to recognize some basic varieties of religions. For this four-point classification system which goes to the heart of the religion in question without your mastering centuries of historical detail. This classification system can take care of political ideologies and man-centered isms as well as the faiths that to a greater or lesser extent believe in God. 

The method can best be used by asking questions about an individual's religious beliefs in a personal contact. 

Goal

The first question to ask is, "If you succeed perfectly in your religion or ideology, what will you attain?" This clarifies what your friend seeks to achieve at any price. Some answers might be "a happy life in this world," "heaven in the world beyond," "a classless society in every country," "oneness with the world soul," "love and brotherhood among men." In some cases an honest answer will be "I guess I haven't got a goal in life: I just drift along and do what I feel like at the moment." This kind of person is not religious in our sense of the term. He has no goal, end or ultimate purpose in life. On the other hand, anyone who has an ultimate goal, however atheistic it may sound, can for our purposes be called a religious man. "I want to make as much money as I can" is not irreligious, but mammon worship. 

Diagnosis 

Once the goal is clear it should be easy to see, in the light of that goal, what is wrong with man? Whatever prevents the attainment of the ultimate goal is "sin" according to that religion. To some Hindus sin is essentially ignorance. For Muslims sin is disobedience to the laws of Allah, because failure to obey those laws makes the attainment of heaven impossible. For some Marxists sin is the selfishness caused by class distinctions. The only way to eradicate this is by forcing a classless society. For the fellow who has no goal in life and merely does what he feels like at the moment, sin is a meaningless term. Sin is always defined in relation to an ultimate good or goal. 

Means 

With the goal in sight and the diagnosis of what prevents the attainment of that goal, we are then ready to ask, "How do you propose to attain your goal?" Here are some answers: "by trying to obey God's laws"; "by a revolution to overthrow the existing system"; "by deep meditation through Yoga"; "by offering the sacrifices that the witchdoctor prescribes." There can, of course, be identical means for quite different goals. Yoga might be practiced as a means to improve one's health for a happier life in this world or as a way to oneness with God. A revolutionary overthrow of the present system is the prescribed means for both Marxists and anarchists, as well as for some whose goal can be described as "Christian social righteousness." 

Image 

The great perennial religions often use a governing image to explain their point and to clarify the relationship between the means and the goal. A famous example is 'Plato's cave in The Republic. In Christian theology the fatherhood of God is an important image. For Muslims the key picture is Allah the Judge holding up the scales to weigh our good and bad deeds. If someone says he is a Christian but tries to pile up good deeds to satisfy God on the day of judgment, his governing image is hardly distinguishable from that of Islam. Careful questioning would reveal that the only significant difference between a Christian of this kind and a Muslim is the list of good deeds to be performed. For Marxists the governing image has often been that of a class struggle, but for those influenced by Erich Fromm, the governing image would probably be the alienation of man from his true social nature. 

An exotic example 

Armed with our four-point classification system, let us try some examples. We will begin with an exotic variety rarely found in our Western world, and we will label it "original Buddhism." Whether or not this was the original way as taught by Buddha (c. 563-483 BC) is irrelevant. We are not studying history, and so it is not important to know exactly what Buddha taught. We are looking at a live specimen who claims to be a true Buddhist (as opposed to a Zen or Mahayana Buddhist) and says something like this: "All the miseries of life are because we want things. If you look back at your unhappiness in the past few weeks, you will find that it was caused by wanting this and that and being frustrated at not getting what you want. If only you could lose all your desires you would be happy. The state of having lost all desire is Nirvana or heaven. To lose all desire is no easy matter, but there is a course of discipline taught in our monasteries where you can eventually attain Nirvana. Why don't you come to our monastery tomorrow? You will never be happy till all your desires are eradicated." 

To clarify our Buddhist friend's religion we go straight to our four basic questions: what are the goal, the diagnosis, the means and the governing image? Our task is first to listen and to describe objectively. We do not treat the faith of our friend as stupid, nor do we start an argument about losing the desire to lose all desires. (Good Buddhists have had answers to that one for twenty-four centuries.) In our attempt to understand we avoid looking for debating points. Like a botanist we attempt to classify this exotic religious variety with sympathy and exactness. If our classification is successful, our friend should be able to check it and agree, "Yes, you have understood my religion exactly." Perhaps our descriptive analysis will end up something like this: 

· Buddhism -- (original?) 

