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Abstract /'; 

Around the world, religion is an important and pervasive force in personal and 
public life, and faith and politics now playa key role in international affairs. Religion 
penetrates to the depth of man's being, which is the source of his actions and efforts. In 
the complex world we live in today, it is important to understand the behavior and 
motivations of others. With the increase of globalization and the shrinking of the modern 
world, understanding people from around the globe has become a growing necessity in 
order for people to interact successfully. A large part of understanding others involves 
having an appreciation of others' cultures. The root of understanding another's culture 
lies in understanding one's own religious beliefs. In order to provide insight into the 
driving force behind people's actions around the world, in my paper I give a brief 
analysis of five of the world's major religions: Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, Christianity, 
and Confucianism. In my analysis I discuss the origin of each religion and the major 
leaders. However, I have focus on the ethical beliefs and attitudes of each, especially 
pertaining to someone dealing with people of these religions on an everyday basis. This 
knowledge will be a stepping-stone to a more integrated world. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The great early religions evolved from great civilizations existing 1000 

years prior to the birth of Christ. They developed in a short time span relative to the 

entirety of human history. Despite the rise and fall of vast empires, man's influence has 

continued in the form of the religions they molded. According to the film World 

Religions, directed by Taylor Downing, "In spite of persecution, the great world religions 

have survived, shaping our way oflife in education, moral codes, and behavior, and 

sometimes paradoxically in fanning the flames of political turmoil." 

Questions concerning the birth of the world religions remain unanswered. Pure 

speculation is all we have available to explain the reason for their development. 

Downing comments that the need for more universal creeds may have accompanied the 

expansion ofthe ancient empires. I believe that the world religions may have come into 

existence in order to satisfY the human craving for meaning in life and need for direction. 

The world religions provide an explanation for the existence of human life, a code of 

conduct that should be followed, and paths to achieve varying forms of people's ideas 

concerning humanity's ultimate goals. Humans derive comfort in the beliefthat their 

lives and actions contain cosmic significance. In addition, codes of conduct offered by 

these religions supply a reference guide to moral behavior, promoting a society better fit 

for cohesive human cohabitation. 

According to Downing, the original beliefs of humanity centered upon the idea 

that the natural world consisted of spirits. Later, belief in the existence of gods and 

goddesses such as the Earth Mother, Rain, Sun gods and others replaced humanity's 

initial belief system. Downing also considers early religion in the form of cults. Several 



extraordinary leaders propelled the transition of these early cults into six major religions. 

These leaders were Zoroaster in Persia, Mahavira and Gautama in India, Confucius and 

Lao Tzu in China, and the Old Testament Prophets of the people ofIsrael. Downing 

remarks, "These men gave birth to the six major religions, acting independently and in 

widely separate regions, in response to the tensions of their age." 
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According to some experts, '''Hinduism' is the term used to indicate the amalgam 

of spiritual traditions originating in South Asia that comprise the third largest world 

religion today" (Esposito, Fasching, and Lewis 274). Hinduism originated in an ancient 

oral tradition, The Vedas, whose early scriptures were initially composed in the twelfth 

century BeE. The beliefs expressed in the Vedas became the foundation for several 

subsequent approaches to religion. In addition, the Hindu traditions of caste and sacrifice 

have formed patterns that have shaped Indian lives tremendously for over 3,000 years 

(Downing). 

Disillusioned by the suffering and anguish permeating their surroundings, 

Mahavira and Gautama Siddhartha shaped early Hinduism. These two noblemen 

exchanged their lives of wealth and power for lives of poverty and virtue. Mahavira 

founded a Hindu religion called Jainism. Mahavira stressed certain aspects of Hinduism 

such as Ahimsa. This doctrine of non-violence to both men and animals later influenced 

the life and work of the great leader Mahatma Gandhi. Gautama's ideas were more 

influential than Mahavira's, but impacted the emergence of Buddhism more than 

Hinduism (Downing). 

According to John L. Esposito, Darrell J. Fasching, and Todd Lewis, Hinduism 

possesses neither a universal code oflaws nor designated enforcers of its fundamental 

beliefs and traditions. "What we label "Hinduism" ranges from monotheism to 

polytheism, from monism to materialism and atheism; from nonviolent ethics to moral 

systems that see as imperative elaborate blood sacrifices to sustain the world; from 



critical, scholastic philosophical discussion to cultivation of sublime, mystical, wordless 

inner experiences." History has failed to produce universal agreement on a definition of 

"true Hinduism" (274). In my opinion, the fact that Hinduism lacks even basic 

uniformity challenges its status as a true religion. With such extreme variety, Hinduism 

appears to be an all-inclusive category for a multitude of different beliefs. I believe it 

would be confusing for followers to seek answers from Hinduism due to such a range of 

ideas. Considering that many turn to religion in search of answers to life questions and 

ethical issues, I think that this is a weakness in Hinduism. 
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Despite the multitude of suggestions present in Hinduism, it contains some 

principles that are consistent throughout the religion. Regina Wolfe and Christine Gudorf 

explain that Hinduism is integrated into every aspect of its followers' lives, making 

separation of religious beliefs from cultural and social life nearly impossible. Hindus 

believe one should sustain balance in life between the sacred and profane, or the pure and 

impure. They believe in many Gods, which reflects their faith in the existence of various 

paths to spiritual freedom, or moksa. These various approaches encompass physical 

discipline, knowledge, personal devotion, goods works, and contemplative discipline, 

with no path deemed superior to the others (12). 

The fact that Hinduism is integrated into every aspect of its followers' lives 

makes sense to me. I believe that religion is a guide for a way oflife. It should be a 

pervasive force in any follower's life. Because religion provides codes for moral conduct 

and purpose for human existence, it would be contradictory to separate religious beliefs 

from one's cultural and social life. Individuals' religious beliefs should permeate all 

aspects oftheir existence, guiding their thoughts and actions in everything they do. 



Considering religion something to practice only at certain times is counterproductive to 

the entirety of the idea. 

Also, I can understand the fact that Hinduism contains various approaches to 

attain humanity's ultimate goal, with none being deemed better than another. 
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Considering the diversity present in the world, every person lives a different life and has 

unique ideas concerning how to approach life and resolve its host of problems. In almost 

any case, many different ways exist to solve these problems. For example, if people want 

to help the poor, some donate money, others donate clothing, and others take a different 

approach. With so many methods to choose from, the problem may be resolved 

effectively. This does not necessarily mean one is better than the other. Instead this just 

shows that humanity operates in various manners. 

Despite the variety within the Hindu religion and life, Wolf and Gudorf point out 

that it is organized in a manner which connects the four purposes oflife and the four 

stages of life within the caste system and its four groups. The ultimate purpose of a 

Hindu's life is achieving spiritual freedom, therefore ending samsara, the cycle of 

reincarnation. They also recognize pleasure, success, and duty as additional purposes of 

life that assist them on their paths to religious fulfillment (12). 

Wolf and Gudorf mention that within the context of Hinduism, individuals are 

allowed to pursue pleasure with the understanding of necessary personal discretion 

involving a sensible path for this undertaking. For instance, many take great pleasure in 

eating sweet foods. In the Hindu context, an example of a "sensible path" to pursuit of 

pleasure in this area may be having one piece of cake rather than three. One may have to 

forego short-tenn pleasure in order to achieve more long-tenn pleasures. For example, a 
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person may have to forego the immediate pleasure of engaging in entertainment that costs 

money in order to save for a later vacation. This pursuit of pleasure is by no means 

intended to be interpreted as permission to pursue immediate gratification (12). 

In addition, Hinduism permits individuals to seek personal success regarding their 

role in society and not spiritual growth. For example, individuals are allowed to pursue 

good occupations, wealth, and other things esteemed on earth but not applicable in the 

spiritual world. The attainment of success provides individuals with a sense of personal 

worth and self-respect, allowing them to meet their basic needs and participate in society 

as a whole. However, Wolf and Gudorfrecognize that Hindus did not believe that 

success itself should be emphasized because it focuses only on the present and does 

provide ultimate satisfaction. Finally, as individuals move along the path to spiritual 

freedom, they will transcend these selfish pursuits of pleasure and success. Instead their 

primary focus will be on community and the responsibilities that accompany membership 

in it (13). Rather than directing their energy toward a job that provides them with mass 

amounts of wealth, they might take a lower-paying position that helps the community. 

