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Religious Studies as Comparative Religion

Michael D. K. Ing

This paper is entitled “Religious Studies as Comparative Reli-
gion,” and its purpose is to suggest that comparative religion, 
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as one way of  engaging in religious studies, can be fruitful for 
historians of  Mormonism. 
 In the next few pages I will focus on the project of  “compari-
son” in religious studies; but not comparison in terms of  looking 
for similarities or differences in two or more traditions, figures, 
or time periods. Rather, I will speak about comparison in the 
sense of  scholars creating a shared vocabulary that opens up 
space for cross-cultural examination. I will try to use my work 
on ritual in early Confucianism to demonstrate how this might 
be done, with the implication that historians of  Mormonism 
might also look to their own work in contributing to other con-
versations, as well as looking to the work of  others that may not 
involve Mormonism for the purpose of  gaining fresh insight into 
Mormonism. I believe the results of  taking up a comparative 
approach will be two-fold: one, we will see new and innovative 
work in the study of  Mormonism; and two, we will see those 
in scholarly and popular circles take the study of  Mormonism 
more seriously. So, I will begin by speaking about comparative 
religion in the context of  religious studies, and then move on to 
talk about a Confucian theory of  ritual.
 Now, to do comparative religion is to contribute to a shared 
vocabulary about how human beings describe their ultimate con-
cerns. The act of  comparison is predicated not on universalistic 
assumptions about common experiences with a transcendent, but 
rather on a hope in commensurability. In other words, comparison 
is built on the chance that we, human beings, can speak to each 
other in ways by which we come to perhaps not fully, but largely, 
understand each other’s perspectives, feelings, and motivations. 
This is of  course easier for those living in the same time, speaking 
the same language, and meeting face to face, but if  carefully done 
this might extend to people living in other areas, speaking other 
languages, and even living in different times. 
 Religious studies, in this light, is not so much a discipline as 
it is a field; yet it is not a field in the sense of  providing an area 
where we find objects of  study. Rather, religious studies is a field 
in the sense of  providing an arena of  discussion for scholars 
studying human beings. It is a space for learning about and 
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exploring human possibility. Scholars of  religious studies, as 
I am discussing them here today, take people’s descriptions of  
their ultimate concerns and render them intelligible for others. 
They take things such as the Jonestown massacre, the Koran, 
or the Navajo kinata ceremony, and explain how human beings 
might kill themselves in the name of  God, might believe that an 
illiterate man wrote a book after conversing with angels, or might 
stay up all night with the chants of  a medicine man in order to 
move from the status of  girl to woman. Said more personally, one 
job of  comparative religion is to show how I might have been 
otherwise. It teaches how we, or you, or I, might have conceived 
of  Captain Cook as the god Lono when Cook came to Hawaii 
in 1778, or how I might believe in the Buddhist doctrine of  no-
self, or even how I might have pulled the trigger at Mountain 
Meadows. Borrowing from Jonathan Z. Smith, who paraphrased 
the Roman playwright Terence, the act of  comparison is coming 
to understand that nothing human is foreign to me.1 As such, 
doing comparative religion entails cultivating values such as 
sympathy, critical curiosity, and even consternation.2

