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Appendix A

On the Process of the Project
During the First Year

Wesley |. Wildman

—

o ﬂ'hc Comparative Religious Ideas Project, or CRIP as we atfectionately
o it, might well have been called the Comparative Religious Ideas Pro-
o - cess. The project was designed on the assumption that it is not possible to
- Implement and evaluate 2 cooperative, self-correcting methodology for
the comparison of religious ideas without also creating a community of
~ scholars to serve as medium and laboratory. The members of this com-
- munity would have to teach each other, write with each other in mind,
~ criticize each other, and be drawn out of their usual modes of scholarly
- Work to embrace unfamiliar approaches. All that involves intellectual ex-

- Citement and discomfort, lots of time, many shared meals, endless discus-

] =
P

- Slons, writing and rewriting papers, and moments of laughter, frustra-

- sent its formal output. They were written mostly in sequence and, de-
___.j.later editing rearrangements, it is easy to see that the three volumes
. are quite different from one another in ways that suggest a process of de-
Velopment. There is a fascinating story to be told about this process, one

-
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L a ‘T“wmnes the crucial corporate aspect of the method that was used

T .

_ 1€ project. This appendix is the first of three, one at the end of each
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Volume, that jointly attempt to expose this process of development to
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scrutiny by scholars in religious studies interested in comparison. The
three appendices are designed to be read together but also to make sense
as standalone accounts. All three appendices have been written after the
entire process is complete. They are, therefore, retrospective analyses of
the process rather than simple descriptions of it. They draw on and occa-
sionally quote from a large stack of meeting reports that were distributed
to project members throughout the years of meetings as a kind of feed-
back mechanism aimed at helping the group to reflect on its discussions
and to develop a sense of its overall direction. The retrospective analysis
in these appendices is in large part also my own reading of the group pro-
cess, informed by more or less extensive discussions with project mem-
bers and thorough involvement. Indeed, more than one project member
would argue that my meeting reports were also to a large extent my own
reading of what happened during our meetings rather than objective re-
porting! The perspectival quality of such reporting and analysis is inevi-
table and, accordingly, the style of objectivity sought is not that of the bi-
ologist sketching plants or the architect drafting a plan but rather that of
the ideally imaginative and observant writer seeking to illumine the plu-
ripotent reality of a complex group process in a way that evinces agree-
ment from those involved, albeit grudging or limited agreement. It fol-
lows that this set of appendices is as much a part of the group process as
the events and developments discussed.

The project group several times debated whether to make the group
process that lay behind the books more evident to the reader, perhaps by
including the meeting notes in the volumes or by publishing them on the
Web. We were concerned, frankly, that this would not be at all effective;
many of the interesting moments are alluded to in the notes but it is a
case of the reader having had to be there to make the connections. Frus-
trated with the problem of conveying in writing something so viscerally
important to the method, and having made a couple of attempts, we re-
signed ourselves to relying on the various descriptions of the method it-
self that are scattered through the three volumes, After all, those descrip-
tions stress the importance of a community of inquiry and, as Frank
pointed out at the end of the first year, “Past projects of this sort have not
succeeded when they have tried to initiate readers into the process
project.” We remained uneasy with this solution,
visors at the project’s concluding conference confirmed our concerns. Al
of them insisted that it is vital to portray the ocess for the read.
ership of these volumes. They argued that descri
in philosophical chapters on method would ne
what this aspect of the project’s method
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we are still somewhat at a loss for words.

This series of appendices adopts a somewhat experimental approach
to the problem of conveying the social background for CRIP. Two chal-
lenges need to be met. First, while the main body of each volume can re-
main an approximately faithful snapshot of where we were at the end of
each year, the description of the social background needs to be different;
it cannot be hobbled by the very real limitations in perception that we
suffered along the way. The retrospective approach is intended to meet
this challenge. Our perspective at the end of the project also needs enrich-
ment, of course, but it is significantly more adequate because of the pro-
cess that produced it than our self-understanding at any point prior to the
culmination of our work together. Second, the social background needs
to be conveyed in a way that permuts personality and humor to shine
through. To that end, the appendices often use a narrative style and the
picturesque language needed for conveying the color of the group pro-
cess. This is meant to invite the reader imaginatively to enter into the
group’s work and struggles together.