They might even take a volunteer position. In addition, they might do things such as 

organize community efforts toward resolving social ills such as poverty. 

I find it interesting and unusual that Hindus are allowed to pursue pleasure and 

worldly success. Even though these aspects of human life clearly exist on earth, I would 

think that it would seem ludicrous to pursue these things that have such trivial 

significance in the whole of cosmic existence. For example, every day human beings all 

over the world pursue pleasure in many different forms. These may include such things 

as indulging in their favorite foods, sexual pleasure, drinking or drugs, or attaining power 
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or influence. The fact that Hinduism permits its followers to pursue pleasure and success 

may also be a danger for them because they may use this permission as an excuse to 

abuse the laws of their religion and become absorbed by the pursuit of them. It may take 

an extremely focused individual not to lose sight of his or her ultimate goal while 

pursuing these human indulgences of pleasure and success. 

Although Hinduism permits individuals to choose different paths in order to 

achieve a holy life, Wolfe and Gudorf point out that each path requires order and balance. 

This is especially emphasized in regard to individuals' personal relationships. Despite 

the various paths taken, the ultimate goal of each journey is the same (14). Balance has 

been a virtue preached to humanity regardless of religion. I believe balance is imperative 

for living a happy and peaceful life. For example, a balanced diet results in good health. 

In personal relationships, one must give as well as receive. Balance applies to all other 

aspects oflife as well. For example, individuals may drink alcohol, but should limit 

consumption. When eating, a person should have a mixture of the different food groups. 

A person should exercise moderately. However, working out five times a day would be 

destructive. In human relationships, individuals should exhibit a balance between talking 

and listening. Balance in everything is a noble approach toward life that promotes 

harmony and unity. 

It is difficult to discern a distinct set of ethical principles that guide a Hindu life. 

Because Hinduism embraces so many traditions and beliefs, several contradictions exist 

within the different belief systems of the religion. Werner Menski notes, "Flexibility of 

rules is maintained, as we have seen, by the constant consideration of individual facts and 

circumstances. If some general rules are specifically given here, we must be aware that 



they are not necessarily binding for all times and in all cases" (10). I believe that this 

approach to Hinduism is one that can be applied to some degree in all religions and 

generalities proposed in our natural world. For every rule established, an exception 

almost invariable exists. It is nearly impossible to establish universal codes and rules 

when situational variables and individual interpretation apply. For example, religious 
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law may say that stealing is wrong. However, is stealing from one who has plenty to feed 

a starving child immoral? These are the types of questions that are left to individual 

interpretation. 

Menski notes that despite the fact that Hindus are known for renunciation of 

worldly things, the pursuit of wealth and power may be a priority at certain times in their 

lives. On the other hand, the rule of balance still applies and excessive pursuit of these 

goals is viewed negatively. The guiding principle for Hindu wealth is to find "proper 

use" for any accumulated that is in excess ofthe amount needed for immediate survival. 

Generosity displayed by simply giving it away is considered admirable, which may 

explain why begging is so prevalent in India and why hospitality is a reputed 

characteristic of Hindus (26). In India, beggars know they are likely to find a giving 

person to help them. Hermanni comments that sympathy is another well-known attribute 

of Hindus: "ifl see suffering, I should help" (77). 

In my opinion, for individuals to truly consider themselves "good people," they 

could not leave a suffering person. Instead, they should provide assistance in any way 

they can. I have a memory of learning of a startling instance in history that illustrates my 

point. In 1964, a 28-year old woman named Catherine Genovese was brutally murdered. 

This murder might have easily been prevented by one simple phone call from a witness. 
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Over three dozen people heard her piercing screams as her attacker returned to stab her 

two different times when none of the observers interfered or called the police. If even 

one person had called the police, Catherine might be alive today. Instead, over three 

dozen people did absolutely nothing to help this suffering woman. This is an example of 

the darkest side of humanity, the weakness and fear. It is this type of apathy and 

cowardice that leads to atrocities such as the torture and murder of millions of Jews 

during the war. The world would be a horrifying place to live if supposed "good people" 

did nothing to help others in need. The Hindu beliefthat one should help others who are 

suffering is a vital aspect of any virtuous life scheme. 

Hindus possess varied views concerning the status and treatment of others. 

Menski comments that they do not believe in the equality of all people despite the fact 

that they believe in cosmic unity and the existence of the same individual soul in all 

human beings. On one hand, Hindus favor a positive and supportive attitude to other 

nations and races. On the other hand, other races and nations are also seen as 

competitors, rivals, and even enemies (41). This is yet another example of the fact that 

rules do not apply at all times but rather are subject to situational variables. One may 

question the purpose of having creeds that may be broken. However, I believe that it is 

important to be able to refer to a set of guidelines. I understand that situational variables 

may permit flexible interpretation provided that individuals do not fail to adhere to their 

core ethical values. In this specific case of Hindus' varied view toward the status and 

treatment of others, I believe that Hindus should show respect for all of their fellow 

human beings regardless of their race or home nation. Regarding other humans as 

enemies is hardly in alignment with the belief in cosmic unity. In addition, this attitude is 



likely to discourage the progress of human beings cohabitating harmoniously and 

effectively for a peaceful life. 
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When examining the issue of social equality in Hindu society, one cannot ignore 

the subject of the traditional Hindu caste system. As Menski points out, this is a system 

that provides "an elaborate hierarchal structure in which every individual has a place" 

(29). Even though modem India has abolished the caste system by law, it still functions 

as a factor in establishing an individual's status (29). Hindu belief permits those born 

into poor conditions because of past karma to liberate themselves from their original 

bonds of social constraint by exhibiting righteous action in life. Remnants of the 

traditional Hindu caste system linger wherever Hindus live today. However, modem 

times exhibit less stringent rules and boundaries. Menski comments, "flexibility is 

emphasized more now, and mobility, urbanization and education have all played their 

parts in this" (40). I do not agree with the idea ofthe traditional Hindu caste system 

functioning to solidify a person's social status. However, I do believe that every 

individual has a place in a functioning society. The world works because some people 

desire to be trash men and others doctors. Without a variety, the world would not 

function properly. The caste system operating in India today is not unlike systems 

operating in many other societies, including America. One working his way to a higher 

social level in India is not unlike a poor person making his or her way to fame and riches 

in America. I believe that all people deserve this chance to alter their position in life. 

Attitudes concerning women represent an additional area of ambivalent Hindu 

ideas. Menski explains the source of conflict by commenting, "On the one hand, women 

are to be honored like goddesses, on the other hand, they are not trusted. Seen as a moral 
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danger to themselves and others, they are to be kept under strict control" (42). Men are 

afraid that women will give way to evil inclinations such as sensual pleasures. Today, 

Hindu male regulation of female activity provides evidence ofthese attitudes. Operating 

under the idea that it will assist in preserving the women's chastity and purity, Hindu 

males only hesitantly allow many females to work while keeping older girls under 

especially close observation and prefer single-sex education (42-43). This is an aspect of 

Hindu religion that I find entirely ludicrous. Men and women are both human and are 

both subject to temptation. To believe that women "just can't help themselves" and are 

"a moral danger to themselves and other" is a primitive and obsolete way of thinking. 

Men and women are both exposed to "evils" they may find enticing. However, I think it 

is ignorant and unjust to "exert control" over another person. By controlling another 

person, one inhibits that individual's personal development. In order to become fully 

functional and whole human beings, individuals must be allowed to develop on their 

own. Mistakes are part of humanity, and each individualleams from them differently. 

However, they are a part of life that one should not attempt to prevent by controlling 

another person. 

In book The Concept of God, the Origin of the World, and the Image of the World 

Religions, R. Balasubramanian presents another view of Hindu ethics. He says that, "The 

ideal that has to be realized is the oneness of all human beings, who exhibit differences of 

various kinds" (41). Balasubramanian further explains that differences cannot be 

changed but can be overcome. A correct interpretation ofthe "Advaitic" ideal 

concerning morality suggests that a "perceptive mind" will display "righteous 

indignation" toward "injustice of various kinds practiced and perpetuated in society." 



