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MY EXPERIENCE IN READING

THE WORLD’S RELIGIONS

BY HUSTON SMITH

Yiu Yan Nang*

After the September 11 incident in America I began to search for the implications
of religions in this act of human tragedy. The World's Religions was the first book that
attracted my attention. It is an introduction to the world’s major faiths: Hinduism,
Buddhism, Confucianism, Taoism, Islam, Judaism, and Christianity. It should enable
me to have a basic conception of these religions. I went straight to Chapter VI on Islam
to satisfy my immediate curiosity as Islam is a religion of which I knew very little and
viewed mostly negatively. I then read the two chapters on Judaism and Christianity,
trying to understand the relations of these three world’s major monotheisms which
always intrigue me. The question that continues to pop up in my mind is: Why would
these three great religions which worship the same God and are closely related often
become enemies in the course of their history? One explanation I got from the book is:
Proximity is no guarantee of concord —tragically, more homicides occur within families
than anywhere else. I think it is more than that. The devil must be the power which by
nature corrupts. These religions have too much political power which lures them from
their proper spiritual courses. Religions in China have never had real political power and
hence religious wars in China are unheard of.

I found it difficult to retain much information on Hinduism after reading the chapter
on this religion. Unlike Judaism, Christianity and Islam — all of which are historical
religions and easier for me to grasp, Hinduism, like Buddhism, is philosophical and
metaphysical and is not easy to understand at a brief encounter. Nevertheless, it is
rewarding to find the root of Buddhism in Hinduism, and similarly that of Christianity
and Islam in Judaism. I find it easier to picture a yogin meditating in a freezing cave in
the Himalayas practicing “to unite the human spirit with the God who lies concealed in
the deepest recesses”, and to think of this as one of the major paths in Hinduism.

The chapters on Hinduism and Buddhism enabled me to understand better Indian
Buddhism in relation to Chinese Buddhism. Of special interest is the author’s explanation
of the basic Buddhist concepts — reincarnation, karma and nirvana. I was surprised that
I had to find a more tenable explanation of the concept of reincarnation from a Western

HBPER

37 <



WL U R T

author writing in English. For years I have not come across Buddhist literature in Chinese
which gives a satisfactory explanation of this concept. Perhaps it is a concept that is
difficult to tackle and must be taken by faith like the doctrine of Trinity in Christianity.
They can be easily stated but are difficult to explain convincingly to a modern mind.
Faith must come in to help.

The author tells us that the Buddha maintained that the human self has no soul.
This is in apparent conflict with the Buddha’s own concept of reincarnation. It must
be examined in the context of Hinduism which believes that the soul is a perdurable
substance which dwells in the human body. When the human dies, it leaves the body and
passes on to another one. The Buddha rejected this Hindu concept of soul and likened
reincarnation to a flame passing from candle to candle. “As it is difficult to think of the
flame on the final candle as being the original flame, the connection would seem to be a
causal one, in which influence was transmitted by chain reaction but without perdurable
substance.”

The two chapters on Confucianism and Taoism present a good synopsis which
one seldom finds in Chinese books. The author does not explain why he includes
Confucianism as a religion. However, he says that he could have titled his book: The
World’s Great Wisdom Traditions. This may explain it. His love for Chinese culture is
obvious as he delicates his book to his parents with quotes from the Book of Odes %
% () with brush writing which possibly is his own calligraphy. His parents were
Methodist missionaries to China for forty-one years and he was born in Suzhou and
spent seventeen years there.

My deep interest in this book makes me read it again more than once. After acquiring
some knowledge of the author’s life, the second reading of the first chapter was more
fruitful. In this chapter the author explains how the he treats the subject: It is not a
textbook in the history of religions as it might involve more names, dates, other related
factors and make reading less interesting. It does not attempt to give a rounded view of
the religions considered because the subject would be too vast for a single volume. It is
not a balanced account of its subject otherwise it would involve bringing in the negative
sides of each religion as history has witnessed. To repeat it would distract the attention of
the reader from the true values of these great religions. He recounts a fable of a man who
climbed to the top of a mountain and seized hold the Truth. Satan, suspecting mischief
from this upstart, had directed one of his underlings to tail him; but when the demon
reported with alarm the man’s success — that he had seized hold the Truth—Satan was
unperturbed. “Don’t worry,” he yawned. “I’ll tempt him to institutionalize it”. He uses
the story to separate the best from the ambiguous in religion. He argues that, on balance,
the institutionalization of religion is necessary in order to spread its message widely and
more effectively.