With these introductory remarks in place, therefore, I turn to describ-
ing and analyzing the group process that enabled the Comparative Reli-
gious Ideas Project.

stands a large rectangular table surrounded by sixteen purple chairs. On
meeting days, there stands in one corner a small trolley with breakfast
supplies secured by Susan Only, the CRIP coordinator, traffic cop, ar-
ranger of details, and money person. There are urns of coffee, glass bot-
tles of orange juice, plastic bottles of water, and plenty of Dunkin’
Donuts’ creations, sometimes with colored icing (my personal favorites).
Bob Neville, the principal Investigator, always pokes his head in early
but, if the room is empty, he dashes back across the corridor to his office
where he quickly dictates a letter or two, eager to make the most of spare
minutes. A few minutes before nine o’clock, people start arriving. Frank
Clooney (Hinduism specialist) and Tony Saldarini (Judaism) show up
early, traveling the short distance from Boston College together. Friendly
greetings are exchanged with whomever happens to be in the room. The
local Boston University folk drift in, usually beginning with co-
principal investigator John Berthrong with the hat and outfit of the day
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and his latest load of stories. David Eckel (Buddhism) and Livia Kohn
(Chinese religion) typically arrive right on time and Paula Fredriksen
(Christianity) a little after that. The greetings multiply like latticework
and people cluster around the food and drink. Peter Berger, the other co-
principal investigator, is often late but warms the room with his big smile
when he arrives. No shortage of jokes and stories there, either. Nomanul
Hagq (Islam) has the real commute and, being more at the mercy of the
transportation gods than the rest of us, has a less predictable arrival. But
the hardest arrivals to predict are the six graduate students, most of
whose lives are not yet steadied by age or an unyielding need for sleep to
the point that they have consistent morning habits (or morning appear-
ances, for that matter). Yours truly arrives early, of course, because I have
to get the note-taking computer set up and do initial editing of the docu-
ment that is to record my observations of the day’s work. But I have time
to grab too many donuts and a bottle of orange juice as I say or wave hello
to arrivals. - _
Ah, food and greetings. If it weren’t for food, we never could have
worked together. According to our experience, it is the number one pre-
condition for successful corporate comparative work. We often specu-
lated on the most fitting big-deal topics for imagined fourth and subse-
quent volumes (heaven forfend!) and repeatedly came back to food. Not
only is food one of the central themes in all religions, sharing food to-
gether was our most spiritual practice. It brought and kept us together in
a way that intellectual adventuring alone could not. In this sense, Susan
Only’s ministrations of food and drink served as midwife to the strange
birth of our group’s identity, or perhaps as the priestess of the caloric sac-
rifices that wrung a kind of togetherness from the gods of religious stud-
les who so often seem to prefer dispersal and mutual incomprehensibility.
We are arrived, we have food and drink, and we are prepared for our
corporate task with the social fuel of greetings and smiles. Of course,
someone might be missing, for some reason, and as time went on we felt
such absences more acutely. Even the quieter graduate students are

missed when they aren’t there, perhaps especially because of their stellar
attendance records. But in various configurations—everyone on most oc-
casions during that first year—we are-arrived; . oo
We work for an hour and a half and then break for more food, drink,
and mingling, Someone seeks out Susan for some administrative ques-
tion. Someone else finds me to point out that I had mischar icterizedare-
mark in my report for the last meeting, nabling me to make a correction.
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somehow reached all the Way to Susan’s ears and, sure enough, more
orange soda appeared next time. The Boston University people might try
to squeeze in a few minutes of phone-message checking before returning
for the afternoon session. Frank eats fast to leave time for his midday

ing lunchtime cookies, if any, are rescued from the lunchroom lest they
be consumed by hungry students and thus are preserved for afternoon
tea but sometimes there is not much to eat. Usually the colorful orange
Juice is gone by now and only bottles of water remain for drinking, un-
less it is an afternoon cup of coffee. People are tired after three sessions
of intense thinking and arguing. Sometimes they are confused or frus.
trated, sometimes they want to clarify some point with a colleague. The
energy level is lower. People are starting to think about going home. But