Even though society does not possess the capability to alter the fact that humans have 

differences, it can prevent discrimination resulting from them. Humans should act as 

such and "exercise reason and will." Reason is the ability to comprehend the level of 

perfection that is the goal of humanity. Will is the ability to perform actions in order to 

achieve this perfection (41-42). 
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First, I agree that as human beings, we all share the same basic essence; our 

humanity links us together. However, we are obviously each distinctly different in a 

number of ways. In addition, I believe that human beings possessing a "perceptive mind" 

should also display "righteous indignation" toward the injustices of society. Once again, 

as I mentioned with the Catherine Genovese murder, inaction concerning injustices can 

be the greatest detriment to society. Social injustices, ifleft uncorrected will continue to 

thrive. Concerning the issue of reason and will, I agree that accompanying our humanity 

we received the ability to reason. This allows us to identify what we believe to be our 

purpose in life and the purpose behind every one of our actions. I would also agree that 

will is ability to act in such a manner as to achieve our ultimate goals. 

Furthermore, Balasubramanian proposes, "The human body should neither be 

discarded nor despised. Hunger, malnutrition, and disease, which are due to poverty, are 

symptoms of the economic illness of a society in which there is economic exploitation of 

one class or group by another" (42). He calls for a restructuring of the economic portion 

of society in order to help the poverty stricken. He comments, "The disrespect to the 

body of a person because of birth, or caste, or gender is a symptom of social sickness 

arising from the concept of discrimination operating in society." As a result, 

Balasubramanian calls for social reformation of society. He says that we should treat all 
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human beings equally and that they all have the right to "liberty, equality, fraternity, and 

so on." In his final proposal, he states, "In order to create a society which guarantees 

justice-social, economic, and political-it is necessary to provide opportunities for 

dialogue or communication among the people" (41-42). 

In the above ideas, Balasubramanian presents a prescription for a utopian society. 

I question whether the propositions mentioned in this paragraph have a chance of 

becoming a reality. It is important for human beings to protect their bodies. They are the 

shell from which we function. Without them, we cease to exist on earth. In spite of 

human dependence on their bodies, millions of people suffer from malnutrition, 

starvation, and disease. Although this may be "exploitation of one group or class by 

another," a perfect system does not seem to exist. Some systems are more effective than 

others, but none have achieved a perfection in which starvation and disease are 

nonexistent. Even though I believe helping others and sharing is important, I think that 

restructuring society in which we are all equal will never work. Societies that have tried 

such systems have failed miserably, such as the Soviet Union. I believe in Darwin's 

theory of natural selection in which the strong survive. I think this will always hold true 

for humanity. Because of human nature, human beings will not be motivated to 

contribute to a society in which harder work will not result in any gain for them. Perhaps 

an alternate restructuring of society may work, but a society developed in which the poor 

and diseased do not exist has yet to become a reality. 

Furthermore, it is disheartening to think that others would "disrespect" another's 

body because of their birth, caste, or gender. Yet these things happen everyday around 

the world. Restructuring society to limit harm imposed on others resulting from 



prejudice is vital to improving the quality of life everywhere. Despite our individual 

differences, we all share our humanity, and discrimination due to these differences only 

indicates inhumane, ignorant, and destructive behavior. In addition, I agree that human 

beings are equal and have the right to "liberty, equality, and fraternity." I believe it is 

important to work toward these goals in society. However, even though I agree that 

improvement is possible, I believe that a society free of social discrimination and 

injustice is only an ideal and is not something that can be realized in life. Persons will 

always exist who harbor hatred and malice and will act on those feelings. 

The Bhagavatapurana, one of the Hindu's most significant texts, reveals yet 

another approach to Hindu ethics. The following passage discloses the response of the 

esteemed boy-prince Prahlada, deemed a blessed an all-knowing seer, to an inquiry 

regarding the science of ethics: 

I have no opinion on the subject of ethics. It is divisive, it teaches 

that men are superior or inferior (that is, one man to be kind or 

generous to another), or arrogance, that it is for man to uphold 

righteous whereas men actually should try and contemplate and 

understand the indications of the pervasive quality of unity and 

equality obtaining in the world. One law, one rhythm upholds the 

entirety of creation, from the lowest to the highest: it is for man to 

support the eternal cosmic law of perfect harmony. Only the 

teaching of one Reality (Brahman) alone can truly bring about 

goodness and justice and not any teaching which promotes 

differentiations. (Bhagavatapurana I. 7.5-II) 
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Bithika MukeIji considers that the words of the boy-prince may be interpreted as 

a summary of the Hindu tradition and its significance to Hindu religious philosophy. The 

doctrine of One Reality to which the boy refers originated in the Vedic times and 

continues to govern Hindu tradition today. The foundation of this teaching lies in the 

concept that human nature possesses the ability to "transcend the natural order" and is 

"intrinsically connected with the entirety of nature" (73-74). 

The boy-prince's ideas concerning ethics may be truest to the Hindu religion. His 

response focuses more on the whole picture. In the end, it is only the highest goal that 

matters. I think the boy-prince's response is wise in that it dismisses the trivial and 

concentrates on the essential. The idea that no man is better or worse than another 

promotes the Hindu idea of cosmic unity. Prahlada's support ofthe idea of cosmic unity 

may draw individuals' attention away from inconsequential pursuits and direct their 

attention to more significant activities. 

These differing approaches to Hindu ethics reflect the fact that Hinduism is a 

religion full of contradictions and conflicting ideologies. It may be said that "The Hindu 

traditions have thrived and multiplied without any single priestly group, theologian, or 

institution ever imposing a universal or reductive definition of the core beliefs" (Esposito 

et al. 275). Today, new teachers and institutions have phased out many of the old Hindu 

traditions in order to meet the needs of a society living in different circumstances. One 

ofthe main challenges facing the varied authorities of Hinduism today is to discover how 

the various aspects of Hinduism can serve the needs of each of its one billion people 

(Esposito et al. 348). 



In summary, Hinduism is a religion embracing so many different ideas that I 

believe it is hard to define what constitutes a Hindu follower, their ethical code, and 

belief system. I think that a more precise definition of Hinduism is needed in order to 

consolidate the assortment of ideas and ethical codes that compose the religion today. 

However, I do believe that a positive aspect of such diversity is that Hinduism is a 

religion in which many different people can find their niche. Finally, I believe that 

Hinduism possesses several positive attributes but would benefit from a more unified 

approach. 
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According to Downing, Buddhism originated from within the Hindu religion and 

evolved separately under the influence of Gautama Siddhartha. He was born in 560 B.C. 

in Northeast India and his teachings had a greater impact than Mahavira's. Siddhartha's 

reformation of Buddhism included discarding what he viewed as abuses within 

Hinduism. His teachings were more influential than those of Mahavira. Gautama 

rejected what he viewed as distortions and abuses within Hinduism, including the "caste 

system, highly ritualistic, sacrificial practices, and the fatalistic attitude of the Hinduism 

of his day, which was determined by the Brahmanic interpretation of the dharma." 

Following this reformation of Hinduism, Gautama became known as "the Buddha" or 

"the Enlightened One." 

As Downing points out, Buddhism is not a religion focused on the existence of a 

god, but rather human "deliverance from suffering and nirvana, the state reached when 

the flame of desire has been extinguished." The survival of Gautama's teachings has 

been dependent upon his followers, who live in monastic communities. However, a 

Mauryan emperor of India named Asoka was the driving force behind catapUlting 

Buddhism into a major religion. Around 257 B.C., Asoka experienced "an intense 

remorse at the slaughter and misfortune he had caused." As a result ofthe emergence of 

this "intense remorse," Asoka endorsed the Buddhist qualities of compassion, tolerance 

and respect for all life forms by inscribing them in edicts on rocks and pillars throughout 

India. 

Wolfe and Gudorfpoint out that the Four Noble Truths form the basis ofGautama 

Buddha's teachings. The Four Noble Truths express the following existential ideas: "that 
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life is dukka (suffering); that the cause of dukkha is tanha (insatiable craving); that there 

is a relief or liberation from suffering, nirvana; and that there is a path of liberation, The 

Eightfold Noble Path." The Eightfold Noble Path provides a course leading to nirvana, 

which is a state of Enlightenment achieved when one escapes the boundaries of this 

world through realization ofthe "true nature of reality." The Eightfold Path is a 

"practical guide to Enlightenment" with the following requirements: right understanding, 

right speech, right behavior, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and right 

contemplation. These eight criteria are divided into the three categories of wisdom, 

morality, and mediation (14). 

