
SEPARATE TRUTHS 
 
 
At least since the first petals of the counterculture bloomed across Europe and the 
United States in the 1960s, it has been fashionable to affirm that all religions are 
beautiful and all are true. This claim, which reaches back to “All Religions Are One” 
(1795) by the English poet, printmaker, and prophet William Blake, is as odd as it is 
intriguing. No one argues that different economic systems or political regimes are one 
and the same. Capitalism and socialism are so self-evidently at odds that their 
differences hardly bear mentioning. The same goes for democracy and monarchy. Yet 
scholars continue to claim that religious rivals such as Hinduism and Islam, Judaism 
and Christianity are, by some miracle of the imagination, both essentially the same and 
basically good. 
 
This view resounds in the echo chamber of popular culture, not least on the “Oprah 
Winfrey Show” and in Elizabeth Gilbertʼs bestseller, “Eat Pray Love,” where the worldʼs 
religions are described as rivers emptying into the ocean of God. Karen Armstrong, 
author of “A History of God,” has made a career out of emphasizing the commonalities 
of religion while eliding their differences. Even the Dalai Lama, who should know better, 
has gotten into the act, claiming that “all major religious traditions carry basically the 
same message.” 
 
Of course, those who claim that the worldʼs religions are different paths up the same 
mountain do not deny the undeniable fact that they differ in some particulars. Obviously, 
Christians do not go on pilgrimage to Mecca, and Muslims do not practice baptism. 
Religious paths do diverge in dogma, rites, and institutions. To claim that all religions 
are basically the same, therefore, is not to deny the differences between a Buddhist who 
believes in no god, a Jew who believes in one God, and a Hindu who believes in many 
gods. It is to deny that those differences matter, however. From this perspective, 
whether God has a body (yes, say Mormons; no, say Muslims) or whether human 
beings have souls (yes, say Hindus; no, say Buddhists) is of no account because, as 
Hindu teacher Swami Sivananda writes, “The fundamentals or essentials of all religions 
are the same. There is difference only in the nonessentials.” 
 
This is a lovely sentiment but it is untrue, disrespectful, and dangerous. The gods of 
Hinduism are not the same as the orishas of Yoruba religion or the immortals of 
Daoism. To pretend that they are is to refuse to take seriously the beliefs and practices 
of ordinary religious folk who for centuries have had no problem distinguishing the 
Nicene Creed of Christianity from the Four Noble Truths of Buddhism from the 
Shahadah of Islam. It is also to lose sight of the unique beauty of each of the worldʼs 
religions. 
 
But this lumping of the worldʼs religions into one mega religion is not just false and 
condescending, it is also a threat. How can we make sense of the ongoing conflict in 



Kashmir if we pretend that Hinduism and Islam are one and the same? Or of the 
impasse in the Middle East, if we pretend that there are no fundamental disagreements 
between Judaism, Christianity, and Islam? 
 
This naive theological groupthink — call it God think — is motivated in part by a 
laudable rejection of the exclusivist missionary view that only you and your kind will 
make it to heaven or nirvana or paradise. For most of world history, human beings have 
seen religious rivals as inferior to themselves — practitioners of empty rituals, 
perpetrators of bogus miracles, and purveyors of fanciful myths. This way of seeing has 
given us religious violence from the Crusades and the Holocaust to Rwanda and 
Nigeria. In response to such violence, the 18th-century Age of Enlightenment 
popularized the ideal of religious tolerance, and we are doubtless better for it. 
 
I understand what these people are doing. They are not describing the world but 
reimagining it. They are hoping that their hope will call up in us feelings of brotherhood 
and sisterhood. In the face of religious bigotry and bloodshed, past and present, we 
cannot help but be drawn to such hope, and such vision. Yet we must not mistake either 
for clear-eyed analysis. 
 
