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Discussion Points:
Propositional Religions 7 - Neopaganism, Mysticism (and Sync.)

Pulling it all together

1. Hinduism was rejected 

a. for lack of historical information about origins and 

b. lack of sufficient evidence to substantiate the accuracy of its claims.

2. Buddhism has known historical origins in regards to Gautama, but

a. it assumes a Hindu worldview, whose origins are obscure. 

b. There is also a lack of sufficient evidence to substantiate the accuracy of its claims. 

3. Jainism is similar to Buddhism. Its immediate origins in Vardhamana are known to us, but 

a. its roots in Hinduism are uncertain and clouded. 

b. Likewise, there is also a lack of compelling evidence to substantiate the accuracy of its claims.

4. Taoism was rejected due to 

a. a lack of historical information about its origin. 

b. no objective evidence to verify its claims, 

c. Taoist beliefs can only be accepted based upon circular reasoning and subjective experience. 

5. Shintoism is also rejected because of 

a. a lack of historically identifiable origin and 

b. a dependence upon subjective experience. 

c. It lacks sufficient evidence to substantiate the accuracy of its claims and 

d. incorporates the beliefs of many of other religions we have studied in this section. 

6. Confucianism was rejected because 

a. it may only be appropriate categorize it as a religion because of its incorporation and therefore dependence upon the religious beliefs of other theological systems, which we have discarded. 

7. Sikhism was rejected for several reasons. 

a. It is the by-product of combining two conflicting and irreconcilable religions, Hinduism and Islam. 

b. Sikhism violates and denies fundamental principles of at least one of its parent religions, Islam, thereby undermining its own foundation. 

c. Sikhism provides no compelling or objectively verifiable evidence that would persuade us to accept the accuracy of its claims. 

8. Babism and Baha'ism were rejected because of 

a. internal inconsistencies that exist within themselves and 

b. with their dependance upon Islam. 

9. Zoroastrianism was rejected because of 

a. the historical uncertainty of both its founder and origins

b. the questionable authenticity of its known beliefs. 

c. there is insufficient evidence to substantiate the accuracy of its claims.

10. Group Summary

a. We have rejected each of these religions for one of several reasons: 
i. It was not possible to perform an objective evaluation of the religions truth claims. 
1. In some cases this was due to a lack of sufficient historical information regarding the origin of the belief system. 
2. In other cases no evidence was offered by the religion to substantiate its truth claims. 
ii. In cases where historical information was available, the information provided by the historical record was found to not to have any corroborating relationship to the accuracy of the truth claims. 
iii. Internal contradiction was found to undermine the claims of the belief system.
11. Religions that have not been covered

a. We have not and cannot cover all the religious concepts that have ever been offered or even all those that might be proposed today. 
b. What we have attempted to do is to 
i. cover the major world religions that have had significant influence in the past as well as in modern times.
ii. examine religions that demonstrate the trend and provide the foundations for those more obscure or less popular ones.
c. Religions that we have left out of our study will tend to borrow from or be based upon concepts from one or several of those we have looked at.
d. Religions that we have not covered are disqualified for similar reasons as those we have looked at. 

i. They will tend not have historically identifiable origins. 

ii. They may not offer any objective evidence to substantiate their claims. 

iii. They will rely upon subjective experience to compel potential followers to accept their truths.

iv.  Their sacred texts may be composed of highly corrupted, late dating, and/or fragmented or few ancient manuscripts. 

v. Newer religions, will borrow from older theological systems. 

vi. More ancient religions will borrow from still more obscure theological sources. 

vii. They may contain internal inconsistencies or in some way be in conflict with a parent religion upon which they base their claims and authenticity. 

X. Neopaganism

A. What is Neopaganism?

1. Notes
a. The recent popular revival of pre-Christian religious practices especially in the west. 
b. The prefix "neo" is not intended to shift the meaning away from paganism. 
c. Religions of this category are, in fact, attempts to reconstruct ancient paganism. 
d. It is appropriate to simply refer to this group as paganism. 
e. The prefix "neo" is useful in that it emphasizes that modern pagans do not have a continuous connection to their ancient predecessors. 
f. Modern pagan religious systems are all formed from a deliberate attempt to reconstruct ancient pagan beliefs and practices from ancient sources. 
g. The use of the prefix "neo" distinguishes between those ancient religious systems, which developed naturally from the cultures we find them in and those of the modern era, which are synthetically recreated mostly as a reaction against the Christian tradition.
h. The origin of modern Neo-pagan groups all date from within the last few centuries, making them all relatively recent in origin. 
i. This characteristic again is underscored by the application of the prefix "neo," which simply means "new" or "recent." 
j. (Another term that is commonly used to collectively describe such groups is "the occult.")
k. There are several main groups within Neo-paganism, including:
i. Wicca, 
ii. Druidry, 
iii. Theosophy, 
iv. New Age Religion
l. The two main characteristics of Neo-pagan groups are:
i. affection for nature
ii. the practice of magical arts
2. Quotes

a. "Neopaganism - any of several spiritual movements that attempt to revive the ancient polytheistic religions of Europe and the Middle East. These movements have a close relationship to ritual magic and modern witchcraft. Neo-Paganism differs from them, however, in striving to revive authentic pantheons and rituals of ancient cultures, though often in deliberately eclectic and reconstructionist ways, and by a particularly contemplative and celebrative attitude. Typically people with romantic feelings toward nature and deep ecological concerns, Neo-Pagans centre their dramatic and colourful rituals around the changes of the seasons and the personification of nature as full of divine life, as well as the holy days and motifs of the religions by which their own groups are inspired." - Britannica.com
b. "Neopaganism - polytheistic religious movement, practiced in small groups by partisans of pre-Christian religious traditions such as Egyptian, Greek, Norse, and Celtic. Neopagans fall into two broad categories, nature-oriented and magical groups, and often incorporate arcane and elaborate rituals. Two of the movement's most influential thinkers were Alphonse L. Constant (1810-75) and Gerard Encausse (1865-1916)." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001. 