Twenty-five times we did this, eight times in the year devoted to the
study of the human condition, 1995-1996. A few times we had guests,
including during the final meeting of the first year, when advisors Rabbj
Jordan Pearlson from Toronto and Prof. Max Stackhouse from Princeton
Seminary joined us. It felt strange to have visitors with us, people who had
not been formed by the food and the drink and the rhythm of the days the
way the rest of us had been. But they were welcome and made us think
about what we were doing from new perspectives. The fact that there
could be an “otherness™ about visitors was telling, at least to me: despite
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process in that respect. It is possible to note that Noman was the most
concerned of all the specialists to convey to the group the hypothetical
adherent’s view of his or her religion (“Islam is what Muslims say it is,”
he would say); this is apparent in his chapters for the three volumes. This
concern was only a little more evident in Noman than in the other spe-
cialists, however, and I could not discern any impact on the group pro-
cess or results because of it.

Four other scholars who, by design at least, represent the interests of
comparison complement the six tradition specialists and their commit-
ment to fidelity of description. Bob js the archetypal metaphysician,
dreaming up seven theories before breakfast, all in the abstract language
of his burgeoning philosophical system. Shockingly for a metaphysician,
however, he wants to test and improve his theory of comparison. Peter is
the archetypal sociologist and brings to the table a practiced eye for plau-
sible generalizations, along with the intellectual gift of being able to
frame elegant questions that consistently drive to the heart of 2 confusing

actively and eclectically in the comparison of religious ideas. As for me,
My training in contemporary theology, philosophy, and science made me,
besides the taker of notes, the representative of an unadvertised seventh
tradition: the scientific naturalism of the modern West.,

The six graduate students, one for each specialist, were invited both
to watch what happens when six-and-a-half scholars nervous about gen-
eralizations work alongside three-and-a-half scholars for whom general-
izations are the stuff of intellectual life (I count John standing half on
each side of this fence) and to involve themselves in the process. Amaz-
ingly enough, there was turnover in only one of the six student positions
during the whole course of the project (their names are listed in the gen-
eral preface). At the beginning most of the students were quiet most of
the time. Eventually, however, some of them started to talk or were
torced to talk by virtue of being assigned presentation tasks by their spe-

frustrate one or more of them and, certain that he or she could not do
worse, a brave student soul would wade into dangerous waters in an at-
témpt to rescue the struggling experts. It rarely helped much because
their point was usually already taken for granted by those stuck in the
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For example, the most active student participant, John J. Thatamanil,
now teaching his own students, attempted at one point during the first
meeting to keep alive the possibility of a reality that helps to cause reli-
gious ideas to come out a certain way. This was in reaction to what John
sensed was David’s Madhyamaka-like readiness to see all categories as
constructions. Here is how the notes record the exchange:

David expressed the importance of vagueness in comparative categories
when he suggested that the quest for comparative categories had to be
understood as a search of “placeholders” in systematic representations of
religious traditions. In reply, Thatamanil emphasized the perspective that
truth-seeking is native to the human condition, and so these placeholders
should correspond to joints in reality itself, and that the reality of these

Jjoints was the ground of the possibility of cross-cultural comparison of re-
ligious ideas.

What the notes do not record is the energy of the exchange, including
several sharp rejoinders. It illustrates how CRIP served as a place of ex-
ploration and wing-stretching for the graduate students,

The First Blank Look

In a group this diverse, there is mutual incomprehension at times. In-
deed, the design calls for blank looks but also for their gradual overcom-
ing as scholars learn the ways of thinking of their differently brained and
trained colleagues. The first blank look was not long in coming, In fact,
on the very first meeting day, a large-scale blank look occurred around
the required reading for that day: Bob’s theory of comparison in Norma-
tive Cultures. Most people really didn
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we didn’t get it. And I doubt that [ was the only one with such thoughts,
Peter can be enormously €ncouraging at moments like these because he is
probably the most self-assured of our group and almost certainly the
most likely to say, “Bob, I think I discerned the general drift of your book
but, to be frank about it, I really did not understand much about this the-
ory of comparison. I could not penetrate your specialized language
enough to decide whether my sense of the general drift was correct or