When it comes to safeguarding the world from the evils of religion, including violence by 
proxy from the hand of God, the claim that all religions are one is no more effective than 
the claim that all religions are poison. As the New Atheists (another species of religious 
lumpers) observe, we live in a world where religion seems as likely to detonate a bomb 
as to defuse one. So while we need idealism, we need realism even more. We need to 
understand religious people as they are — not just at their best but also their worst. We 
need to look at not only their awe-inspiring architecture and gentle mystics but also their 
bigots and suicide bombers. 
 
What the worldʼs religions share is not so much a finish line as a starting point. And 
where they begin is with this simple observation: Something is wrong with the world. In 
the Hopi language, the word “Koyaanisqatsi” tells us that life is out of balance. 
Shakespeareʼs “Hamlet” tells us that there is something rotten not only in the state of 
Denmark but also in the state of human existence. Hindus say we are living in the “kali 
yuga,” the most degenerate age in cosmic history. Buddhists say that human existence 
is pockmarked by suffering. Jewish, Christian, and Islamic stories tell us that this life is 
not Eden; Zion, heaven, and paradise lie out ahead. 
 
So religious folk agree that something has gone awry. They part company, however, 
when it comes to stating just what has gone wrong, and they diverge even more sharply 
when they move from diagnosing the human problem to prescribing how to solve it. 
Moreover, each offers its own distinctive diagnosis of the human problem and its own 
prescription for a cure. Each offers its own techniques for reaching its religious goal, and 
its own exemplars for emulation. 
 



Christians see sin as the human problem, and salvation from sin as the religious goal. 
Buddhists see suffering (which, in their tradition, is not ennobling) as the problem, and 
liberation from suffering as the goal. Confucians see social disorder as the problem, and 
social harmony as the goal. And so it goes from tradition to tradition, with Hindus 
seeking release from the cycle of life, death, and rebirth, Muslims seeking paradise via 
submission to Allah, and practitioners of the Yoruba religion seeking sacred connections 
— among humans, between humans and the persons of power they call the orishas, 
and between humans and the natural environment. 
 
The great religions also differ fundamentally when it comes to the techniques they 
employ to take you from problem to goal. In Confucianism, the rules and rituals of 
ancient Chinese civilization foster the religious goal of social harmony. But according to 
Daoists, these very rules and rituals cause the human problem of lifelessness. 
Civilization is a vampire, Daoists claim, sucking the life out of us, depleting our qi (vital 
energy), and taking us to an early grave. The only way to pursue the Daoist goal of 
fostering life is to live in harmony with the naturalness, simplicity, and spontaneity of 
what Daoists call the Way. 
 
Finally, each of the worldʼs religions looks to different exemplars — Christian saints, 
Hindi holy men — to chart the path from problem to goal. Inside Buddhism alone, these 
exemplars include the arhat (for Theravadins), the bodhisattva (for Mahayanists), and 
the lama (for Tibetan Buddhists). 
 
For more than a century, scholars have searched for the essence of religion. They 
thought they found this Holy Grail in God, but then they discovered Buddhists and Jains 
who deny Godʼs existence. Today it is widely accepted that there is no one essence that 
all religions share. What they share are family resemblances — tendencies toward this 
belief or that behavior. In the family of religions, kin tend to perform rituals. They tend to 
tell stories about how life and death began and to write down these stories in scriptures. 
They tend to cultivate techniques of ecstasy and devotion. They tend to organize 
themselves into institutions and to gather in sacred places at sacred times. They tend to 
instruct human beings how to act toward one another. They tend to profess beliefs 
about the gods and the supernatural. They tend to invest objects and places with sacred 
import. 
 
These family resemblances are just tendencies, however. Just as there are tall people 
in short families (none of the other men in Michael Jordanʼs family was over 6 feet tall), 
there are religions that deny the existence of God and religions that get along just fine 
without creeds. Something is a religion when it shares enough of this DNA to belong to 
the family of religions. What makes the members of this family different (and 
themselves) is how they mix and match these dimensions. Experience is central in 
Daoism and Buddhism. Hinduism and Judaism emphasize the narrative dimension. The 
ethical dimension is crucial in Confucianism. The Islamic and Yoruba traditions are to a 
great extent about ritual. And doctrine is particularly important to Christians. 