c. "Neopaganism - Modern Neo-Paganism has roots in 19th-century Romanticism and activities inspired by it, such as the British Order of Druids (which, however, claims an older lineage). Sometimes associated with extreme nationalism, Neo-Pagan groups and sentiments were known in Europe before World War II, but contemporary Neo-Paganism is for the most part a product of the 1960s. Influenced by the works of the psychiatrist Carl Jung and the writer Robert Graves, Neo-Paganists are more interested in nature and archetypal psychology than in nationalism." - Britannica.com 

d. "Neopaganism - Neo-Paganism in the postwar decades has flourished particularly in the United States and the United Kingdom and in Scandinavia. Some of the major Neo-Pagan groups are the Church of All Worlds, the largest of all the pagan movements, which centres on worship of the earth-mother goddess; Feraferia, based on ancient Greek religion and also centred on goddess worship; Pagan Way, a nature religion centred on goddess worship and the seasons; the Reformed Druids of North America; the Church of the Eternal Source, which has revived ancient Egyptian religion; and the Viking Brotherhood, which celebrates Norse rites. Beginning in the late 1970s, some feminists, open to feminine personifications of the deity, became interested in witchcraft and Neo-Paganism." - Britannica.com
B. Witchcraft

1. Quotes

a. "Witchcraft - The origins of witchcraft in Europe are found in the pre-Christian, pagan cults such as the Teutonic nature cults; Roman religion; and the speculations of the Gnostics (see Gnosticism), the Zoroastrians, and the Manicheans. These religions and philosophies believed in a power of evil and a power of good within the universe. Later, among certain sects, the worship of good was repudiated as false and misleading." - Britannica.com

b. "Witchcraft - In the 20th cent. there has been a revival of witchcraft known as Wicca, or neopaganism. This form of witchcraft has nothing to do with sorcery, and is instead based on a reverence for nature, the worship of a fertility goddess, a restrained hedonism, and group magic aimed at healing. It rejects a belief in Satan as a product of Christian doctrine that is incompatible with paganism." - Britannica.com

c. "Witchcraft - 1a: the use of sorcery or magic b: communication with the devil or with a familiar 2: an irresistible influence or fascination." - Merriam-Webster's Online Dictionary

2. Notes

a. witchcraft is in part rooted in:

i. Gnosticism, 

ii. Zoroastrianism, 

iii. Manicheanism.

b. adheres to the two main characteristics of (Neo-) Paganism

i. affection for nature

ii. practice of magical arts

C. Druidry

1. Quotes
a. "Druid - They studied ancient verse, natural philosophy, astronomy, and the lore of the gods, some spending as much as 20 years in training. The Druids' principal doctrine was that the soul was immortal and passed at death from one person into another." - Britannica.com
b. "Druid - The Druids were suppressed in Gaul by the Romans under Tiberius (reigned AD 14-37) and probably in Britain a little later. In Ireland they lost their priestly functions after the coming of Christianity and survived as poets, historians, and judges (filid, senchaidi, and brithemain). Many scholars believe that the Hindu Brahman in the East and the Celtic Druid in the West were lateral survivals of an ancient Indo-European priesthood." - Britannica.com 
2. Notes

a. Druidry is connected with some ancient religious practices that we have already studied. 
b. This connection is most evident in their belief that the human soul passed from one person to another after death. 
i. This is similar to the belief in reincarnation (also known as the transmigration of souls or the process of death and rebirth), 
ii. found in Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, and many other ancient eastern and Asian religions.
D. Satanism

1. Quotes
a. "Satanism - 1: innate wickedness: DIABOLISM 2: obsession with or affinity for evil; specifically: the worship of Satan marked by the travesty of Christian rites." - Merriam-Webster's Online Dictionary

b. "Satanism - The cult of Satan, or Satan worship, is in part a survival of the ancient worship of demons and in part a revolt against Christianity or the church. It rose about the 12th cent. in Europe and reached its culmination in the blasphemous ritual of the Black Mass, a desecration of the Christian rite. The history of early Satanism is obscure. It was revived in the reign of Louis XIV in France and is still practiced by various groups throughout the world, particularly in the United States. One of the largest and most influential Satanic groups is the Church of Satan (1966), founded by Anton LaVey in San Francisco. A splinter group, the Temple of Set (1975), was organized by Michael Aquino. Many Satanic groups, including the ones mentioned, attest that such worship does not necessarily imply evil intentions, but rather an alternative to the repressive morality of many other religious groups. Such groups see no harm in their indulgence in 'worldly pleasures' that other religions forbid. Other, more severe brands of Satanism likely exist, although much of the activity pegged as 'Satanic' has less to do with the religion than with various forms of sociopathy. Indeed, reliable research has found no evidence indicating the existence of alarming, large-scale satanic phenomena. An unfortunate mistake is the unfoundedÑyet commonÑlinkage of minority religious traditions, such as the African-derived voodoo and Santer’a, with Satanism. See also witchcraft." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001. 