 Comparative religion, however, does not stop at rendering 
others intelligible. One of  my colleagues, David Haberman, a 
scholar of  South Asian religion, is fond of  drawing on Clifford 
Geertz’s statement that “Anthropologists don’t study villages . . 
. they study in villages.”3 In other words, from Geertz’s view the 
location of  our study is the point of  departure from which we 
connect the particular to the general, or the local to the global. 
We take the specifics of  one person (or people) living in one place 
and one time and bring them into dialogue with the shared con-
cerns of  others.4 So in this view, a study of  tree worship in India 
becomes an opportunity for others to rethink their relationship 
with the environment, a study of  rabbinic views on death becomes 
an opportunity for others to reexamine their own frailty, and a 
study of  Confucian ritual becomes an opportunity for others to 
reconsider the relationship between their hopes and fears. Com-
parative religion, in this light, is communal and personal. It is 
communal in the sense of  contributing to a community of  people 
invested in studying similar questions, and personal in the sense 
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of  engendering introspection. Borrowing from a contemporary 
scholar named Wu Kwangming, comparison is the full process 
of  metaphor—we move from the familiar to understand the 
unfamiliar, but the process is only complete when we reinterpret 
the familiar in terms of  the unfamiliar. Wu explains this two-part 
process as that which “yield[s] a novel world.”5 
 Now, in the remaining pages of  this paper I would like to turn 
to my own work to demonstrate how this kind of  comparison 
might be done.6 One of  the texts I work on is called the Record 
of  Ritual. It purports to be the writings of  Confucius’s disciples, 
which would place it in the 5th century BCE, although it was 
redacted, and likely authored, three or four hundred years later. 
The text, as its title suggests, is concerned with ritual, and large 
parts of  it focus on mourning rites. These rites, I argue, are, among 
other things, about an apprehensive hope. Mourners anticipate 
the transformative power of  ritual, while realizing that ritual is a 
trepidatious act. This enables Confucians, as we will see, to live 
in a world where both hope and fear are realities.
 To talk about these mourning rites more specifically, one of  
the first rites that occurs after someone has died is the “calling 
back ceremony” (fu 復) where a mourner climbs on top of  the 
deceased’s house to call his or her spirit back to the body. Later 
rites include the practice of  putting objects into the tomb of  
the deceased that do not quite work—zithers, for instance, are 
placed in the grave but their strings are not properly tuned—and 
this, the Record of  Ritual tell us, is done because the dead are no 
longer alive so they cannot use the items, yet, in its view, neither 
they are fully gone.7 
 The portion of  the rites I would like to focus on occurs after 
the calling back ceremony and before the burial. In this section 
of  the rites, which we might call the funeral procession, mourn-
ers follow the carriage carrying the body of  the deceased to the 
grave. The Record of  Ritual explains that mourners should do this 
as if  the deceased were still alive. The chapter entitled “Asking 
about Mourning” (“Wensang” 問喪) describes this as follows: 

In following [the funeral procession to the grave], mourners 
were expectant and anxious as if  they sought to follow [the 
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deceased] but could not quite catch up to him. When returning, 
they wailed; and were hesitant and uneasy as if  they sought after 
[the deceased], but did not find him. As such, when mourners 
follow [the funeral procession to the grave] it is as if  they long 
to see [the deceased]; and when they return it is as if  they are 
bewildered [in not being able to find him].

Regardless of  where they sought him, he could not be found. They 
entered the door to his home, but did not find him there. They 
ascended up into the main hall, but did not find him there. They 
entered his personal quarters, but did not find him there. Alas, 
he was gone; only to be mourned, and never to be seen again! 

This is why mourners wail, shed tears, beat their chests, and 
falter. They stop doing these things only after they fully exhaust 
their sorrow. Their hearts are despondent, morose, perplexed, 
and aggrieved to the point that they lose their focus and there 
is nothing but sorrow.

其往送也，望望然、汲汲然、如有追而弗及也。其反哭
也，皇皇然若有求而弗得也。故其往送也如慕，其反也
如疑。求而無所得之也，入門而弗見也，上堂又弗見也，
入室又弗見也。亡矣！喪矣！不可復見矣！故哭泣辟踊，
盡哀而止矣。心悵焉、愴焉、惚焉、愾焉，心絕志悲而已
矣。8 