In evaluating the Buddhist perspective on life, I can accept the idea that life is 

"suffering" due to "insatiable craving." As human beings we are never satisfied. Once 

we obtain something, our desire shifts somewhere else. Our lives are never-ending 

cycles of desire and pursuit. It seems that we can never achieve satisfaction for any 

length of time. It would be reassuring to believe in the existence in a relief from this 

suffering. I believe in the possibility that such a relief exists. 

Peggy Morgan observes that the first category of the Eightfold Noble Path, 

wisdom, addresses the requirements of right understanding and right speech. Right 

understanding is the "perception of the world as it really is, without delusions." This 

places emphasis on "understanding suffering, the law of cause and effect, and 

impermanence." Right thought necessitates "the purification of the mind and heart and 

the growth of thoughts of unselfishness and compassion, which will then be the roots of 

action" (57). 
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Next Morgan mentions that the category of morality focuses on right speech, right 

action, and right livelihood. Right speech entails "not lying, gossiping, or talking in any 

way that will encourage malice or hatred." Right action consists of five ethical 

guidelines for behavior. These include the following: "avoid taking life, avoid stealing, 

avoid committing sexual misconduct, avoid lying, and avoid taking stimulants and 

intoxicants." Finally, right livelihood means finding a "worthwhile profession or way of 

life that avoids causing harm or injustice to other beings" (57). 

Lastly, Morgan notes that the third category, meditation, consists of right effort, 

right mindfulness, and right concentration. Right effort is a "mental discipline that 

prevents evil arising, tries to stop evil that has arisen, and encourages what is good." 

Right mindfulness means "total attention to the activities ofthe body, speech, and mind." 

Right concentration involves the "training of the mind in the stages of meditation." In 

order to achieve Enlightenment, Buddhists should adhere to these guidelines (57-58). 

The Eightfold Noble Path mayor may not lead one to relief from suffering. 

However, I believe it is an excellent guide to living life. By following these suggestions, 

human beings will promote trust and respect for humanity leading to a more unified 

world. By not stealing, lying, or gossiping, showing compassion, preventing evil and 

promoting goodness, Buddhists abstain from harming others and instead encourage unity. 

This way of life is based on understanding and helping each other rather than hindering 

each other. If more people lived in this way, we would see more human progress. 

According to Wolfe and Gudorf, The Four Noble Truths are an element present in 

every Buddhist school. However, different sects stress different aspects of the Eightfold 

Path to Enlightenment. Despite the existence of slight differences, these various sects 



share the same goal in addition to fundamental teachings (15-16). I believe that the 

minute details are not important as long as Buddhists share the same main goal. 
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For example, Wolfe and Gudorf explain that all Buddhists share the same goal of 

practicing the Four Divine Abidings, which are a significant part of the Four Noble 

Truths. The Four Divine Abidings consist of"metta (loving kindness), which calls for 

unconditional love of all beings including one's own self; karuna (compassion), which 

calls for empathy with another rather than sympathy for another; mudita (sympathetic 

joy), which is an expression of sincere joy for another's success; and upekkha 

(equanimity), which calls for an even-handed attitude toward all" (15). 

Practicing "loving kindness, compassion, sympathetic joy, and equanimity" is 

therapy for the soul. By practicing such qualities, a person can be filled with peace and 

happiness. Harboring negative emotions such as hatred and anger is destructive to the 

inner self and humanity as a whole. They eat away at the insides of a person, causing 

tension, anxiety, fear, and discord. By allowing the positive emotions to engulf oneself, 

one can be filled with a positive energy that brings about an inner harmony. 

The Buddhist suggestion for interaction with others can be captured in the 

following verse: Generosity, praise, good behavior and fellowship: these four methods 

will bring harmony to all the world. -from the Abidharma Samgiti Parvayapada 

Interaction with others is an inevitable aspect oflife, and the Buddhist perspective 

encourages healthy and productive relationships with others. According to the 

Abidharma Samgiti Paryayapada, the four methods described in the above passage 

provide an exceptional foundation on which we can base all of our social behavior. I 



agree that this passage provides an excellent guide for our social behavior. By helping 

others, we also help ourselves. 
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Master Hsing Yun defines generosity as "compassion in action." He further 

explains, "At its most basic level, generosity is active, positive energy directed toward 

another person in such a way that the person will feel joy or gain in wisdom." According 

to him, Buddhist generosity can be expressed in various ways such as through generosity 

with one's personal belongings, time, feelings, extraordinary abilities, insight, and 

happiness. People will realize that once they give attention to this subject, every day 

offers them many chances to show generosity. According to Yun, generosity is "crucial 

to any vision of a harmonious world" (96). 

I think that Yun makes an important point here. It does not take mass amounts of 

wealth to be capable of exhibiting generosity. Generosity can take many forms. Often the 

most charitable acts do not take place in monetary form. Every individual possesses 

different qualities. Sharing part of yourself has to be the greatest gift you could give 

another human being. Even taking a small amount of time to help one person in a day 

might make an enormous difference in that one person's life. Evaluating and taking 

advantage of the various ways to show generosity will contribute to Yun's view of a 

"harmonious world." Everyone needs help at one time or another. Without assistance 

from each other, the order of the world would deteriorate. 

Also, Yun considers praise social action that ensures others that they have made a 

worthwhile contribution to the world, which provides them with momentary bliss and 

continual reassurance that this contribution has been recognized and valued. He further 

explains that as human beings we need the care and acceptance of our fellow humans in 
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order to be happy. In response to these conclusions, his advice is to "Never hold back a 

kind word and never be stinting with warmth and encouragement" (97). 

Human beings do have an inherent need to be accepted by other human beings. 

Giving compliments and encouragement help build the inner strength of another person. 

Spreading kindness will lead to a happier existence for everyone. 

According to Yun, good behavior, the third suggestion, is defined as "behavior 

that brings benefit both to oneself and to others." Good behavior is centered around 

benefiting others rather than oneself. By always giving others the best of yourself, you 

boost the level of your social group. In addition, you discover treasures buried in the 

depths of your being (97). 

Considering others is indeed a way for individuals to not only "boost the level of 

their social group" but learn about themselves as well. By exceeding current standards of 

social functioning, individuals raise the bar. Exercising "good behavior" may involve 

doing things such as taking time out of one's personal agenda to teach others a skill or 

listen to their problems. They may draw others up with them. In addition, helping others 

may reveal to individuals greatness in themselves of which they were not aware. Acting 

in this way brings one closer to achieving inner satisfaction and harmony. 

Last but not least, Yun defines the fourth dimension of social interaction, 

fellowship, as "anything that brings us closer to others and helps us understand their joys 

and sorrows." According to the Maha-ratnakuta, fellowship is the "quality within us that 

leads us to use our wisdom and compassion to bring others to the Dharma." This was the 

inspiration for Buddha's forty-five years ofteaching (98). I believe it is important to 

understand others in order to help them. By listening, observing, or performing any other 



action that provides us with insight into people, we better understand how to help them. 

By becoming close to one another, we can unite for the greater good of humanity. 
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According to Morgan, one of the most important goals for Buddhists is to become 

conscious of what they are experiencing in their minds and hearts. They are supposed to 

"think and act as selfless people, being as concerned about others as themselves." ln this 

state, they have eroded the barriers between themselves and others and themselves and 

the world. The ideal personal qualities of Buddhists are presented in a list of ten 

perfections. The list names the following as desirable qualities: "generosity, or giving 

freely; morality, or acting virtuously; renunciation, or letting go of anything that is 

unnecessary or harmful to the spiritual life; wisdom; energy, or acting vigorously in 

important things; patience, or accepting life and people; truthfulness; resolution, or 

applying oneself with determination to the important things in life; loving kindness, or 

being kind and compassionate to all beings; and equanimity, or being stable, well

balanced and even-tempered, whatever happens" (61). 