Afterwards I went home and worked hard on those meeting notes, try-

cialized language, more accessible to a broader range of scholars. I was
slightly desperate, perhaps—anxious that CRIP should not be sunk be-
fore it had even left port. I feared that my explanations would be no
clearer than Bob’s but I kept refining the meeting notes. It was the begin-
ning of my self-appointed role in the group as the one who keeps trying
to help everyone understand each other. But it is a role that ] probably
need not have taken on; it is the controlling instinct of the young
scholar—the young person—and, as every wise person knows, most
good things in groups happen in spite of attempts to control the process.
Good things would happen to our little group of scholarly adventurers
but, on this first day, we had both blank looks and excessive politeness. It

could only get better in those respects.

The Possibility of Comparison

The first meeting also had encouraging dimensions as classic issues famil-
1ar to every scholar in religious studies were debated. Reservations about
comparison came out quickly as we struggled not particularly with Bob’s
theory of comparison (as I have said) but with the much more general
question of the very possibility of comparison. Almost every facet of this
problem must have been raised, from the power-analysis questions of
“Who decides, who benefits, and who gets left out?” to the biographical-
motivational line of “Why this project here and now in your life?” (a
question Frank memorably directed to Bob, evoking an intriguing an-
swer). In what follows I comment on three dimensions of the problem of
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comparison’s possibility that were raised in that first meeting and re-
turned to several times during the first year and beyond.

First, there is the problem of the big-deal categories that determine the
topic for each of the project’s three years: the human condition, ultimate
realities, and religious truth. Each category fits some traditions more nat-
urally than others and there is always the worry that some surreptitious
agenda is being served by allowing such categories to determine the direc-
tion of work. For instance, Tony pointed out that beginning with the
human condition is a bit forced for Judaism, though there is no problem
with the category as such. Paula later asked the other specialists which
category they would choose to begin with, confessing that she quite liked
beginning with the human condition. The answers were as follows:
Tony—God or creation; Noman—history; Frank—food or ritual; Livia
—cosmology (David was not present at this moment). The answers show
that the problem has two wings: the order in which categories should be
taken up and the choice of which categories to use. We all knew that
there is a degree of arbitrariness about these categories, partly due to the
need to write grants before the project begins. And we also knew that all
categories used in the description and comparison of religious phenom-
ena have questionable parentage. Some emerge from early translations of
sacred texts that stick, others from trailblazing works in the study of reli-
gion. Even more worryingly, some categories seem so obvious that we
can’t say for sure where they come from or what influences are set loose
by their use. We discussed these issues back and forth and realized that
one of the premises of the method of comparison we are using is correct:
as David put the point, “We begin the process of comparison of religious
ideas in the middle, for we already possess comparative categories (by de-
fault, in translations and traditions of discussion). The aim must be to
correct, sharpen, and enlarge the collection of categories rather than to
start over.” It’s like the strategic decision about whether to plant a lawn:
you can never get pure soil and pure seed; except in extreme cases, it is al-
most always better to improve the lawn you have, gradually. '

Second, the “human condition” is such a vague category that we were
forced to wonder whether any meaningful comparisons can be made by
means of it. We had lots of discussions about the vagueness of general
categories and about how vague categories are given specific content by
the comparisons made by means of them. That is all a part of the formal
method we were supposed to be testing and refining, as described in a
number of places and ways throughout the project volumes. In practice,
however, we all struggled with how the specification of the human condi-
tion is supposed to be carried off without undue arbitrariness. The notes

record that “Tony stressed the difficulty involved in trying move back |
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and forth between comparative categories and detailed descriptions of

specific situations, citing two common problems in support of his point,
and illustrating each with reference to Eliade. First, the comparative cate-
gories are frequently overly conditioned by one particular religious tradi-