 This portion of  the Record of  Ritual maintains that mourners 
should follow the funeral procession to the grave as if  they were 
traveling to catch up to the person while still alive; and after not 
finding him, they are to return to his home and call for him, hoping 
to find him there. When failing to find him at home, mourners 
“exhaust their sorrow” 盡哀 by wailing and shedding tears. The 
sorrow of  losing a loved one reaches a heightened pitch as mourn-
ers fully confront the absence of  the person. They are despondent 
to the point that “they lose their focus and there is nothing but 
sorrow” 心絕志悲而已矣. What is interesting here is that the text 
does not make the argument that these rites are necessarily effec-
tive in bringing the dead back to life; rather, the mourners should 
not fully expect the rite to alter the course of  death. 
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 In these mourning rites, we might say, mourners come to 
recognize the vulnerability of  their hoped-for world to forces 
beyond their control. Indeed, what we see in these Confucian 
rites is a series of  practices meant to confront this vulnerabil-
ity. Mourners project their hope onto what we might call a 
dysfunctional world—a world of  power, disorder, and anomie. 
Yet these mourners know that their mourning rites might not 
actually change things. Stated more strongly, mourners per-
form these rites to demonstrate their awareness of  the fragility 
of  their hoped-for world. In other words, these rites show how 
the socially constructed arena where our proper desires find 
fulfillment is often impinged on by the brute forces of  disorder. 
The mourning rites, as such, become a means of  navigating the 
tension between the desired world and the dysfunctional world. 
They become a kind of  performative therapy for dealing with 
dissonance. Following this view, ritual is done to display one’s 
understanding that one’s best efforts are often frustrated by the 
dysfunctional world—that people do in fact die, but if  it were 
up to us they would remain. 
 These mourning rites are particularly apt for demonstrat-
ing this point. Death presents a kind of  ambivalence for many 
human beings.9 Our desire to accept finality in death conflicts 
with our hope for continuing a meaningful relationship with 
the deceased. Mourning rites, as such, become an important 
means of  coping with ambivalence—they allow us to live in a 
world of  hope and fear. The intrusion of  the dysfunctional world 
into the socially constructed world becomes an occasion for the 
creation and performance of  ritual. Yet ritual does not dissolve 
the tension between these worlds; instead it provides a way of  
navigating the tension. 
 Part of  what makes the socially constructed world meaningful 
is the possibility of  intrusion. The dysfunctional world is danger-
ous. It kills indiscriminately and is savage. The vulnerability of  
the socially constructed world to dysfunction means that everyone 
living in such a world lives with risk. Yet this risk itself  partially 
renders life worthwhile. If  relationships lasted forever, for instance, 
there would be fewer reasons to cultivate relationships now. The 
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threat of  loss can lead to morbidity and depression, but it can also 
inspire the virtuous treatment of  others.10 The uncertainty of  the 
ritual world, in this sense, “mobilizes [the] energies” necessary for 
the appropriate treatment of  others.11 
 In the mourning rites discussed throughout the Record of  Ritual, 
the failure to fully transform the dysfunctional world such that 
death does not occur is integral to the success of  the mourning 
rites themselves. Proper performance is a vulnerable performance 
where the more genuine one’s hope of  finding the deceased still 
alive when searching their home, the more genuine one’s sorrow 
when confronting their absence. These rituals, as mentioned in 
other portions of  the Record of  Ritual, must push the performer 
to the brink of  madness.12 The ritual agent, as such, takes upon 
him or herself  the risk of  going beyond the brink. This kind of  
flirtation with failure enables the success of  the rites. 
 In performing the mourning rites, a state of  vulnerability is pre-
ferred over a state of  invulnerability. Stated more broadly, human 
beings, in this view, should not render themselves invulnerable to 
relationships that are contingent on the erratic nature of  the dys-
functional world. These relationships, at least partially, constitute 
a meaningful life. The real possibility of  the dysfunctional world 
impinging itself  on our lives opens up opportunities for deep 
engagement with other human beings. It provides motivation to 
care for others, allows one to fully experience human sentiment, 
and creates space for continued reflection on the question of  what 
constitutes a meaningful life. These mourning rites, as such, instead 
of  simply attempting to create an “as is” world, also create a kind 
of  “as if ” space where performers enact a therapy of  honesty 
in confronting a bewildering world. Or put more simply, from a 
Confucian perspective, the performance of  ritual is often the very 
performance of  ambivalence. 
 Now, I have only provided a brief  and insufficiently argued 
account of  Confucian mourning rites. A more fitting account 
would robustly describe the mourning rites as depicted in the 
Record of  Ritual while remaining sensitive to the text’s historical 
composition, other early Chinese texts it might be in dialogue 
with, and a host of  other issues. 
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 While I have tried to phrase my interpretation of  the Record 
of  Ritual in a way that is already suggestive for others studying 
similar issues, my next step in the comparative project would 
be to situate the theory of  ritual described here among other 
accounts of  ritual. This next step serves to more explicitly enter 
the arena for creating a cross-cultural vocabulary of  ritual. In 
broad steps, I might compare the theory outlined previously 
with theories advocated by Mircea Eliade or Axel Michaels, 
which describe ritual as actions that seek to change the world 
into a new and better place.13 Or, alternatively, I might compare 
it with theories advocated by J. Z. Smith and Adam Seligman, 
which describe ritual in terms of  its subjunctive properties.14 In 
other words, for Smith and Seligman, rituals are actions that 
work to create an “as if ” or illusory world, in opposition to in 
Eliade’s and Michaels’ views, where rituals work to transform 
the mundane world into the sacred world. 
 To bring this into the study of  Mormonism, the Confucian 
theory of  ritual I have portrayed opens up questions such as: 
What are various Mormon ways of  mourning? How have 
Mormons explained situations where ritual does not transform 
the world the way it might be intended to? Does ambivalence 
play a role in Mormon religiosity? And, more generally, from 
diverse Mormon perspectives, what meaningful things in life 
are vulnerable to powers beyond our control? Further, in think-
ing beyond the practice of  history, this approach opens up the 
possibility for comparative theology in the sense of  asking how 
Confucian theories of  ritual might inform a Mormon culture 
of  mourning; and how Mormon conceptions of  death might 
speak to Confucian concerns of  loss. 
 To briefly summarize, what I have attempted to do in this essay 
is to show how I aim to utilize my work on early Confucianism 
in a comparative context. I employed the term “comparative 
religion” in speaking about this context. In short, comparative 
religion entails rendering the ultimate concerns of  human beings 
intelligible to other human beings. It also involves contributing to 
larger conversations about those concerns, which in turn should 
lead to a reinterpretation of  that which we study.
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What Does Kashi Have to Do With Salt Lake?: Academic 
Comparisons, Asian Religions, and Mormonism