The following passage presents the Buddhist idea of ideal personal qualities: 

The person who is kindly, who makes friends, makes others 

welcome, is free from avarice, is understanding, is a conciliator, 

such a one obtains good repute. Generosity, kindly speech, doing 

good to people, fairness in all things, everywhere, as is fit and 

proper, these are indeed the means on which the world turns, just 

as a chariot moves on quickly depending on the pin of a wheel 

axle. (Carpenter 1960: v. 192) (Morgan 61-62) 
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Even though I have outlined the Buddhist guides for moral conduct, both 

interpretative and evaluative applications ofthem in determining the ethical quality of 

any given action can differ among Buddhist perspectives. The Buddhist guide for moral 

conduct is not unique to Buddhism, but such guides represent a universal search for the 

good. The Buddhist tradition is carried out in a rich diversity among its followers, which 

is something not uncommon to other religious traditions. 

The Buddhist approach to life is one that can promote a world characterized by 

peace and harmony. Encouraging people to act selflessly, to be free from greed, to show 

compassion, to be patient, kind, even-tempered, act wisely, etc., provides a standard for 

humanity in which we aspire to show high regard for one another, help each other, and 

care about each other. This approach to life supports not only individual growth but the 

advancement of a harmoniously interacting society. Although the purpose of life remains 

a mystery to me, I do not think that humanity could falter following Buddhist ethical 

guidelines. 



28 

ISLAlV 

Islam originated in the early seventh century following a vision received by the 

prophet Muhammad. In this vision, he was told that he was Allah's messenger. 

Muhammad received several subsequent "revelations" throughout his lifetime, and these 

became the basis for the Qur' an. Wolf and Gudorf explain that Islam is monotheistic and 

"insistent on economic and social justice." Therefore, similar to the other religions, Islam 

stresses personal and social aspects oflife (10). 

The religion ofIslam contains what is referred to as "The Five Pillars." These 

"Five Pillars" concentrate on the individual aspect of being a "faithful Muslim." Wolf 

and Gudorf point out that "the first pillar is the fundamental creedal statement of Islam: 

There is not God but Allah, and Muhammad is his Messenger" (10). From this statement, 

one may observe that Islam is strictly monotheistic. The remaining four pillars define 

what constitutes the personal duties required of a "faithful follower ofIslam." These 

duties consist of "praying five times daily, giving alms to the poor, observing the holy 

month of Ramadan, and if at all possible, going on at least one pilgrimage to Mecca" (10-

11). 

With the exception of giving alms to the poor, I believe that the Five Pillars of 

Islam exemplifies the tendency of some religions to become absorbed in specifics. I 

believe it is ineffectual to place such importance on these details. I do not believe that in 

order to be a good person, one must pray five times daily, observe the "holy month of 

Ramadan," and make a pilgrimage to Mecca. Nor do I believe these should be criteria to 

identify a "faithful follower" of a religion. I do not believe that religion should function 

as a set of ritual practices, but rather as a way oflife striving toward a supreme goal. 



According to Wolf and Gudorf, the Qur'an outlines the social etiquette 

appropriate for followers ofIslam. The Qur' an is believed to be a work that Allah 

dictated to Muhammad. The lessons in these sacred scriptures "provide clearly 

articulated laws that govern all aspects of the lives ofthe believers, including social, 

political, economic, and familial relationships" (11). 
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Despite the fact that Muslims share the same basic beliefs expressed in the Five 

Pillars ofIslam and accept the social teachings communicated in the Qur' an and further 

expounded on in Islamic law, or shari 'a, they do not express their faith uniformly in life. 

Muslims are divided into two groups called Shi'i and Sunni Muslims. Wolf and Gudorf 

comment that the underlying cause ofthis separation is early argument over who was the 

"legitimate successor to the prophet Muhammad" (11). 

Esposito, Fasching, and Lewis explain that "the word Islam means submission or 

surrender. A Muslim is one who submits, who seeks to follow and actualize God's will 

in history, both as an individual and as a member of a worldwide faith community" (182). 

Muslims believe that they are God's representatives on earth and that God has entrusted 

them with it. They believe it is their duty to establish "God's rule on earth" (182). The 

Muslim community is one that transcends national borders, and is guided by God in order 

to "spread and institutionalize an Islamic Order and to create a socially just society" 

(182). The Qur'an states, "You are the best community ever brought forth for mankind, 

enjoining what is good and forbidding evil" (Q 3: 11 0). If a God does exist, I believe it 

would be impossible to know exactly what He wanted. I think it is arrogant and ignorant 

ofthe Islamic faith to believe that there is only one way to live and believe, and it is their 

way. 



30 

Due to space limitations, it would be impossible for me to convey all ofthe 

ethical principals that are contained in the Islamic religion. However, I will discuss some 

of the main ethical guidelines and ideas expressed in Islam. 

Mashuq ibn Ally points out that the Qur' an is thought to be exact orders from 

God regarding what He desires to be accomplished on earth. Humans must learn from 

the Qur'an in order to fulfill their obligations and therefore "divine will." The Qur'an 

unifies "all the eternal beliefs: oneness of God, revelation, prophethood, belief in beings 

beyond our perception, and life after death" (221). It embraces the basic ethical 

components of religious life including "worship, fasting, charity, and pilgrimage." 

Furthermore, the Qur' an spreads the universal code for moral excellence and 

righteousness in the form of "faith, God-consciousness, justice, sincerity, trust in God, 

wisdom, mercy and compassion, courage, repentance, gratitude, temperance, love, hope, 

fear, and patience." Serious moral failings are identified in the Qur'an as "gluttony, 

excess in sexual relations, excessive speech, cursing, hypocrisy, slander, back-biting, 

strong anger, rancor, envy, love of the world, love of wealth, love of influence, 

ostentation, and pride." The Qur'an uses allegory and past events in order to make a 

stirring appeal to reduce Muslim passivity and encourage Muslim responsibility to act. 

This includes correcting vices and promoting virtues in order to dispel evil and promote 

goodness (221). 

Like the other religions, I believe that Islam presents followers with some 

exceptional concepts for living life. For example, I agree with the Islamic idea that 

humans should be just, sincere, show mercy, wisdom, compassion, love, patience, and the 

like. These actions are in accordance with achieving human unity and peace. I also agree 
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that human beings should attempt to remedy vices and endorse virtues. This can only 

encourage a society in a continual state of improvement, constantly striving for the ideal. 

Muslims can also gain knowledge of ethical behavior by modeling the lives of the 

prophets. The prophets practiced moderation and balance. This excludes fanaticism or 

fundamentalism as legitimate aspects ofIslam. Ally explains that fanaticism in relation 

to religion originates from apprehension regarding the unknown and may result in radical 

behavior. Fundamentalism involves comprehending the scripture literally. Ally 

comments, "The prophets' ethical mission was to temper faith with reason and to guide 

humans to capture the unknown through reflection, search, and discovery" (223). 

I agree with excluding fanaticism or fundamentalism from Islam. Radical 

behavior stemming from the unknown usually translates into severe disruptions in the 

social order. I cannot understand the "holy wars" that take place today. One would think 

that "holy war" would be an oxymoron, but sadly it is not. Extreme violence has 

occurred in the name of religion, and I believe this is a complete abuse of the faith. 

Ignorance consumes those who provide faith as a reason for violence. Fanaticism and 

fundamentalism are abuses within any religion and spread nothing but social illness, war, 

suffering, and death. 

Ally comments that Muslims will reflect their consciousness of God in their 

mannerisms in everyday life. For example, they will request God's approval before 

every action-"I begin in the name of God who is the Most-merciful, the Most

compassionate" (Ally 226). When Muslims gather with friends and relatives, they make 

them feel welcome by stating, "Peace be on you and the mercy of God" (Ally 226). Also, 

to solidify the intense feeling generated by the greetings, they traditionally shake hands, 
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hug, and kiss one another. They also demonstrate appreciation for successful completion 

of any action by declaring, "Praise be to God, Lord ofthe Worlds" (Ally 226). Cheering 

and clapping are not a traditional Muslim expression of praise. Esposito, Fasching, and 

Lewis explain that ven diet is a part of the Islamic religion, commanding followers to 

exclude alcohol, pork, or foods cooked with certain products. Many Muslims refuse to 

eat meat unless it has been "killed in a religiously observant manner." They are not 

permitted to consume foods that are cooked "in or with non-halal or forbidden substances 

such as lard, sauces, and gravies" (185). Non-halal foods are meats that have not been 

slaughtered in the way specified in the shari 'a. Once again, I believe that these rituals are 

insignificant and ineffectual. Other than reinforcing bonds between those who perform 

these rituals, they do little more than provide mere formalities that make an insignificant 

contribution to the greater good of society and do not advocate personal growth. 