c. "Satanism - also called Devil Worship worship of Satan, or the devil, the personality or principle regarded by the Judeo-Christian tradition as embodying absolute evil in complete antithesis to God. This worship may be regarded as a gesture of extreme protest against Judeo-Christian spiritual hegemony. Satanic cults have been documented in Europe and America as far back as the 17th century, but their earlier roots are difficult to trace, just as the number of real satanists in any period is frequently overestimated. Churchmen have readily attributed satanism to 'witches,' and to such heretics as Gnostics, Cathars, and Bogomils, but that charge does not correspond with the heretics' own understanding of their beliefs, and the alleged satanism of those persecuted in the heyday of witch-burning may rest on no better foundation than the overheated imagination of witch-finders and confessions obtained by torture. By the same token, devil worship ascribed to non-Christian religions is usually based on polemic or misunderstanding. Modern witchcraft and neopaganism are not to be confused with satanism, since these groups worship not Satan but pre-Christian gods. Satanism, as devotion to the Judeo-Christian source of evil, can only exist in symbiosis with that tradition, for it shares but inverts its worldview." - Britannica.com

d. "Satanism - Satanist worship has traditionally centred on the 'black mass,' a corrupted rendition of the Christian Eucharist, and ritual magic evocations of Satan. Some recent satanist groups have supplanted those practices with rites of self-expression reminiscent of psychodrama and hyperventilation." - Britannica.com

2. Notes
a. Technically Satanism should be distinguished from Neo-paganism
b. Satanism itself is not expressly pagan because it presupposes a Christian worldview
c. Neo-paganism replaces that worldview by attempting to revert to a more "ancient" one
d. Satanism does share some common elements with Neo-paganism including:
i. similar motivation (a reaction against the Christian tradition)
ii. the practice of magical arts or rites.
e. (Satanism also can be discussed in this section because it two intersects with Neopaganism in the Occult)

E. ASSESSMENT OF NEOPAGANISM

1. It is easy to disqualify these groups along with those we have also studied for several reasons. 

a. They intentional connect themselves with ancient religious systems, which we have already rejected. 

b. They employ a similar approach to spirituality as those we have rejected so far, including

i. presumption and subjectivity as the principle means of accepting their "truths."

c. The contrived nature of their modern re-emergence clearly places them within category of Propositional religions

i. they are artificially proposed in order to simply create an alternative to the Christian tradition. 

2. (Our disqualification of these groups will be even more justified when we consider two fundamental principles that unite all Propositional religions, including Neo-paganism and Satanism, into a single overarching theological system.)

XI. Mysticism and Syncretism


A. Overarching Religious Systems

1. Notes

a. The nine Propositional religions we have studied along with Neo-paganism and Satanism all share quite a bit in common with each one another.
i. borrowed concepts, 

ii. renamed deities, 

iii. similar approaches to human spirituality

iv. shared origins in parent religions

b. These commonalities unite these religions into an overarching composite theological system produced by their interconnection and interdependence with one another. 

i. We call this overarching religion Propositional Mysticism
ii. We will discuss a few religious groups that exemplify them and demonstrate the codependence and interrelatedness of all Propositional religions, chief among these will be:

1. Gnosticism

2. Manichaeism.

c. Two of the main traits of this theological system are:

i. Mysticism

ii. Syncretism, 

d. We can compare the composite theological system of Propositional Mysticism with Evidentiary Monotheism. 

e. Keep in mind some of the religious teachings that we have studied so far and how they exemplify these traits.
B. Mysticism

2. Notes

a. Mysticism is any religious system, which:

i. incorporates the idea that the believer can transcend material existence and become one with God through

1. subjective, personal, or intuitive experience gained by

2. participation in mysteries or initiation rites

3. Quotes

a. "Mysticism - the practice of those who are initiated into the mysteries], the practice of putting oneself into, and remaining in, direct relation with God, the Absolute, or any unifying principle of life. Mysticism is inseparably linked with religion. Because of the nature of mysticism, firsthand objective studies of it are virtually impossible, and students must confine themselves to the accounts of mystics, autobiographical and biographical, or, as the mystics themselves say, they must experience for themselves. - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition, 2001. 

b. "Mysticism - in general, a spiritual quest for hidden truth or wisdom, the goal of which is union with the divine or sacred (the transcendent realm)." - Britannica.com

c. "Mysticism - 1: the experience of mystical union or direct communion with ultimate reality reported by mystics. 2: the belief that direct knowledge of God, spiritual truth, or ultimate reality can be attained through subjective experience (as intuition or insight) 3a: vague speculation: a belief without sound basis b: a theory postulating the possibility of direct and intuitive acquisition of ineffable knowledge or power." - Merriam-Webster's Online Dictionary"Mysticism - The goal of mysticism is union with the divine or sacred. The path to that union is usually developed by following four stages: purgation (of bodily desires), purification (of the will), illumination (of the mind), and unification (of one's will or being with the divine). If 'the object of man's existence is to be a Man, that is, to re-establish the harmony which originally belonged between him and the divinized state before the separation took place which disturbed the equilibrium' (The Life and Doctrine of Paracelsus), mysticism will always be a part of the way of return to the source of being, a way of counteracting the experience of alienation." - Britannica.com

d. "Mysticism - At once a praxis (technique) and a gnosis (esoteric knowledge), mysticism consists of a way or discipline." - Britannica.com

e. "Mysticism - Although mysticism has been the core of Hinduism and Buddhism, it has been little more than a minor strand and, frequently, a disturbing element in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam." - Britannica.com

C. Syncretism

1. Notes

2. Quotes

a. "Syncretism - 1: the combination of different forms of belief or practice." - Merriam-Webster's Online Dictionary

b. "Syncretism - 1. Reconciliation or fusion of differing systems of belief, as in philosophy or religion, especially when success is partial or the result is heterogeneous. - The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language: Fourth Edition. 2000. 

c. "Syncretism - the fusion of diverse religious beliefs and practices. Instances of religious syncretismÑas, for example, Gnosticism (a religious dualistic system that incorporated elements from the Oriental mystery religions), Judaism, Christianity, and Greek religious philosophical conceptsÑwere particularly prevalent during the Hellenistic period (c. 300 BC-c. AD 300)." - Britannica.com 

d. "Eclectisicm - in philosophy, the selection of elements from different systems of thought, without regard to possible contradictions between the systems. Eclecticism differs from syncretism, which tries to combine various systems while resolving conflicts. Many Roman philosophers, especially Cicero, and the Neoplatonists were known for eclecticism." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition, 2001.