The author wants us to listen carefully and without prejudice to the voices of God—
seekers in each land as they are so important to the world. By understanding the best of
each religion there will be respect and tolerance for other people’s religion. If people
of different religions could put aside restrictions of their religious institutions and seek
the divine directly, all of them would ultimately reach the same level of spirituality
and find the same God who is love. More often than not religious institutional rules are
hindrances to this ultimate goal. If the leaders of various religions could take this view,
they should be able to enter into real communication with one another and to promote the
spiritual well-being of humanity without discrimination. This I think is the message of
his book though the author does not say it so overtly. No wonder he has said elsewhere
that he believes in all the religions he has studied. This claim is plausible as during his
career, he not only studied, but also practiced Hinduism, Zen Buddhism and Sufism for
over ten years respectively.

His style is simple and eloquent. His language is communicative and his message
enlightening. He taught in a number of well-known American universities and is
considered a contemporary authority in the history of religions. I thoroughly enjoyed
this valuable book which is a bestseller.

Asmy question on the relations of the three monotheistic religions is not satisfactorily
answered in this book because of its limited scope and brevity, | followed up by reading
two books by Karen Armstrong:

1. A History of God: The 4,000—Year Quest of Judaism, Christianity and Islam
2. The Battle for God: Fundamentalism in Judaism, Christianity and Islam

What I learnt from these two books enables me to arrive at a more tenable answer
to my question.

* llj?‘?’i‘ﬁtitéfﬁﬁ’ﬁ?m%ﬁ 1278} 1= 55 Huston Smith, The World's Religions
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TRAVERSING TEXAS

Mark Tong*

If the American Southwest is a constellation to the universe of America’s literary
subjects, Texas, the Lone Star State, must be the constellation’s bright, shining star. The
state’s troubled but varied history, graced by its colorful characters as well as a rich
social fabric colored by native Indian, Mexican and European cultures, provides ample
material for anyone wanting to write about the Lone Star State. Whether the subject
matter is the accidental inhabitant struggling to survive in Texas’ harsh climate or the
ambitious entrepreneur trying to hit the next golden pot, there is always a story to tell.

In many ways, I am half the accidental inhabitant and half the ambitious
entrepreneur. If you were to ask me, when I was in my adolescence, whether I aspired
to be an entrepreneur in Texas, I would probably roll on the floor, laughing diabolically
and uncontrollably with a soon-to-be crammed stomach. Yet, I submitted myself to the
Lone Star State when I was offered a great business proposition, at which point I was
both smirking at my old self and wondering what absurd craziness I was getting myself
into. Five years later, while I am nowhere near the next golden pot, I still have my
base in Texas, and, as they say over there, “I drount in that Texas lovin’”, which can be
translated as “I drowned in this love of Texas.”

Before I arrived in Texas in 2001, I came to the sobering conclusion that I didn’t
know anyone in or anything about Texas. I remember Tse On telling me, just before I
moved to Texas, that I should read about the place if I really wanted to understand it.
On my way to Texas, therefore, I lugged along three books: Patricia Hill’s Dallas: The
Making of a Modern City, which tells the story of the founding of Dallas, the second
largest city in Texas; Edna Ferber’s Giant, which recounts the rise of a Texas oil family;
and James Michener’s Texas, a magnum opus presenting, in vivid detail, the state’s
history, culture, and politics.

Hill, Ferber, and Michener, and later Larry McMurtry, effectively become my
surrogate parents in print as they offer their vision and insights of Texas. They teach me
how Texans live and work together. They teach me the essence of the state’s “can do”
spirit, as well as the meaning of risk taking. They also advise me to proceed with caution,
such as, that certain Texan women are known to be obsessed with material wealth; that



certain men are known to be obsessed with women, particularly those women mentioned
above; that charity is as often a goodwill act as it is a calculated political move; that
chivalry is often a performance art, mastered by those certain men mentioned above
whose sole purpose was to get into the minds of those certain women mentioned above;
and the list goes on. As I continue to physically immerse myself in Texas, I find that
while some of the details offered by the books are probably dramatized for effect, others
literally play out in front of my eyes. I reckon that the feeling, that I could access my
surrogate parents’ writings and then rediscover, in real-life, the people and the nature
described in those writings, is probably not dissimilar to Tocqueville’s feeling! when he
discovered his version of America in the context of the founding father’s writings —the
feeling of anticipation, of fulfillment, and of revelation.

Ferber, Michener, and McMurtry (particularly in Lonesome Dove: A Novel)
also describe a part of Texas that few know about: the southwestern part of Texas,
encompassing the Rio Grande Valley and The Big Bend. The Spaniards called this region
despoblado—the uninhabited place—because its vast basins, deserts and sotol grasslands
were, and still are, largely undisturbed by industrialization and interstate commerce.
Colored rockscapes and feared escarpments soar hundreds of feet into what McMurtry
often calls the “big Texas sky”. The Big Bend, whose name comes from the sharp turns
that Rio Grande, the area’s largest river, takes in its sprawl from the Colorado Plateau
towards the Gulf of Mexico, includes the eponymous national park that remains possibly
the largest yet least visited of America’s 300-plus national parks. The Big Bend is known
to be a birds’ haven and a place of tranquility, where nature, as guidebooks would say,
slowly reveals itself.