Noman raised the question about whether it was permissible within the
scope of the project to question the very desirability of comparison of re-
ligions. Frank pointed out that that in some groups there was even a reli-
gilous objection to comparison, especially where it was perceived as a
threat or as somehow demeaning or insulting. Bob replied that the strat-
egy of the project is to proceed with this as an open question, one to be
settled empirically. He conceded that the interest in comparing is the
characteristic chiefly (though not only) of pluralistic Western culture.
However, he is prepared to argue that, on balance, comparison is desir-
able. He listed three reasons: (1) we can’t understand ourselves without
understanding others; (2) healthy intercultural political interaction de-
mands civilized conversation and mutual understanding; and (3) personal
life requires orientation to the world, and the most worthwhile orienta-
tions are hard-won, requiring the labor of comparison. This moral argu-
ment for comparison outweighs the obligation to respect the religious al-
lergy to comparison of individual traditions, thinks Bob, without thereby
conferring carte blanche license to pry and poke where such curiosity is
not welcome.

The group found itself looking over its shoulder repeatedly at these
and other questions bearing on the advisability of spending time in com-
paring religious ideas across cultures. The moral justification of compari-
son, in particular, is a concern that simply never dissolved in our group
consciousness.
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The Struggle to Compare

In this first meeting, we settled on a routine that held steady for all three 3
years. There were eight meetings each year, four in the Fall semester and k
four in the Spring. The first meeting of the year introduced and discussed
the topic for the year—for the first year, the human condition. The Six b
specialists introduced and led discussion of paper drafts at the remaining F
three Fall meetings, two each time, with the papers read by the group in :
advance. These exploratory papers were to expound what each tradition
has to say about the human condition. The first three meetings in the
Spring followed the same pattern except that the second set of papers
were supposed to engage and synthesize what was presented in the first
set, aiming to make comparisons where possible. The final meeting was a
wrap-up discussion and contemplated how the year’s volume would be | B
structured. . 1§

From this arrangement it follows that the specialists, even those skep-

tical of the possibility or value of comparing, would not only represént
their tradition for other scholars but also work toward making compari-

sons across traditions themselves. It wouldn’t only be other people mak-
ing the comparisons; the specialists themselves would do it, as called for
in the method. But the making of comparisons involves the making of
generalizations, hazards anachronism, and flies in the face of the current
religious-studies convention of leaving comparison to genius experts with
enough professional seniority that they can risk the associated notoriety.
No religious studies scholar makes his or her professional reputation by qE
comparing any more than a psychologist begins a career by leaping di-  § &
rectly into an experimental study of human sexual behavior. Firstyou @~ § =
work with texts and translate and interpret until everyone knows that
you know what you are doing, at least in one tradition or subtradition.
Then and only then, if at all, do you venture to make comparisons. By de-
sign, the specialists are mid-career, active publishers wnhatleutmor Py
three books and a host of articles in their respective fields already under-
their belts. They are in a position p : to consider making com-
parisons of religious ideas in public or already have done so. B
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First, in most cases the specialists were not used to making t n dsof
comparisons required. They were perfectly well aware ATl
mono-traditional descriptions and translations
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good use of the mass of details that were emerging in our discussions. [t
wasn’t all so grim; we had made advances. For example, we had im-
proved over the impression-of—similariry approach to comparison be-
cause we had detailed descriptions at our disposal that were capable of

bitrary in its application, or when 2 category was not vague enough, and
thus distorting in its application (usually because it was too much in
thrall to one particular tradition). In this way we were able to reject many
comparative categories as not useful. Indeed, it is striking how many cat-
egories for comparison were raised, explored, and then rejected as insuf-
ficiently tlluminating; only a small portion of those listed in the meeting
reports survived into the published volumes and the reports themselves

tion why it made sense to reject a category as “insufficiently illuminat-
ing,” “arbitrary,” or “distorting.” That is a philosophically subtle issue
bearing on the justification of categories that was not addressed satisfac-
torily in Bob’s prior work on theory of comparison and one with IMpor-
tant implications. Basically, though it sounds harsh, I think we were all
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human condition that expressed what we had learned from the multitude
of detailed comparisons, we later decided, but all we had was a listof cat-
egories, subcategories, and comparisons. On the other hand, we had not
isolated theoretically what was required to justify comparative categories

as adequate. We were relying on adequacy to phenomenological descrip-
tion of the things compared but we did not yet realize that there were
other important dimensions to the task of justifying comparative catego-
ries. We would figure out the answers to these questions later in the sec-
ond year as we became more accomplished at working together.