David J. Howlett

In a polemical treatise from late antiquity, Tertullian famously 
asked, “What does Jerusalem have to do with Athens?” The 
readers of  this essay might ask a similar rhetorical question of  
“What does Kashi have to do with Salt Lake?” What could we 
actually learn from the comparative study of  Asian religions with 
Mormonism? Armed with tools and theories that largely extol 
the particular over the general, most contemporary scholars 
have been shaped to be suspicious of  comparisons that excise 
the historical and universalize the local. Comparative projects 
seem so very retrograde. We snicker when we hear individuals 
cite comparative works like The Golden Bough or theories like 
phenomenology as authoritative sources or methods. Those 
projects were so pre-postmodern, we think as we roll our eyes. 
Nevertheless, I argue that if  academic comparisons of  Mormon-
ism and Asian religions are disciplined, modest, and pragmatic, 
Kashi and Salt Lake have much to do with one another. 
 In this necessarily brief  essay, I will suggest two topics and 
methods in contemporary religious studies that link Asian reli-
gions and Mormonism: the first is comparative history and the 
second is comparative theology. By doing so, I will cover two 
areas in which I neither am a specialist nor have any serious 
interest in studying. I am simply trying to show the range of  
what comparisons may do or how they are employed in current 
scholarship. Thomas Tweed notes that a theory is useful not 
just for its explanatory value for other instances but also for its 