But I am unconvinced. My surrogate parents’ books have whetted my appetite,
but I had to consummate the complete experience by walking the paths laid out by
the characters in those books. Thus, into The Big Bend I took a sleeping bag, a tent, a
box of granola bars, a bag of fresh fruits, a few gallons of water, a cell phone with no
service, and some of the books, including Giant and Lonesome Dove: A Novel. Those
are the kind of books, I reckon, that one would take to the vast expanse of The Big Bend
to experience what it means by total immersion. I also want to experience the silence
described in Giant, the sort of silence that is overwhelmed first by auditory hallucinations
of one crying out for help as one’s limbs were violently severed by mountain lions, then
by the sound of one’s heart valves opening and collapsing, in some kind of repetitive
motion that would seem to be the only moving thing within a 10-mile radius. The idea
is, I gather, not to just read about the strong, cold wind that rattles through the mesquite
trees, but to actually feel it; not to just read about the birds and their sibilance but to see

1 Alexis de Tocqueville (1805-1859), French thinker and historian, known for hiss penetrating insight into the
American character through his book Democracy in America (in two volumes, 1835, 1840).
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them and hear them; and not to just read about the fresh guacamole that offers tinges of
apples and citrus, but to actually put it in one’s mouth. I could possibly do without the
rattlesnakes, scorpions, and tarantulas that come with walking those paths, but granted,
nothing is the same if that harsh reality is absent. How else would you feel the meaning
of being the predator’s next prey, if I traverse their paths carelessly, without needing to
think about twisting an ankle or getting bitten while the next available medical help at
least a day’s trek away?

My traverse in Texas won me a few bruises, as well as a few friends. I am also
happy to report that if one can have it all, read the books, traverse the paths that they
describe, and, if one has the luxury, perhaps re-visit the books while traversing the path.
By no means am I claiming to have seen all of Texas; quite the contrary, the more I
experience, the more I believe I am only starting to know the place. I am, however, no
longer confined by the paths laid out in the books mentioned above; nor do I believe that
experiencing between the lines of a page alone would be enough, especially if the real-
life experience can be had by merely taking that extra drive or flight. Yet, I feel that my
experience would not have been complete without the encouragement, caution, and ideas
offered by the books. Nor would my experience be as colorful, as rich, and as diverse as
my imagination, alone, can take me.
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CONGRATULATIONS ON
BOOKCLUB'S 5™ ANNIVSERSARY

Victor Lai
Form 3 Student at La Salle College

Time flies so fast. At the first time I joined your club, I was 155 cm in height,
now I measure 170 cm. (;Fr’ﬁ{}} 3 Tf’[ﬁj$15¢2004£‘ 5y WEIEE G F“,Eﬁ eli=x
fl1— ) Istill remember that the first talk I joined was named “FE[I[#43H<”. During those
days, I was interested in Chinese history especially Chinese Kingdoms and wars. [ was
so impressed by the talk Mr. Ho and Mr. Ng presented. Right after the talk, I told my
family that [ would join the club for every talk. In my school life, I seldom experience
such a way of communication. It was so touching in my heart. For the following talks,
subjects like Chinese traditional music, Chinese arts and paintings, Chinese tea, Chinese
gardening and Chinese costume were included. In the past, I had no interest in these
subjects. After the talks, my interest and points of view were broadened. Not to mention
the other subjects like - }ﬁj%ﬁf’%”, L= [E&'i?‘j%”, CANFIREEY “*'Nrf—['!#il” or “FJ.I'[’HI
Friﬂf?‘[%”, I like them all.

My mother enjoys the talks as much as I do. She has read books like “fsisiF 11 ’ﬁ] Bl
e N EITIREEY (% and “GAIA” after the introductions by the professors. We exchange
ideas after every talk; I have learnt a lot of things beyond my school knowledge. That
has enlightened me.

I would like to say thank you to ALL OF YOU in establishing and maintaining such
a precious Book Club in such a full-hearted manner.

By the way, I take this opportunity to say congratulations to The Chinese University
of Hong Kong that the students of your university are the best students in our society in
this year and wish you many anniversaries to come.

Cheers!
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Julian B. Barbour, The End of Time:

The Next Revolution in Physics
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Robert Rubin, /n an Uncertain World

Randal Keynes, Annie’s Box: Charles Darwin, his
Daughter and Human Evolution
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