Third, the subcategories guiding the discussion of the human condi-
tion—the cosmic, the social, and the personal (each with their subcate-
gories)—did not emerge until well into the second year, as we were fin-
ishing the rewriting of the first volume. Distinctively Chinese in tone and
origin (Livia proposed and first used them), they emerged as an appeal-
ing way to specify the vague category of “human condition” but they
emerged so late in the process that the specialists had little time to work

with them. Moreover, there were other proposals for subcategories to
specify the human condition. David made a strong case for a narrative

approach that stresses the way we come from somewhere and encounter
various situations on the way to going somewhere else, which is an ap-
proach congenial to Buddhism with its stress on the problem of the
humafn condition and the way of its resolution. This would have led to a
set of comparative subcategories that would configure religious i
across cultures rather differently than the set recommended by Lw?l
took the group some time to decide what to do and it seems probable
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representation in India. However, the book will look a bit odd if chapters next
to each other are so different in the way they balance generalized judgments
about traditions and specific interpretation of texts.

deeply uncomfortable with characterizations of entire traditions as a
counterpoint to their more detailed analyses while others, aware of the
dangers, just dove in and did it anyway. The following excerpt from the
notes on the year’s final meeting illustrates this issue, with both visiting
advisors chiming in.

Bob: Last time we agreed that each chapter of the book should combine general-
1zed conceptions of a tradition with analysis of a specific viewpoint or text.
Livia has found a way to do this that stresses the generalizations.

Frank: But the broad conceptions of a tradition do not need to be flat, compre-
hensive generalizations; to some extent they can be induced from the more
specific analyses.

Bob: Indeed—and we don’t have to agree exactly on the approaches we take, either.

Jordan: As we create ways of looking at these traditions by means of careful gen-
eralizations, we must always keep close at hand our knowledge of the realiza-
tions in actual places and times of each tradition.

John B: Livia’s view is bold and will probably be attacked in a number of ways,
but it is particularly useful in that it forces scholars to grapple with large-scale
questions. For example, is there a pan-Chinese worldview in relation to which
any Chinese cosmology can be articulated?

Max: How would you articulate the objection you anticipate to Livia’s approach?
John B: The criticism would assert that Livia’s view distorts too much of what
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actually happened by setting up a dominant paradigm within which certain
majority views show up easily and others are effectively suppressed.

Bob: In this seminar to date, the theoretical device for taking account of these
questions has been “vague categories.” Livia has an hypothesis here that is
worthy of testing; if the generalizations turn out to be too wooden or too nar-

row, then that is a criticism of the vagueness of the categories, to the effect that
they are not vague enough in the right ways.

Finally, and closely related to this last point, there was the worry that
making comparisons would lead to anachronism by abstracting ideas
from their historical contexts. Paula held the lamp high in this resistance
movement throughout the years of the project, resisting every attempt to
characterize Christianity as a whole and confining her attention to the
specific episode or thinker she was investigating. From the first meeting

she signaled her concerns about anachronism, as the following passage
illustrates.

Paula described the criterion of “anachronism” that is used (too infre-
quently, according to her!) to judge the absence of depth in historical work.
While the history of religions as history can always make use of this criter-
ion, what might function similarly in the case of comparisons? In particu-
lar, philosophy seems singularly insensitive to the problem of anachronism:;

that’s worrying because philosophers are frequently those who take up the
generalist roles in comparisons.

Bob entered a reply to this none-too veiled expression of concern about
the entire project, partly granting the charge against philosophy but de-
tending the sensitivity of some philosophical traditions to the historical
conditioning of ideas and giving an example of how anachronism might be
detected in the comparative task. This was a moment of genuine intellec-
tual excitement: archetypal historian meets archetypal philosopher in a

critical dialogue. It's just as good as historian meets phenomenologist, or
tradition-specialist meets comparative-generalist.

The Drafts of Volume 1

The first volume reflects the intricate complexities of this struggle to com-
pare during the first year. Apart from introductory material, the volume
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consists of individually fascinating specialist chapters that ri hly describe

X 'y
. .
| I.