D. Propositional Mysticism 

1. Involves four principle traits

a. Dependence upon subjective, personal, or intuitive experiences of the individual, rather than objective or historic evidence, to validate their truth claims. 

b. The goal of transcending material existence and becoming one with the divine or ultimate reality, often inclusive of escaping a cycle of death and rebirth. 

c. A path or discipline, which usually involves the purging of bodily desires, purification of the mind, illumination of the mind, and ultimately unification with the divine. 

d. The incorporation, combination, acceptance, or fusion of different concepts and different belief systems.

2. All religions including Judaism, Christianity, and Islam have at least developed mystical and syncretistic forms or sects.

a. The questions for determining whether a religion can be considered mystical or syncretistic are:

i. Did it originate through syncretistic processes?

ii. Is it founded upon mystical concepts or approaches to spirituality?

b. Judaism and Christianity both:

i. originate from historical and non-mystical events and experiences

ii. contain a strong prohibition against syncretism (the incorporation of beliefs and practices from other religious systems).

c. Propositional religions:

i. originate from syncretistic processes 

ii. are founded upon mystical principals. 

iii. The earliest and foundational Propositional religions develop guided by these principles from obscure historical circumstances.

iv. Later Propositional religions develop from earlier ones.

v. "Mysticism - Although mysticism has been the core of Hinduism and Buddhism, it has been little more than a minor strand and, frequently, a disturbing element in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam." - Britannica.com

3. Propositional religions borrow and share fundamental concepts from and with one another including, but not limited to: 

a. reincarnation, 

b. karma, 

c. transcendence, 

d. a path of steps to achieve enlightenment, 

e. the importance of subjective experience, 

f. a dualistic view of God or the divine, 

g. some form of pantheism, 

h. polytheism in the form of emanations of the supreme God, 

i. magical arts, 

j. mystical rites

k. *NOTE: Please keep these concepts in mind as we take a look at the mystical and syncretistic nature of Propositional religions

E. Hinduism’s Mystical and Syncretistic Characteristics

1. Notes

a. Hinduism in its continued practice, current form, and its origin is highly mystical and syncretistic in nature

b. Hinduism's mystical and syncretistic origins are significant because of the foundational place Hinduism has in influencing other Propositional religions

2. Quotes

a. "Hinduism - Hinduism is a synthesis of the religion brought into India by the Aryans (c.1500 B.C.) and indigenous religion. The first phase of Hinduism was early Brahmanism, the religion of the priests or Brahmans who performed the Vedic sacrifice, through the power of which proper relation with the gods and the cosmos is established. The Veda comprises the liturgy and interpretation of the sacrifice and culminates in the Upanishads, mystical and speculative works that state the doctrine of Brahman, the absolute reality that is the self of all things, and its identity with the individual soul, or atman (see Vedanta)." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001. 

b. "Hinduism - Post-Vedic Hinduism in all its forms accepts the doctrine of karma, according to which the individual reaps the results of his good and bad actions through a series of lifetimes (see transmigration of souls). Also universally accepted is the goal of moksha or mukti, liberation from suffering and from the compulsion to rebirth, which is attainable through elimination of passions and through knowledge of reality and finally union with God." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001. 

c. "Hinduism - The four stages of life are brahmacharya or celibate student life (originally for study of the Veda), grihastha or householdership, vanaprastha or forest hermitage, and sannyasa, complete renunciation of all ties with society and pursuit of spiritual liberation." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001. 

d. "Hinduism - Magic rites, animal worship, and belief in demons are often combined with the worship of more or less personal gods or with mysticism, asceticism, and abstract and profound theological systems or esoteric doctrines." - Britannica.com 

e. "Hinduism - Hindus believe in an uncreated, eternal, infinite, transcendent, and all-embracing principle, which, 'comprising in itself being and non-being,' is the sole reality, the ultimate cause and foundation, source, and goal of all existence. This ultimate reality is called brahman. As the All, brahman causes the universe and all beings to emanate from itself, transforms itself into the universe, or assumes its appearance. Brahman is in all things and is the Self (atman) of all living beings. Brahman is the creator, preserver, or transformer and reabsorber of everything. Although it is Being in itself, without attributes and qualities and hence impersonal, it may also be conceived of as a personal high God, usually as Vishnu (Vis nu) or Siva. This fundamental belief in and the essentially religious search for ultimate realityÑi.e., the One that is the AllÑhave continued almost unaltered for more than 30 centuries and have been the central focus of India's spiritual life." - Britannica.com

f. "Hinduism - Such doctrines encourage the view that mundane life is not true existence and that human endeavour should be directed toward a permanent interruption of the mechanism of karma and transmigrationÑthat is, toward final emancipation (moksha), toward escaping forever from the impermanence that is an inescapable feature of mundane existence. In this view the only goal is the one permanent and eternal principle: the One, God, brahman, which is totally opposite to any phenomenal existence. Anyone who has not fully realized that his being is identical with brahman is thus seen as deluded. The only possible solution consists in the realization that the kernel of human personality (atman) really is brahman and that it is their attachment to worldly objects that prevents people from reaching salvation and eternal peace. (Hindus sometimes use the largely Buddhist term nirvana to describe this state.)" - Britannica.com

g. "Hinduism - In the middle of the first millennium B.C., an ossified Brahmanism was challenged by heterodox, i.e., non-Vedic, systems, notably Buddhism and Jainism. The priestly elite responded by creating a synthesis that accepted yogic practices and their goals, recognized the gods and image worship of popular devotional movements, and adopted greater concern for the daily life of the people." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001. 