 
There is a long tradition of Christian thinkers who assume that salvation is the goal of all 
religions and then argue that only Christians can achieve this goal. Philosopher of 
religion Huston Smith, who grew up in China as a child of Methodist missionaries, 
rejected this argument but not its guiding assumption. “To claim salvation as the 
monopoly of any one religion,” he wrote, “is like claiming that God can be found in this 
room and not the next.” It might seem to be an admirable act of empathy to assert that 
Confucians and Buddhists can be saved. But this statement is confused to the core, 
since salvation is not something that either Confucians or Buddhists seek. Salvation is a 
Christian goal, and when Christians speak of it, they are speaking of being saved from 
sin. But Confucians and Buddhists do not believe in sin, so it makes no sense for them 
to try to be saved from it. And while Muslims and Jews do speak of sin of a sort, neither 
Islam nor Judaism describes salvation from sin as its aim. When a jailer asks the 
apostle Paul, “What must I do to be saved?” (Acts 16:30), he is asking not a generic 
human question but a specifically Christian one. So while it may seem to be an act of 
generosity to state that Confucians and Buddhists and Muslims and Jews can also be 
saved, this statement is actually an act of obfuscation. 
 
A sports analogy may be in order here. Which of the following — baseball, basketball, 
tennis, or golf — is best at scoring runs? The answer of course is baseball, because 
runs is a term foreign to basketball, tennis, and golf alike. Different sports have different 
goals: Basketball players shoot baskets; tennis players win points; golfers sink putts. To 
criticize a basketball team for failing to score runs is not to besmirch them. It is simply to 
misunderstand the game of basketball. 
 
So here is another problem with the pretend pluralism of the perennial philosophy sort: 
Just as hitting home runs is the monopoly of one sport, salvation is the monopoly of one 
religion. If you see sin as the human predicament and salvation as the solution, then it 
makes sense to come to Christ. But that will not settle as much as you might think, 
because the real question is not which religion is best at carrying us into the end zone of 
salvation but which of the many religious goals on offer we should be seeking. Should 
we be trudging toward the end zone of salvation, or trying to reach the finish line of 
social harmony? Should our goal be reincarnation? Or to escape from the vicious cycle 
of life, death, and rebirth? 
 
While I do not believe we are witnessing a “clash of civilizations” between Christianity 
and Islam, it is a fantasy to imagine that the worldʼs two largest religions are in any 
meaningful sense the same, or that interfaith dialogue between Christians and Muslims 
will magically bridge the gap. You would think that champions of multiculturalism would 
warm to this fact, glorying in the diversity inside and across religious traditions. But even 
among multiculturalists, the tendency is to pretend that the differences between 
religions are more apparent than real, and that the differences inside religious traditions 
just donʼt warrant the fuss practitioners continue to make over them. 
 



We pretend that religious differences are trivial because it makes us feel safer, or more 
moral. But pretending that the worldʼs religions are the same does not make our world 
safer. Like all forms of ignorance, it makes our world more dangerous, and more deadly. 
False rumors of weapons of mass destruction doubtless led the United States to wade 
into its current quagmire in Iraq. Another factor, however, was our ignorance of the 
fundamental disagreements between Christians and Muslims, on the one hand, and 
Sunni and Shia Islam, on the other. What if we had been aware of these conflicts as of 
9/11? Would we have committed 160,000 troops to a nation whose language we do not 
speak and whose religion we do not understand? 
 
What we need is a realistic view of where religious rivals clash and where they can 
cooperate. The world is what it is. And both tolerance and respect are empty virtues 
until we actually know whatever it is we are supposed to be tolerating or respecting. 
 
 
 
 
Stephen Prothero is a religion professor at Boston University. This article is adapted 
from his new book, ”God is Not One: The Eight Rival Religions That Run the World--and 
Why Their Differences Matter.”  April 25, 2010 – The Boston Globe  (www.boston.com) 
 
 