'. 4 T '
. | . i - Il
e Mz Fie ]

i i 4 ._.!.l_- lp = .
II i L] 5] L "'_.-Ir"
i .I A '- I-..l:l..1III b a" _1_*
- -....l*-;‘.' ,‘“ a
s Ty - e
1 2 . -_IE VAl
@ i 1..# i ’l
Ve n

—

. y 1 - 2 i e ey’ sl T e oy
oo 1 I e e S Sy il o R et e A R i a

il

" - i al
- l"“:_ T .'-."I.. h';ﬁ-lﬂ'hl"*




WESLEY J. WILDMAN = 283

make comparisons (instead of summarizing them), (3) amass them into a
tormidable grid (in accordance with the group’s much debated goal for
the first volume), ( 4) without finally saying much synthetically about the
human condition. These conclusions also had to juggle numerous su bcat-
egories and the phenomenological sites of Importance, making them ex-
traordinarily difficult to produce. In fact, a confession is on order: | sim-
ply could not do it. Although I composed most of the introductory
material to the conclusions, as second author on those chapters I was
overwhelmed by my task of enhancing Bob’s drafts. [ was unable to jug-
gle all the variables and to manage the different scopes of the specialists’
descriptions without becoming paralyzed by the need to enter thousands
of caveats for which there was no space. Bob, even more aware of the
needed caveats than I, somehow managed to press himself through the
process in the name of tulfilling the group’s stated goals for the first vol-
ume. I was personally amazed by Bob, just as I am by those who write
dictionaries for a living and by any scholar who can by mental discipline
unaided by threats against their personal safety or family members force
himself or herself to go, machine-like, through the agony of drafting such
chapters. I know he found it agonizing, though there were a few mo-
ments of excitement and satisfaction—and he had to do it twice more in
later rewrites. It was not only an act of astonishing discipline, however, it
was also one of enormous confidence, not to say hubris, to compare
everything to everything else from multiple points of view in numerous
respects. And each comparison made drove home Bob’s worry about the
project because he was not summarizing the specialist’s comparisons but
having to make the comparisons himself,

In any event, the introduction to Ultimate Realities describes the diffi-
culties fairly well and I shall not go into it here any more than I have al-
ready. Instead, I shall give a retrospective analysis of the first volume’s
strengths and weaknesses and then I shall try to convey something of the
group’s own reactions to it.

With regard to analysis, the volume’s weaknesses are obvious. First, the
specialist chapters make some Interesting comparisons but they are out of
sync with respect to scope and sometimes topic. Second, the conclusions
take the form of a grid that makes for lousy reading and the grid is overde-
veloped relative to the degree of our control over the details of the data,
indicating some possibly unnecessary yet nevertheless lurking arbitrari-
ness in the subcategories used. Third, the linkage between specialist and
concluding chapters is constructed mostly in the concluding chapters on
the basis of the group’s conversations and Bob’s imagination whereas
more of that linkage should be explicitly in the specialists’ chapters them-
selves. Fourth, but more subtly, the categories used in the comparisons
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are justified only implicitly by virtue of their dlh»lom.dﬁ H}?
mass of data but this is insufficient warrant, as we see m&f
working on the second and third volumes. Fifth—and this is the resultof

deliberate decision as our apologies for being MMM—-
the volume almost completely neglects important, high-profile issues in
the current study of religion, including especially lyses of texts
and traditions, looking for missing voices and the experiences and ideas

that are suppressed as a result.

These and other weaknesses are casy to point out and we M“
painfully aware of them than anyone. But we battled on because of a