h. "Hinduism - the beliefs, practices, and socioreligious institutions of the Hindus (originally, the inhabitants of the land of the Indus River). Introduced in about 1830 by British writers, the term properly denotes the Indian civilization of approximately the last 2,000 years, which evolved from Vedism, the religion of the Indo-European peoples who settled in India in the last centuries of the 2nd millennium BC. Because it integrates a variety of elements, Hinduism constitutes a complex but largely continuous whole and has religious, social, economic, literary, and artistic aspects. As a religion, Hinduism is a composite of diverse doctrines, cults, and ways of life." - Britannica.com

i. "Hinduism - In principle, Hinduism incorporates all forms of belief and worship without necessitating the selection or elimination of any. It is axiomatic that no religious idea in India ever dies or is supersededÑit is merely combined with the new ideas that arise in response to it. Hindus are inclined to revere the divine in every manifestation, whatever it may be, and are doctrinally tolerant, allowing othersÑincluding both Hindus and non-HindusÑwhatever beliefs suit them best. A Hindu may embrace a non-Hindu religion without ceasing to be a Hindu, and because Hindus are disposed to think synthetically and to regard other forms of worship, strange gods, and divergent doctrines as inadequate rather than wrong or objectionable, they tend to believe that the highest divine powers complement one another. Few religious ideas are considered to be irreconcilable. The core of religion does not depend on the existence or nonexistence of God or on whether there is one god or many. Because religious truth is said to transcend all verbal definition, it is not conceived in dogmatic terms. Moreover, the tendency of Hindus to distinguish themselves from others on the basis of practice (orthopraxy) rather than doctrine (orthodoxy) further de-emphasizes doctrinal differences. " - Britannica.com

j. "Hinduism - Hinduism is both a civilization and a congregation of religions; it has neither a beginning or founder, nor a central authority, hierarchy, or organization." - Britannica.com

k. "Hinduism - The Rigveda contains many other Indo-European elements, such as the worship of male sky gods with sacrifices and the existence of the old sky god Dyaus, whose name is cognate with those of the classical Zeus of Greece and Jupiter of Rome ('Father Jove'). The Vedic heaven, the 'world of the fathers,' resembled the Germanic Valhalla and seems also to be an Indo-European inheritance." - Britannica.com

l. "Hinduism - The Indo-Iranian element in later Hinduism is chiefly found in the initiatory ceremony (upanayana) performed by boys of the three upper classes, a rite both in Hinduism and in Zoroastrianism that involves the tying of a sacred cord. The Vedic god Varuna, now an unimportant sea god, appears in the Rigveda as sharing many features of the Zoroastrian Ahura Mazda ('Wise Lord'); the hallucinogenic sacred drink soma corresponds to the sacred haoma of Zoroastrianism." - Britannica.com

m. "Hinduism - The Central Asian nomads who entered India in the two centuries before and after the beginning of the Christian Era might have influenced the growth of devotional Hinduism out of Vedic religion. The classical Western world directly affected Hindu religious art, and several features of Hinduism can be traced to Zoroastrianism. The influence of later Chinese Taoism on Tantric Hinduism (an esoteric system of rituals for spiritual power) has been suggested, though not proved. In more recent centuries, the influence of Islam and Christianity on Hinduism can be seen." - Britannica.com

n. "Hinduism - The Aryan conquerors lived side by side with the indigenous inhabitants of the subcontinent, and many features of Hinduism, as distinct from Vedic religion, may have been adapted from the religions of the non-Aryan peoples of India. The phallic emblem of the god Siva arose from a combination of the phallic aspects of the Vedic god Indra and a non-Vedic icon of early popular fertility cults. Many features of Hindu mythology and several of the lesser godsÑsuch as Ganesa, an elephant-headed god, and Hanuman , the monkey godÑwere incorporated into Hinduism and assimilated into the appropriate Vedic gods by this means." - Britannica.com

F. Buddhism’s Mystical and Syncretistic Characteristics

1. Notes

a. Buddhism borrows its mystical and syncretistic traits from Hinduism
2. Quotes
a. "Buddhism - In his teaching, the Buddha strongly asserted that the ontological status and character of the unconditioned nirvana cannot be delineated in a way that does not distort or misrepresent it. But what is more important is that he asserted with even more insistence that nirvana can be experiencedÑand experienced in this present existenceÑby those who, knowing the Buddhist truth, practice the Buddhist path." - Britannica.com 

b. "Buddhism - a religion of eastern and central Asia growing out of the teaching of Gautama Buddha that suffering is inherent in life and that one can be liberated from it by mental and moral self-purification." - Merriam-Webster's Online Dictionary

c. "Buddhism - The basic doctrines of early Buddhism, which remain common to all Buddhism, include the 'four noble truths': existence is suffering (dukhka); suffering has a cause, namely craving and attachment (trishna); there is a cessation of suffering, which is nirvana; and there is a path to the cessation of suffering, the 'eightfold path' of right views, right resolve, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and right concentration." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001. 

d. "Buddhism - The ideal of early Buddhism was the perfected saintly sage, arahant or arhat, who attained liberation by purifying self of all defilements and desires." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001. 

e. "Nirvana - in Indian religious thought, the supreme goal of the meditation disciplines. The concept is most characteristic of Buddhism, in which it signifies the transcendent state of freedom achieved by the extinction of desire and of individual consciousness. According to the Buddhist analysis of the human situation, delusions of egocentricity and their resultant desires bind man to a continuous round of rebirths and its consequent suffering (dukkha). It is release from these bonds that constitutes Enlightenment, or the experience of Nirvana." - Britannica.com

f. "Buddhism - Buddhism accepts the pan-Indian presupposition of samsara, in which living beings are trapped in a continual cycle of birth-and-death, with the momentum to rebirth provided by one's previous physical and mental actions (see karma). The release from this cycle of rebirth and suffering is the total transcendence called nirvana." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001. 