· Goal -- Loss of all desire (Nirvana) 

· Diagnosis -- Desire is the root of all misery 

· Means -- Ascetic discipline (usually in a monastery) 

· Image -- Eradication (desires are like weeds to be rooted out) 

Then, and only then, having carefully understood some main points of his religion, we are able to say: "Your religion is very interesting. Would you be interested in seeing the main points of my faith and comparing them with yours?" Here again it will be important not to argue, but merely to show and describe. Jesus Christ is like the pearl of great price. We are to hold him up and show him as a merchant shows precious stones. If a girl has been shown a $1000 diamond and a two-cent piece of quartz, but she chooses the quartz for her ring, what more can the boy say? The function of argument is limited to clarifying what the Christian faith is and showing how different it is from the other. But at the point of persuading a man to change from the goal of losing all desire to the goal of being changed by Jesus Christ to love and desire aright, we should beware of letting argument intrude on the work of the Holy Spirit. 

Vedanta 

We turn to look at another species, whose habitat used to be in the East but is now taking strong root on our campuses. I will label it "Modified Monism," which is one variety of Hindu Vedanta. 

 "I practice Yoga because I want to attain oneness with the Absolute. You see, this Cosmos is obviously not reality. We are as in a dream, and while dreams are real, they are not reality. What we must do is get beyond the illusions of this world's unreality to ultimate reality, which is the Absolute. Our situation in this world is like that of a drop which has left the ocean. In the ocean it was at peace, at one with all other drops. Now it is being swirled around in the clouds. It falls on the Himalaya Mountains and begins its long trek back to the ocean. Sometimes it goes over a waterfall, then gets frozen in a lake, melts down into a paddy field, is absorbed in a stalk of rice, is eaten and goes back into the earth. That's why our lives are not at peace. We will never have shanti until we get back into the Absolute. If you would like to join me this evening, I will introduce you to a meditation class. You will learn to sit, to breathe, to withdraw your senses from this world's unreality, and then experience oneness. It may take time, but once you have had that experience this world won't bother you any more. You will know your oneness with the Absolute. Your Jesus said, "I and the Father are one," so he must have been a true Yogi who knew that oneness." 

 
Having listened carefully and asked questions to clarify our analysis, we might set out this form of religion as follows: 

· Modified Monism -- (one form of Vedanta) 

· Goal -- Oneness with the Absolute 

· Diagnosis -- Illusion that this world is reality 

· Means -- Yoga (for deep meditation with a view to a trance experience of oneness) 

· Images -- Dream and reality/Drop back into the ocean 

Having checked that this is a good account of the faith of his friend who practices meditation, a Christian can then show how his own faith is different. Thus in the book of Revelation heaven is pictured as a city, not an ocean. The drop in the ocean loses its individuality, but the children of God are to retain and even intensify their personality as persons. The oneness of Jesus with the Father was a oneness of persons, not an absorption into an Absolute. To Christians, relationship with Jesus and others is a great reality, not a dreamlike illusion. At this point one can ask whether our Vedantist thinks that persons and personality are ultimately illusions to be discarded. Often the attitude to persons and personality will be totally different from what this faith demands from its adherents. 

Taoist naturalism 

For a third example let us hear this presentation. "You people are just like the Chinese in the days of Confucius. Your lives are unnatural because you try to follow a mass of rules and codes of behavior. I find my happiness in being natural. I try to be one with Nature. Every kind of creature has its own Tao or way of being itself. Thus the Tao of a snow goose is to fly south in the fall. If some well-meaning protector puts it in a cage up in Canada, feeds it, saves it from the cold and other enemies, that snow goose has lost its freedom to be natural. You people are snow geese in captivity, except that you enjoy your wretched cage and food and comfort. How does one become natural? Obviously you have to reject all the rules that bind you. You must be free, spontaneously yourself. The snow goose has its Tao: you must find yours by being one with Nature, letting your natural self express itself. But that takes time. You don't know how many rules society has programmed into your system. You need the friendship of other free men and a teacher to show you some of the ways in which you are bound." 