number of less obvious strengths in the first volume, strengths thar are
rare in literature on the comparison of religious ideas and directly rele-  §
vant to our goal of using and improving a particular method forcompar-  §
ison. First, the chapters by the specialists are fascinating and make serious .
contributions to the study of the human condition within each tradition
and in religious studies generally. Second, the systematic characterof the
conclusions is quite unusual and valuable, even though it impairs read-  § |
ability. Particularly important is the procedure of using the five pheno- e
menological sites of importance (actually, only four were used, asthe fifth  §
1s intrinsically unsuitable for comparative work). That, together |
exhausting comparison of each pair of traditions within each subc
gory, allows the human condition to be presented from a large num er
angles. The comparisons ventured are but the tip of the 2, of con
but they are thought-provokinganqumw.' rpretation of the
human condition while exposing it to constructive scrutiny from other
experts. That systematic approach was to disappear r in subsequent vol-
umes but it is a virtue that should not be overlooked. l. Third, the subcate-
gories under the general category of the human condition vere arrivedat |
in genuinely empirical fashion, lae in the process of discussing masses of |
details, by means of trying out hypotheses and improving or rejecting
them. This is unquestionably rare and genuinely re mﬂ.&*&u religious
studies, which tends to be plagued by attempes
pretend to be free of
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quent volumes, especially the third in which the conclusions truly sum-
marize the specialist’s comparisons.

As a group we were sorely tempted to abandon the structure of the
concluding chapters and to produce instead something more colorful,
punchy, and less systematic. Some might think it professionally prudent

think it was David who made the breakthrough remark suggesting that
we give up the goal of fully cooperative comparisons for the first volume
and allow the generalists to say what they wanted in the conclusions, so
long as it was accurate, while the specialists would be content to take re-
sponsibility for their own chapters only. This brought a welcome sense of
freedom to everyone, none more than Bob who was now liberated from
the curse of having faithfully to tie the conclusions to the scope and con-
tent of the specialist chapters. But it also indicated a partial failure of our
method. While we could rectify the breakdown of joint ownership of

used to draw conclusions (which is no mean feat in jtself ) but no further.
Conclusions remained subiject to criticisms from the group concerning
accuracy and judiciousness but after the partial failure of the first year no
mechanism was introduced to seek and achieve consensus around those
conclusions.

As for the temptation to abandon the grid-like structure of the con-
cluding chapters even in the first volume, we resisted it out of a real de-
sire to proceed empirically. During the first year, the group had several
times discussed its goal in terms of a network or a grid of categories, to-
gether with a commentary on how each tradition specifies each cate-
gory and subcategory, thereby to infuse the higher-level categories with
content from the lower-level details. That i1s precisely what we achieved
in the two concluding chapters and so it is a fair record of our self-
consciousness at the time. Moreover, though we all felt dissatisfied with
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the outcome in terms of its reference-work style, which is as fragmentary

as it is overbearing even in the published version, it constitutes a power-
ful argument to the religious studies community that the category of the

he

human condition and the subcategories by which it is elaborated lhﬂdd

-

be used in future comparative work, thereby to test and refine those cate-

e

gories. There was much to be pleased about, accordingly. We had only
begun to work collaboratively, however, and as that dimension of the ’

come more evident.

The End of a Year
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There were two endings to the first year: the eighth meeting and the end
of the first round of revisions on the first volume, which was much later.
It was in between these two endings that our working group had to go
through the pain of confronting the dual problems of specialist chapters

without much comparison and conclusions that said little synthetically

S
and even less beautifully about the human condition. The two endings
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themselves were fairly positive events, however, with an air of celebra~
tion and, I think, a quiet determination to do better even when therecon-
tinued to be misgivings about the project. ik =

Many themes surfaced during the first year that | have not mentioned.
Standard concerns in religious studies showed up repeatedly in discussions A
yet appear in the first volume only rarely or not at all. There were numer-

ous stories and jokes, crucial debates about how to conceive of the project -
and how to organize the first volume, and many breathtaking distinctions
of lasting value that are recorded only in the meeting reports a.ndwm5 e
probably never see the light of day, except perhaps in the work of a m &
ate student who keeps and rereads those reports or who made his orher
own notes. Fortunately, comprehensiveness is not the goal of these appen- B
dices. Their point is rather to describe and analyze the way that our not- Ji
ley group of researchers made use of a collaborative method for compara-
tive work. To be sure, the method was not always clearly understood and =~
it chagged a:h it was used—points broached here and to be considered =
more in another appendix—but it was used and it did produce results.
Those results would improve as the specialists became bolder in the mak-
ing of comparisons, the generalists more attuned to details, and everyone %
more vocal in their opinions. And through it all, improbable though it
may seem given the levels of diversity and controversy, :my PR

each other and learned to appreciate the differences among us as enabling.
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