g. "Buddhism - India during the lifetime of the Buddha was in a state of religious and cultural ferment. Sects, teachers, and wandering ascetics abounded, espousing widely varying philosophical views and religious practices. Some of these sects derived from the Brahmanical tradition (see Hinduism), while others opposed the Vedic and Upanishadic ideas of that tradition." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001. 

h. "Buddhism - The aim of religious practice is to be rid of the delusion of ego, thus freeing oneself from the fetters of this mundane world. One who is successful in doing so is said to have overcome the round of rebirths and to have achieved enlightenment. This is the final goalÑnot a paradise or a heavenly world." - Britannica.com

i. "Nirvana - in Buddhism, Jainism, and Hinduism, a state of supreme liberation and bliss, contrasted to samsara or bondage in the repeating cycle of death and rebirth. The word in Sanskrit refers to the going out of a flame once its fuel has been consumed; it thus suggests both the end of suffering and the cessation of desires that perpetuate bondage. Epithets of nirvana in Buddhism include 'the free,' 'the immortal,' and 'the unconditioned.' Nirvana is attainable in life, and the death of one who has attained it is termed parinirvana, or complete nirvana. This has often been interpreted as annihilation, but in fact the Buddhist scriptures say that the state of the enlightened man beyond death cannot be described. Nirvana in the different Indian traditions is achieved by moral discipline and the practice of yoga leading to the extinction of all attachment and ignorance. See also karma." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001.
G. Jainism’s Mystical and Syncretistic Characteristics
1. Notes

a. Jainism is even more syncretistic than Buddhism. 
b. After emerging from Hinduism, Jainism later occasionally fused with Hinduism so that the two were at times indistinct from one another.
2. Quotes
a. "Jainism - Jaina tradition teaches that a succession of 24 tirthankaras (saints) originated the religion. The last, Vardhamana, called Mahavira [the great hero] and Jina [the victor], seems to be historical. He preached a rigid asceticism and solicitude for all life as a means of escaping the cycle of rebirth, or the transmigration of souls. Thus released from the rule of karma, the total consequences of past acts, the soul attains nirvana, and hence salvation." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001. 

b. "Jainism - a religion of India originating in the 6th century B.C. and teaching liberation of the soul by right knowledge, right faith, and right conduct." - Merriam-Webster's Online Dictionary

c. "Jainism - An ascetic religion of India, founded in the sixth century B.C., that teaches the immortality and transmigration of the soul and denies the existence of a perfect or supreme being." - The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language: Fourth Edition. 2000. 

d. "Jainism - a religion of India that teaches a path to spiritual purity and enlightenment through a disciplined mode of life founded upon the tradition of ahimsa, nonviolence to all living creatures." - Britannica.com

e. "Jainism - The name Jainism derives from the Sanskrit verb ji, 'to conquer.' It refers to the ascetic battle that it is believed Jain renunciants (monks and nuns) must fight against the passions and bodily senses to gain omniscience and purity of soul or enlightenment. The most illustrious of those few individuals who have achieved enlightenment are called Jina (literally, 'Conqueror'), and the tradition's monastic and lay adherents are called Jain ('Follower of the Conquerors'), or Jaina. This term came to replace a more ancient designation, Nirgrantha ('Bondless'), originally applied to renunciants only." - Britannica.com

f. "Jainism - Even though Jain doctrine holds that no one can achieve liberation in this corrupt time, the Jain religious goal is the complete perfection and purification of the soul. This, they believe, occurs only when the soul is in a state of eternal liberation from corporeal bodies. Liberation of the soul is impeded by the accumulation of karmans, bits of material, generated by a person's actions, that attach themselves to the soul and consequently bind it to physical bodies through many births. This has the effect of thwarting the full self-realization and freedom of the soul. As a result, Jain renunciants do not seek immediate enlightenment; instead, through disciplined and meritorious practice of nonviolence, they pursue a human rebirth that will bring them nearer to that state. To understand how the Jains address this problem, it is first necessary to consider the Jain conception of reality." - Britannica.com

g. "Jainism - Because of karman a soul is imprisoned in a succession of bodies and passes through various stages of spiritual development before becoming free from all karmic bondage. These stages of development (gunasthanas) involve progressive manifestations of the innate faculties of knowledge and power and are accompanied by decreasing sinfulness and increasing purity." - Britannica.com

h. "Jainism - In Jain thought, four stages of perception Ñobservation, will to recognize, determination, and impressionÑlead to subjective cognition (matijnana), the first of five kinds of knowledge (jnana). The second kind, shrutajnana, derives from the scriptures and general information. Both are mediated cognition, based on external conditions perceived by the senses. In addition there are three kinds of immediate knowledgeÑavadhi (supersensory perception), manahparyaya (reading the thoughts of others), and kevala (omniscience). Kevala is necessarily accompanied by freedom from karmic obstruction and by direct experience of the soul's pure form unblemished by attachment to matter. Omniscience, the foremost attribute of a liberated jiva, is the emblem of its purity; thus, a liberated soul, such as a Tirthankara, is called a kevalin ('possessor of omniscience'). However, not all kevalins are Tirthankaras: becoming a Tirthankara requires the development of a particular type of karmic destiny. For the Jains all knowledge short of omniscience is flawed. Because reality is characterized by arising, change, and decay, as opposed to simple permanence (for the Hindus) and impermanence (for the Buddhists), the Jains developed an epistemological system based on seven perspectives (naya). This system, anekanta-vada, 'the many-pointed doctrine,' takes into account the provisional nature of mundane knowledge. To gain some approximation to reality, a judgment must ideally be framed in accord with all seven perspectives. According to Jainism, yoga, the ascetic physical and meditative discipline of the monk, is the means to attain omniscience and thus moksha, or liberation. Yoga is the cultivation of true knowledge of reality, faith in the teachings of the Tirthankaras, and pure conduct; it is thus intimately connected to the Three Jewels (ratnatraya) of right knowledge, right faith, and right practice (respectively, samyagjnana, samyagdarshana, and samyakcaritra)." - Britannica.com

i. "Jainism - However, as time passed, the line between Hindu and Jain became more and more unclear. Soon Hindu gods such as Rama and Krishna were drawn into the Jaina pantheon, and Hindu Brahmans began to preside at Jaina death and marriage ceremonies and temple worship. The caste system, which primitive Jainism had rejected, also became part of later Jaina doctrine." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001. 