 
These thoughts are usually attributed to Lao-tzu, an older contemporary of Confucius (c. 551-479 BC). They sound remarkably modern because ancient religions are perennials that reproduce themselves wherever the climate is favorable. As in the previous cases, we concentrate on trying to describe rather than discuss. Whether the religion is young or old, whether or not Lao-tzu ever lived, and who first exemplified these ideas in Western literature are not important for our undertaking. As a first attempt we would perhaps classify as follows: 

· Taoism -- (one form of Naturalism) 

· Goal -- Being one with Nature (being natural?) 

· Diagnosis -- Man has been made unnatural by rules and moral codes 

· Means -- Reject all rules (be free, spontaneous) 

· Image -- Migrating bird in cage 

Now in comparing this way with Christian faith we could agree that it is not by rules and codes (the Law) that we are saved. We look to the Holy Spirit to free us to be ourselves. An important difference is that sometimes the Holy Spirit will guide us to do what at first sight seems totally unnatural, such as loving an enemy or turning the other cheek. We might then compare the end of naturalism, which has to be death and dissolution back into nature, with God's plan for us as his children. The comparison will inevitably focus on the difference between the two images: a bird freed from its cage and a human being freed by being adopted into a loving, eternal family. 

We need not claim that our method will guarantee the conversion of Buddhists, Vedantists and Taoists to faith in Jesus Christ. It does, however, prevent useless arguments based on the failure to understand the other's total world view. If we can learn to hear and understand the other with sympathy, we will often help him to expose himself in turn to a Christian view. One such presentation of the gospel might be set out as follows: 

· Christianity -- (as in the New Testament) 

· Goal -- The City of God (a family of sons perfected to love) 

· Diagnosis -- Alienation from God's love 

· Means -- Faith in Jesus Christ resulting in the new birth into the family of God 

· Image Adoption and sonship in a loving family 

If this outline of the gospel is inadequate, it can be sharpened up as necessary. The more its diagnosis, means and image are compared with other religions, the more different and beautiful it will be seen to be. 

Development of new religions

The process and mechanisms that lead to the emergence of religions proceed by innovations modifying existing traditions. Such innovations ultimately lead to schisms, reformations or divisions that separate a new tradition from its predecessor. The dynamics of this can be described in biological analogy, in terms of the mutation and selection of memes, or in economic analogy, in terms of supply and demand.

The innovations originate with charismatic figures who succeed in fascinating larger audiences with their personal spiritual experience. The opposing force of inertia is the priestly establishent that accretes around any religious tradition over time.

Stage of new religions

Anthony F.C. Wallace proposes four stages in the emergence of an organized religion out of individual religious experience:

1. Individualistic: most basic; simplest. Example: vision quest. 

2. Shamanistic: part-time religious practitioner uses religion to heal, to divine, usually on the behalf of a client. The Tillamook have four categories of shaman. Examples of shamans: spiritualists, faith healers, palm readers. One who has acquired religious authority through one's own means. 

3. Communal: elaborate set of beliefs and practices; group of people arranged in clans by lineage, age group, or some religious societies; people take on roles based on knowledge. 

4. Ecclesiastical: Most complex. Incorporates elements of the previous three. 

Rodney Stark & W. S. Bainbridge's in their book "Theory of Religion" and subsequent works present four models: the Psychopathological Model, the Entrepreneurial Model, the Social Model and the Normal Revelations model.

· Psychopathological model: religions are founded during a period of severe stress in the life of the founder. The founder suffers from psychological problems, which they resolve through the founding of the religion. (The development of the religion is for them a form of self-therapy, or self-medication.) 

· Entrepreneurial model: founders of religions act like entrepreneurs, developing new products (religions) to sell to consumers (to convert people to). According to this model, most founders of new religions already have experience in several religious groups before they begin their own. They take ideas from the pre-existing religions, and try to improve on them to make them more popular. 

· Social model: religions are founded by means of social implosions. Members of the religious group spend less and less time with people outside the group, and more and more time with each other within it. The level of affection and emotional bonding between members of a group increases, and their emotional bonds to members outside the group diminish. According to the social model, when a social implosion occurs, the group will naturally develop a new theology and rituals to accompany it. 