According to Ally, the ultimate goal of a Muslim's life is to "merit God's mercy 

and pleasure." Furthermore, accompanying the awareness of God is the comprehension 

of the qualities necessary to achieve "moral goodness." These qualities are qualities such 

as "love, mercy, compassion, humility, forgiveness, honesty, sincerity, integrity, and 

justice." A follower ofIslam would maintain that an individual possessing these qualities 

would always remain focused on the ultimate goal. In order to achieve this goal, a 

Muslim must be "active in the world, taking responsibilities seriously and trying to fulfill 

them to the best of his or her abilities, and being always conscious of the duty owed to 

society" (226). 

Ally comments that original sin is not a concept present in Islam. However, sin 

can be explained in Islamic tradition as a "disruption of one's basic natural disposition 
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since the human being is born pure." The most serious sins are "associating someone or 

something, inevitably inferior, with God in His divine essence, attributes, powers or 

rights." For example, one committing these sins may idolize a sports star as a "God," and 

believe in the sports' player's perfection. The second order sins include acts such as 

"murder, theft, suicide, illegal sexual relations and defamation." Third order sins would 

be things such as "lying, cursing, backbiting, and envy." These sins will lead to 

corruption on earth ifthey are allowed to continue without interference. They are the 

expressions of "human selfishness, greed, revenge, caprice, and egoism." Worship rituals 

serve as a method to contain these undesirable human characteristics so that good may 

prosper (249). 

Humans possessing the personal qualities mentioned above including but not 

limited to "mercy, love, humility, compassion, forgiveness, and honesty" provide a 

contribution to the progression ofthe human race and a foundation for inner fulfillment. 

However, those ignoring the Islamic ethical code and performing acts such as associating 

God with something "inevitably inferior," murdering, lying, cursing, and plotting revenge 

promote the deterioration ofthe human race and inner fulfillment. It is extremely hard 

for me to accept that associating God with something or someone "inevitably inferior" is 

the worst atrocity a human being could commit. This is the one sin that would cause 

little, if any, harm on earth. I avidly disagree with the fact that this sin is considered 

more horrible than murder. 

Ally points out that Muslims do not equally recognize other faiths. However, 

they are required to deal with non-Muslims "kindly and justly." Muslims are not allowed 

to attack others in order to "spread religion." However, they are given the right to 



34 

protection from "external threats." Despite their lack of recognition of equal faiths, 

Muslims believe that all people are equal under God (252-253). The fact that Muslims do 

not equally accept other faiths is an indication of an infection in their mentality that 

indicates an ignorance preventing them from completely harmonizing with the rest of 

humanity. 

Esposito, Fasching, and Lewis reflect that today, Muslims all over the world are 

called to prayer five times daily. In order for this to take place, stores are closed, office 

workers retreat to a "prayer room," and professionals and laborers stop work and look 

toward Mecca to demonstrate devotion to God. In cities such as Cairo, Geneva, Kuala 

Lumpur, and Kakarta, some Muslim women are clothed in the latest Islamic fashions, 

some in dresses and veils that conceal their faces and bodies, and others dress in Western 

fashions. Educated Muslim women may not work in some sex-segregated countries but 

may be engineers, doctors, scientists, teachers, and lawyers accompanying their male 

colleagues in other countries. Esposito, Fasching, and Lewis explain, "these realities 

reflect the vitality and diversity of Muslim societies today" (181). Today followers of 

Islam contain unity and diversity. Although they all believe in God, the Qur'an, and the 

Prophet Muhammad, their understanding and interpretation of what that should mean 

differs (261). Esposito, Fasching, and Lewis conclude that, "Like believers in other 

faiths, the critical question today facing Islam and Muslim communities globally is the 

relationship of faith and tradition to change in a rapidly changing and pluralistic world" 

(267). 

Islam is a faith that necessitates following a very specific doctrine. I do not 

believe that emphasizing minute details is a worthwhile aspect of religion. I think that 



35 

Islam provides its followers with some important ethical guidelines regarding personal 

qualities and erroneous actions. However, I disagree with the stringency of the laws 

imposed on its followers. I think that Islam is engulfed in trivial details and loses sight of 

cosmic significance. 
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According to Wolfe and Gudorf, Christianity owes its formation to the followers 

of a Jewish teacher, Jesus of Nazareth. Around A.D. 27, Jesus started preaching that "the 

kingdom of God was at hand" (Downing). The Jewish people had been anticipating this 

message. Downing explains that Jesus appeared to be the "messiah" or "deliverer" whom 

the prophets had spoken of since the time of the Babylonian exile. Together, the Romans 

and Jewish authorities killed Jesus in the first half of the first century (Wolfe and Gudorf 

8). 

Wolfe and Gudorfpoint out that through compassion and service, Jesus tried to 

reform the Judaism of his time. In addition they mention that, "Opposing fatalism, Jesus 

emphasized hope in God's forgiving love, which drew him to the poor, the marginalized, 

and powerless groups of his society." Jesus's followers affirmed He was the Messiah 

after His resurrection three days following His death and His several appearances to 

them. Jesus the Messiah was expected to make a magnificent return in which He would 

finish the victory over sin and death that his resurrection had ignited. Jesus's story and 

many others are revealed in the important Christian texts such as the Hebrew Scriptures, 

named the Old Testament, and the New Testament, which contains four gospels and 

many other books. Contained in these gospels is a description of the "life, death, and 

resurrection of Jesus, a history of the early church, letters from missionary apostles, and a 

visionary account of the final Apocalypse" (8). 

Wolfe and Gudorf comment that as Christianity spread through the Mediterranean 

in the first few centuries, its followers began displaying more Greek attributes than 

Jewish. Christianity's theology and view of the world, in addition to its location, became 
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more European and less Semitic. In the fourth century Christianity was proclaimed the 

"official religion of the Roman Empire." During this time, it was apparent that it had 

begun to inherit several organizational aspects of the Roman Empire. Evidence of this 

phenomenon lay in the "legal framework and formulation and trappings of the Episcopal 

and papal office." Division in Christianity remaining today originated from the Great 

Schism of 1054 between the eastern and western halves of the Roman Empire. The end 

result was division into Orthodox and Catholic Christians (9). 

Trevor Shannon explains that "one major difference between Christianity and 

other religions is that for Christians, living a good life or doing what is right is not a way 

of winning God's approval." However, I do not believe that Shannon is correct. Some 

religions believe that the right to heaven is earned with good works, and others believe it 

is earned with faith. Even within Christianity, different denominations believe in 

different ways to earn their way to heaven. For example, Catholics believe that they earn 

their way to heaven through good works. The fundamental belief of Christianity is that 

God loves people as they are, with all their faults. Christians believe that God proved this 

love through the "life, death, and resurrection of Jesus." This process "overcame 

people's fallen nature and original sin." People should be eternally grateful upon 

discovering they have God's love no matter how misguided they may be. Rather than 

earning the love of God by being good, the Christian realizes that God loves him or her, 

and then responds by trying to live according to God's commands (175). 

I believe that this is a more realistic approach to ethics. It is impossible for 

human beings to attain perfection. It would make sense that a higher power would 

exhibit unconditional love toward human beings, and expect them to attempt to live by a 
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certain creed. As human beings, we can only try to achieve perfection. However, we 

will inevitably fall short of this goal. Regardless, we will progress into a better state than 

we would without aiming for the unattainable. 

God issued the following Ten Commandments: "You shall have no other gods 

before me. You shall not make for yourself an idol in the form of anything in heaven 

above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below. You shall not misuse the name of 

the Lord your God, for the Lord will not hold anyone guiltless who misuses his name. 

Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy. Six days you shall labor and do all you 

work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God. Honor your father and your 

mother, so that you may live long in the land the Lord your God is giving you. You shall 

not murder. You shall not commit adultery. You shall not steal. You shall not give false 

testimony against your neighbor. You shall not covet what belongs to your neighbor." 

(Holy Bible New International Version. Exodus 20:3-20: 17) 

Once again, I believe that these Commandments are representative of the fact that 

Christianity shares universal codes with other religions. However, I believe some of the 

specifics are unimportant to God, such as observing Sunday as a holy day. I do believe 

that the universal codes that say not to murder, steal, commit adultery, and lie should be 

upheld. 

According to Shannon, when addressing moral issues, Christians' decisions may 

be similar to those who do not believe in God, those who are uncertain, and those who 

believe in other faiths. However, one can differentiate Christian decisions from others by 

examining the motivation behind it. Shannon recognizes that for some Christian 

denominations, in order to attempt to make this distinction, one must ask two questions. 
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One is, "What would Jesus have done?" Obviously, present day dilemmas exist which 

did not exist in Jesus's time. Regardless, desire to imitate Jesus has persisted. Jesus's 

model to his disciplines was urging them to treat others as He had treated them. As a 

result, followers of Christianity ask, "What would Jesus have done?" in order to attempt 

to imitate their Savior and test their moral decisions (175). 

Shannon mentions that a second test of righteous decisions involves asking the 

question, "Is the decision in accordance with the law oflove?" This component of 

Christian tradition is of paramount importance. It is at the center of all the Christian rules 

and regulations. Once again, the source of this lies in Jesus. Jesus said to his disciples, "I 

give you a new commandment: love one another; as I have loved you, so you are to love 

one another. If there is this love among you, then all will know that you are my 

disciples" (John 13:34). The Synoptic Gospels record that Jesus announced that the most 

important commandment is, "Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your 

soul, with all your mind, and with all your strength," and "Love your neighbor as 

yourself' (Mark 12:29-31, Matt.22:37-9, Luke 10:27-8) (Shannon 176). 

The Christian model for decision-making that Shannon describes is another that 

strives for perfection. Christians who base decisions on what Jesus would have done are 

striving for perfection because Jesus, as the son of God, was obviously reputed to be 

flawless. One can only obtain an elevated moral state when attempting the best. 

Christians basing their decisions on love spread kindness and virtue. This model 

encourages Christians to do the "right thing." 

Paul wrote the great "Hymn of Love" (1 Cor. 13) in which he defines love as 

central to Christian morality: 



Love is patient; love is kind and envies no one. Love is never 

boastful, nor conceited, nor rude; never selfish, not quick to take 

offence. Love keeps no score of wrongs; does not gloat over other 

men's sins, but delights in truth. There is nothing love cannot face; 

there is no limit to its faith, its hope and its endurance. (I Cor.l3:4-

7) (Shannon 176) 
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In other words, love is the foundation for all existence. It is the center of all that 

is good in humanity. It is a pervasive force. It is the fundamental virtue and the basis for 

all religions, not just Christianity. I agree that boastfulness, conceit, selfishness, and 

gloating have no place in love. Love is selfless and magnificent. It is this single source 

that has the power to bring together the entire human race. 

Shannon explains that St. John, who was among the New Testament writers, 

emphasized love as God's gift to humanity rather than a "human faculty to be striven 

after." This gift is one that humans are supposed to accept and share with others. Asking 

the two questions mentioned above ("What would Jesus have done? and "Is this decision 

in accordance with the law oflove?") exemplifies two alternate ways of striving after 

perfection as a Christian (176). 

In addition, Shannon believes that ideally, Christian individuals would make 

decisions based on a specified process. However, this is unlikely because they would 

seldom have the "time, clarity ofthought, advice and information" to guarantee their 

decision was thoroughly evaluated. The model process for Christian decision-making 

requires three steps. The first step is praying for assistance. The second step is searching 

the Bible for direction. The final step involves researching "traditional teaching" on 
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ethical issues (176-177). This "traditional teaching" includes what past scholars and holy 

men have concluded concerning Christian ethics. 

I agree that it is unlikely that many Christians would have the time to evaluate 

decisions using this lengthy process. However, following the Christian outline for 

decision-making that Shannon describes may help Christians make a more informed 

decision. Usually, more information leads to a better conclusion. 

Shannon comments that as in other religions, a standardized approach to 

Christianity is not a reality. Instead, individuals apply varying methods when interpreting 

the direction implied in the orders and regulations offered in the Bible and in the 

instruction given in churches. Some view the text in the Scripture and the conventional 

declarations of the churches as "unchanging laws which are valid for all times and in all 

places." Other Christians believe in taking into account the circumstances of individual 

situations and believe that rules are "guidelines that should be applied individually" 

(177). 

In addition to Shannon's ideas concerning Christianity, Reginald White adds that 

the principal idea in biblical ethics is the embodiment of perfection in the "Person of 

Christ, uniting ideal and incentive, obligation and grateful love, in a single relationship 

with Him who is at once Lord and Savior, Master and Friend." Furthermore, Christian 

ethics are unique in that they offer guidance not only to the righteous but "effective moral 

salvation" for the sinful and desolate (11). In Christianity, God offers guidance to the 

sinful and desolate because He accepts and loves all His people, regardless of their faults. 

In summary, Shannon concludes, "It can be seen from what has been said so far 

that there is not, never has been and never can be one Christian ethic. Basing one's 



response on love gives flexibility of action and variety to the possible answers to a 

problem" (178). 
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Christianity is a religion based upon the single most important element of the 

universe, love. Love is a pervasive force, and I believe in the strength it possesses. I 

think that there is nothing that love cannot accomplish. Therefore, I believe that the 

followers of Christianity have a solid foundation for their belief system and basis for their 

moral decisions. However, I do not agree with some aspects of Christianity such as 

stressing specifics. I remain undecided regarding individuals' personal relationships with 

God. I think it is impossible for mortal beings to possess the certainty of such a Being. 

However, I am open to the possibility that such a Being exists. In conclusion, I think that 

Christianity emphasizes important values, but specific beliefs remain open to the 

individual. 
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eOI1PUeIAl1ISlV 

According to Downing, the Confucian set of moral guidelines was established by 

the emperor Kong Fu Zi, or Confucius, who was born in 551 B.C. Confucius recognized 

the spiritual world but emphasized the behavior of humanity. Confucianism was more of 

a code of ethics than a religion, focused on decency in human interaction founded on love 

and respect for one another. In addition, Downing comments that during the fall of the 

Chou Empire, Confucius was inspired by the injustices and turmoil of his surroundings to 

create a moral code that was declared the "official dogma of the Chin Empire in the 

second century." This creed continued to govern the Chin Empire until the collapse of 

the Machu dynasty over 2,000 years later in 1911. Despite its prolonged existence, 

Confucianism attracted mainly upper and middle class followers. Its lack of widespread 

popularity was due to the fact that it failed to account for significant aspects of life 

including "the mysteries of nature and the depths of human passion." 

According to Li Chuanshu, Confucianism is centered upon a concept called "Ren, 

which means "benevolence" and can be the basis of a moral and ethical system that 

people can follow. Confucius transformed the social regulations of his time by 

incorporating them into a better and deeper system (1). This system expanded on and 

integrated the social regulations of Confucius's day into a new creed. Confucius's efforts 

greatly affected China and the rest of the world. Twiss remarks that people continue to 

follow Confucianism ethics today, their influence on Chinese people is evident, 

especially regarding family configuration, unity, and associated moral values (164). 

Chuanshu points out that Ren is the basis for the Confucian moral system. Every 

other rule established in Confucianism indicates this command. Ren is a Chinese 
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character with many meanings including "benevolence, kindness, kindheartedness, 

humanity, and virtue." Chuanshu claims that essentially Ren means love. When 

Confucius was asked the meaning ofRen he responded, "To love all men." Chuanshu 

believes that Ren is instinctual to those possessing a caring and compassionate heart (1). 

I believe that Chuanshu's idea that everyone possessing a caring and compassionate will 

"love all men" is idealistic. I do agree with the fact that people with a good heart will 

instinctually care more for other individuals than those lacking these qualities. However, 

as human beings, we are not perfect. Therefore, I think that even those with the best 

hearts will find it extremely difficult to love every single individual. 