j. "Jainism - The Jains developed their own legendary history, the Deeds of the 63 Illustrious Men, which Western scholars call the Universal History. The most important figures in this history are the 24 Tirthankaras, perfected human beings who appear from time to time to preach and embody the faith. Other important figures in the history are from the Hindu tradition, most notably KrishnaÑregarded by the Jains as a cousin of the 22nd Tirthankara, ArishtanemiÑand the hero Rama, who is treated as a pious, nonviolent Jain. By incorporating yet redefining such important Hindu figures, the Jains were able to both remain part of and separate from the surrounding Hindu world." - Britannica.com
k. "Jainism - Jainism, Hinduism, and Buddhism share many key concepts derived from the Sanskrit language and dialects that have enabled them to hone their religious debates. For example, all three traditions share a notion of karman as the actions of individuals that determine their future births; yet each has attached unique connotations to the concept. This is also true with terms such as dharma (often translated 'duty,' 'righteousness,' or 'religious path'), yoga ('ascetic discipline'), and yajna ('sacrifice,' or 'worship')." - Britannica.com
Propositional Religions 8 - Mysticism (Part 2)
H. Taoism’s Mystical and Syncretistic Characteristics

1. Notes

a. Please note the first Britannica.com quote, which not only confirms the mysticism of Taoism, but the true nature of all mystical religions and why they tend to be so syncretistic and accepting of one another's teachings. 

b. This quote encapsulates the exact purpose of this section of our study, that all of these religions are, in fact, only parts of a larger overarching theological system, which we call Propositional Mysticism.

2. Quotes

a. "Taoism - The similarity of mysticism in all religions points to the fact that there is only one Inner Way, the experience of which is expressed differently in the respective cultural and religious environments." - Britannica.com

b. "Taoism - 1: a Chinese mystical philosophy traditionally founded by Lao-tzu in the 6th century B.C. that teaches conformity to the Tao by unassertive action and simplicity 2: a religion developed from Taoist philosophy and folk and Buddhist religion and concerned with obtaining long life and good fortune often by magical means." - Merriam-Webster's Online Dictionary

c. "Tao - 1a: the unconditional and unknowable source and guiding principle of all reality as conceived by Taoists b: the process of nature by which all things change and which is to be followed for a life of harmony 2 often not capitalized: the path of virtuous conduct as conceived by Confucians." - Merriam-Webster's Online Dictionary

d. "Taoism - Taoism is also characterized by a positive, active attitude toward the occult and the metaphysical (theories on the nature of reality), whereas the agnostic, pragmatic Confucian tradition considers these issues of only marginal importance, although the reality of such issues is, by most Confucians, not denied." - Britannica.com 

e. "Taoism - In Chinese religion, the Taoist traditionÑoften serving as a link between the Confucian tradition and folk traditionÑhas generally been more popular and spontaneous than the official (Confucian) state cult and less diffuse and shapeless than folk religion." - Britannica.com

f. "Taoism - Both Western Sinologists and Chinese scholars themselves have distinguishedÑsince Han times (206 BC-AD 220)Ñbetween a Taoist philosophy of the great mystics and their commentators (Tao-chia) and a later Taoist religion (Tao-chiao). This theoryÑno longer considered validÑwas based on the view that the 'ancient Taoism' of the mystics antedated the 'later Neo-Taoist superstitions' that were misinterpretations of the mystics' metaphorical images. The mystics, however, should be viewed against the background of the religious practices existing in their own times. Their ecstasies, for example, were closely related to the trances and spirit journeys of the early magicians and shamans (religious personages with healing and psychic transformation powers). Not only are the authors of the Tao-te Ching, the Chuang-tzu (book of 'Master Chuang'), and the Lieh-tzu (book of 'Master Lieh') not the actual and central founders of an earlier 'pure' Taoism later degraded into superstitious practices but they can even be considered somewhat on the margin of older Taoist traditions. Therefore, because there has been a nearly continuous mutual influence between Taoists of different social classesÑphilosophers, ascetics, alchemists, and the priests of popular cultsÑthe distinction between philosophical and religious Taoism in this article is made simply for the sake of descriptive convenience." - Britannica.com

g. "Taoism - There is also a tendency among scholars today to draw a less rigid line between what is called Taoist and what is called Confucian. The two traditions share many of the same ideas about man, society, the ruler, Heaven, and the universeÑideas that were not created by either school but that stem from a tradition prior to either Confucius or Lao-tzu." - Britannica.com

h. "Taoism - Viewed from this common tradition, orthodox Confucianism limited its field of interest to the creation of a moral and political system that fashioned society and the Chinese empire; whereas Taoism, inside the same world view, represented more personal and metaphysical preoccupations." - Britannica.com

i. "Taoism - In the case of BuddhismÑa third tradition that influenced ChinaÑfundamental concepts such as the nonexistence of the individual ego and the illusory nature of the physical world are diametrically opposed to Taoism. In terms of overt individual and collective practices, however, competition between these two religions for influence among the peopleÑa competition in which Confucianism had no need to participate because it had state patronageÑresulted in mutual borrowings, numerous superficial similarities, and essentially Chinese developments inside Buddhism, such as the Ch'an (Japanese Zen) sect. In folk religion, since Sung times (960-1279), Taoist and Buddhist elements have coexisted without clear distinctions in the minds of the worshippers." - Britannica.com