· Normal revelations: religions are founded when the founder interprets ordinary natural phenomena as supernatural; for instance, ascribing his or her own creativity in inventing the religion to that of the deity. 

Dogma selection

In the dogma selection model, religion is a set of beliefs which allow humans to encode useful survival tips and social structures. For example, early populations may not have understood microbes (germs), but thinking of illness as being caused by invisible demons that can hop on nearby people and possess them also supplies a mental model that reminds one to stay away from people that are coughing. The demon is an abstraction or approximation of germs and their infectious nature.

Dogma that increases the survival of a group will spread using a kind of Darwinian selection process (see Natural Selection; meme). The most useful dogmas spread because they keep the population that espouses them alive to bear more children. Over time good ideas may "mutate" as new generations or tribal branches alter them and the best variations spread using the selection process described above. Of course sometimes religious doctrine goes awry and ends up in large numbers of deaths, but it is the net benefits that count in the end.
Role of charismatic figures in the development of religions

Many religions have been deeply influenced by charismatic leaders, such as Jesus, Martin Luther, Saint Francis of Assisi, John Calvin, Joseph Smith, etc. These leaders are either the central teacher and founder of the religion (e.g. Muhammad, Jesus, or Gautama) or reformers or prominent persons. Failed or violent new religions were also founded by charismatic leaders, such as Jim Jones.

There is some similarity to the role played by charismatic figures in politics. See list of charismatic leaders.

Periodic reforms and schisms

Organized religion is subject to permanent tensions between tendencies of traditionalism (priestly ritualism) and personal spirituality, periodically unsettling traditionalist establishment in religious revivals inspired by charismatic leaders. Thus, Buddhism and Vedanta are reform movements of Vedic Brahmanism, Zoroastrianism was (probably) a reform movement of early Iranian religion, Gnosticism, Early Christianity and Mithraism were subverting established Greco-Roman paganism, High Medieval Catharism and related movements and the Early Modern Reformation were subverting Roman Catholicism, and Pentecostalism subverts mainstream Protestantism.

Arnold J. Toynbee

In A Study of History, Arnold J. Toynbee argues that as civilizations decay, they experience a "schism in the soul," as the creative and spiritual impulse dies. In this environment of spiritual nadir, a few prophets (such as Abraham, Moses, the Prophets, and Christ) are given to extraordinary spiritual insight, born of the spiritual decay in the dying civilization. He describes such prophets as "surveyors of the course of secular civilization who report breaks in the road and breakdowns in the traffic, and plot a new spiritual course which will avoid those pitfalls."

Thus, he argues, the "high points" in secular history coincide with the "low points" in spiritual history, and vice versa. He notes that the call of Abraham followed the defiance of God by the self-confident builders of the Tower of Babel; that the mission of Moses was to rescue God's chosen people from the fleshpots of Egypt; that the prophets of Israel and Judah were inspired to preach repentance from the spiritual backslidings into which Israel lapsed in its 'land flowing with milk and honey' which Yahweh had provided for them; and that the Ministry of Christ, whose passion reflected the anguish of the Hellenic Time of Troubles, was the intervention of God Himself for the purpose of extending to the whole of Mankind the covenant he had made with Israel.

While these new spiritual insights allow for the birth of a new religion and ultimately a new civilization, they are ultimately impermanent. This is due to their tendency to deteriorate after being institutionalized, as men of God degenerate into successful businessmen or men of politics. He describes the worst corruption of all, however, as "idolizing the terrestrial institution in which the Church Militant on Earth is imperfectly though unavoidably embodied. A church is in danger of lapsing into this idolatry insofar as she lapses into believing herself to be, not merely a depository of truth, but the sole depository of the whole truth in a complete and definite revelation."

Of the possibility that a new religion may arise in Western civilization to finally establish a permanent kingdom of heaven, he concludes that it is unlikely or impossible. "The manifest reason is exhibited by the nature of Society and the nature of Man. For Society is nothing but the common ground between the fields of action of personalities, and human personality has an innate capacity for evil as well as for good. The establishment of such a single Church Militant as we have imagined would not purge Man of Original Sin. This World is a province of the Kingdom of God, but it is a rebellious province, and, in the nature of things, it will always remain so."
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