The Confucian concept ofRen meaning "benevolence, kindness, and 

kindheartedness" in addition to "loving all men" is the basis for every religion that I have 

discussed thus far. This idea is fundamental to all religions because it is the basis for the 

finest human action. The best human acts are performed according to this creed. I agree 

that this creed should be the basis for living human life. 

Chuanshu explains that individuals can achieve Ren through their interpersonal 

relationships. The essence of practicing Ren is loving people. To explain this further, he 

says that the idea behind Confucianism is that people are individuals in a society with 

other individuals who share "the same characteristics, feelings, demands, desires, and 

dignity." Therefore, human beings should demonstrate understanding and compassion 

for other human beings (1). 

The concept ofRen also exhibits the idea expressed in some other religions 

concerning the interrelatedness of everything existing in the universe. For example, this 

relates to the Hindu idea of "the oneness of all human beings." I believe that this is an 



important realization. We are all human and do possess "the same characteristics, 

feelings, demands, desires, and dignity." We should therefore treat others the way that 

we would want to be treated. 
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In order to achieve this goal, Chuanshu reveals that Confucius proposed 

"faithfulness or loyalty and consideration" (1). In Confucianism, these two qualities are 

considered individuals' duties to society. Furthermore, individuals are expected to exert 

their maximum effort into helping and considering others and in contributing to the well 

being of society. Confucius emphasized the interdependence of all human beings in the 

universe, declaring we should therefore show kindness to each individual and also 

consider society as a whole. The ideal of sympathy and kindness begins in extending 

care from within the family relationships into ever-larger concentric circles of care for 

others. An individual's love should originate with those closest to him or her, with his or 

her immediate family. Secondly, one should love "relatives, friends, and neighbors." 

Lastly, one should share his or her love with all of humanity (2). Sumner B. Twiss 

remarks, "As a consequence of this vision, the Confucian tradition is greatly concerned 

about all those conditions-for example, social, economic, and educational-that bear on 

people's ability to cultivate their moral potential to flourish as responsible members of an 

organically flourishing community in a harmoniously functioning universe" (165). 

Confucianism integrates individual relationships with the greater welfare of 

society. It recognizes that human beings have responsibilities to other individuals and 

society as a whole. I believe that it is important for human beings to fulfill these 

responsibilities for the continuation of a functional society. However, Confucianism 

contains a unique principle. It dictates the order in which people should designate their 
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love, saying that they should love immediate family first, then friends and relatives, and 

finally, the rest of humanity. I would agree that it is important to extend the deepest care 

to those closest to a person. When individuals share strong bonds with another, intense 

love should instinctively flow between them. It is important to give and gain strength 

from those closest to an individual, but to love all other human beings as well. 

In conjunction with the interrelatedness of the universe, Chuanshu points out that 

Confucianists also believe in the interrelatedness of Nature and human beings. Confucius 

desired for people to love nature and to harmonize with it. He believed people should 

"live, grow, and propagate within the natural ecology" as well as use its limited resources 

wisely (2). Within Confucianism, it is important to respect nature. Appreciation of it 

brings one closer to the interrelatedness of all things. In addition, preservation of nature 

is important. The natural environment is our home. Without it, we would cease to exist 

in a physical sense. 

Chuanshu further explains that the Confucian ethical code requires individuals to 

emphasize fairness rather than personal benefits. This is directly applicable to everyday 

business dealings in a market economy. Ethical standards in the market economy suffer 

due to self-seeking individuals who abandon morality and serve only themselves. 

Confucius believed that individuals should value justice above personal benefit, material 

gains, or profit. He declared, "One who on seeing profit reflects on righteousness, who 

when seeing danger is ready to give away one's life, and who regarding longstanding 

demands does not forget what was previously said can also be an accomplished person." 

Confucius also proclaimed, "A noble person has areas for reflection ... when he sees 

possible gain, he reflects on righteousness. When a person might obtain something, he 



should decide if it confonns with morality and justice. If it does not confonn with 

morality and justice, the person should refuse the offer" (3). 
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In addition, Chuanshu recognizes that Confucius was not opposed to personal 

benefit. However, he believed that it should come subordinate to justice and morality. 

Confucius believed that a worthwhile life was "fair and reasonable, not self-centered" (3). 

I believe that it is difficult to adhere to ethical principles when faced with personal 

gam. With the fast pace ofthe world today, it is easy to submit to desires for greed and 

power. A person may become consumed in his work and only see material gains or 

power. One who possesses the inherent ability to consider ethical guidelines in business 

dealings exhibits excellence of character and will thrive in the long run, for the corrupt 

usually become exposed. 

According to Chuanshu, Confucius's ideas concerning fairness and profit in the 

market economy commanded people to "correctly consider the relationship between 

competition and cooperation, efficiency and justice, and economic and social benefits." 

Individuals should combat actions ofthose who disregard moral principles by placing 

primary importance on personal gain. This was Confucius's attempt to create a standard 

for a "sound economy and a moral social life" (3). This idea reinforces the idea of 

balance in all things. This idea is present in other religions, especially in Hinduism. The 

correct attitude toward anything is usually balance and compromise. 

Confucianism has had encouraging implications for modern society. According 

to John Esposito, Darrell J. Fasching, and Todd Lewis, East Asian Confucianism post

World War II was geared more toward a "family-centered bourgeois Confucianism" 

rather than the "high Confucianism of the ruling Mandarin elite" (436). The new 



Confucianism has contributed to East Asian societies characterized by minimal crime, 

social unity, and proficient economic activities. This has resulted in unparalleled 

achievement and been deemed an "economic miracle" due to the horrific condition of 

East Asia directly following the war. 

Components of Confucianism that were once labeled "intractable flaws" have 

been reevaluated in a positive manner; 
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family-based businesses are efficient in maximizing scarce capital; tightly 

woven kin/family relations are excellent building blocks for supply and 

product distribution; an education system that fostered group cooperation, 

memorization, and imitation has proven adept at producing individuals 

able to master existing technologies and make them remarkably better 

(Esposito et. aI436). 

By 1990, it became apparent that East Asian businesses with a reformed 

Confucian-centered orientation had achieved the prestige of soaring to the peak positions 

in every manufacturing sector of the postmodern world. East Asians formed political 

schemes that guaranteed the social unity required to encourage national success (436). 

Chuanshu observes that the Confucian ethical code has its place in the increasing 

"era of globalization." He further mentions that Confucianism and Christianity may 

mold together and be rebuilt and modernized as they become dependent on one another 

and support each other (4). Because they are both centered around the same concept, 

love, they may add to and help each other. 

Confucianism parallels other religions in the aspect that it provides an ethical 

code of conduct for its followers. However, it is unique in the respect that it does not 
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provide a cosmic meaning for human life. It does not provide explanations for 

humanity's existence on earth nor phenomena such as "human passion." Like the other 

religions, I believe, Confucianism offers an exceptional ethical code to which its 

followers can adhere. However, I believe that the main weakness of Confucianism is that 

it does not address important mysteries oflife. Human beings need some explanation for 

their existence. This lack of explanation has limited following the religion's following. 
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CONCLUSION 

After evaluating five of the world's major religions, I have discovered that 

the core of each religion is the same. Examining every ethical code reveals that each 

religion commands its followers to "love others, practice justice, sincerity, wisdom, 

mercy, compassion, temperance, patience, humility, and forgiveness." They all warn its 

followers to avoid "excess in sexual relations, cursing, lying, cheating, stealing, anger, 

envy, murder, and revenge." The foundation for each is the same. The only differences 

lie in certain details specific to each religion. 

My conclusion after this evaluation is that dedication to a specific religion 

represents a lack of forethought. From each religion, we can obtain guidance for living 

an ethical life promoting the harmonious continuation ofthe human race. I believe that it 

is ignorant and arrogant for human beings to assert that they know the reason behind our 

existence and that their way is the one true reality. I think that any or all beliefs 

represented in this analysis are possibilities rather than certainties. However, I believe 

that it is essential to learn from the guidelines they have presented to us. Regardless of 

the existence of a higher power or an afterlife, those guidelines provide ideals for 

harmonious cohabitation on earth in this life. 
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