j. "Taoism - From a literary point of view, the Tao-te Ching is distinguished for its highly compressed style. Unlike the dialectic or anecdotal composition of other contemporary treatises, it articulates its cryptic subject matter in short, concise statements. More than half of these are in rhyme, and close parallelism recurs throughout the text. No proper name occurs anywhere. Although its historical enigmas are apparently insoluble, there is abundant testimony to the vast influence exercised by the book since the earliest times and in surprisingly varied social contexts. Among the classics of speculative Taoism, it alone holds the distinction of having become a scripture of the esoteric Taoist movements, which developed their own interpretations of its ambiguities and transmitted it as a sacred text." - Britannica.com 

k. "Taoism - What Lao-tzu calls the 'permanent Tao' in reality is nameless. The name (ming) in ancient Chinese thought implied an evaluation assigning an object its place in a hierarchical universe. The Tao is outside these categories. It is something formlessly fashioned, that existed before Heaven and Earth;...Its name (ming) we do not know; Tao is the byname that we give it. Were I forced to say to what class of things it belongs I should call it Immense." - Britannica.com

l. "Taoism - Tao is the 'imperceptible, indiscernible,' about which nothing can be predicated but that latently contains the forms, entities, and forces of all particular phenomena: 'It was from the Nameless that Heaven and Earth sprang; the Named is the mother that rears the Ten Thousand Beings, each after its kind.' The Nameless (wu-ming) and the Named (yu-ming), Not-Being (wu) and Being (yu), are interdependent and 'grow out of one another.'" - Britannica.com

m. "Taoism - Not-Being (wu) and Tao are not identical; wu and yu are two aspects of the permanent Tao: 'in its mode of being Unseen, we will see its mysteries; in the mode of the Seen, we will see its boundaries.'" - Britannica.com

n. "Taoism - Not-Being does not mean Nothingness but rather the absence of perceptible qualities; in Lao-tzu's view it is superior to Being. It is the Void (that is, empty incipience) that harbours in itself all potentialities and without which even Being lacks its efficacy." - Britannica.com

o. "Taoism - Emptiness realized in the mind of the Taoist who has freed himself from all obstructing notions and distracting passions makes the Tao act through him without obstacle. An essential characteristic that governs the Tao is spontaneity (tzu-jan), the what-is-so-of-itself, the self-so, the unconditioned. The Tao, in turn, governs the universe: 'The ways of Heaven are conditioned by those of the Tao, and the ways of Tao by the Self-so.'" - Britannica.com

p. "Taoism - The law of the Tao as natural order refers to the continuous reversion of everything to its starting point. Anything that develops extreme qualities will invariably revert to the opposite qualities: 'Reversion is the movement of the Tao' (Lao-tzu). All being issues from the Tao and ineluctably returns to it; Undifferentiated Unity becomes multiplicity in the movement of the Tao. Life and death are contained in this eternal transformation from Non-Being into Being and back to Non-Being, but the underlying primordial unity is never lost." - Britannica.com

q. "Taoism - For the individual, wisdom is to conform to the rhythm of the universe. The Taoist mystic, however, not only adapts himself ritually and physiologically to the alternations of nature but creates a void inside himself that permits him to return to nature's origin. Lao-tzu, in trance, 'wandered freely in the origin of all beings.' Thus, in ecstasy he escaped the rhythm of life and death by contemplating the universal return. 'Having attained perfect emptiness, holding fast to stillness, I can watch the return of the ever active Ten Thousand Beings.'" The number 10,000 symbolizes totality." - Britannica.com

r. "Taoism - Chuang-tzu's image for creation was that of the activity of the potter and the bronze caster: "to shape and to transform" (tsao hua). These are two phases of the same process: the imperceptible Tao shapes the universe continuously out of primordial chaos; the perpetual transformation of the universe by the alternations of Yin and Yang, or complementary energies (seen as night and day or as winter and summer), is nothing but the external aspect of the same Tao. The shaping of the Ten Thousand Beings by the Supreme Unity and their transformation by Yin and Yang are both simultaneous and perpetual. Thus, the saint's ecstatic union is a "moving together with the Tao; dispersing and concentrating, his appearance has no consistency." United with the permanent Tao, the saint's outer aspect becomes one of ungraspable change. Because the gods can become perceptible only by adapting to the mode of this changing world, their apparitions are "transformations" (pien-hua); and the magician (hua-jen) is believed to be one who transforms rather than one who conjures out of nothing." - Britannica.com

s. "Taoism - Because, in the Taoist view, all beings and everything are fundamentally one, opposing opinions can arise only when people lose sight of the Whole and regard their partial truths as absolute. They are then like the frog at the bottom of the well who takes the bit of brightness he sees for the whole sky. The closed systemsÑi.e., the passions and prejudices into which petty minds shut themselvesÑhide the Tao, the 'Supreme Master' who resides inside themselves and is superior to all distinctions." - Britannica.com

t. "Taoism - Thus, Chuang-tzu's holy man fully recognizes the relativity of notions like good and evil and true and false. He is neutral and open to the extent that he offers no active resistance to any would-be opponent, whether it be a person or an idea. 'When you argue, there are some things you are failing to see. In the greatest Tao nothing is named; in the greatest disputation, nothing is said.'" - Britannica.com

u. "Taoism - The person who wants to know the Tao is told: 'Don't meditate, don't cogitate...Follow no school, follow no way, and then you will attain the Tao'; discard knowledge, forget distinctions, reach no-knowledge. 'Forget' indicates that distinctions had to be known first. The original ignorance of the child is distinguished from the no-knowledge of the sage who can 'sit in forgetfulness.'" - Britannica.com

v. "Taoism - The mystic does not speak because declaring unity, by creating the duality of the speaker and the affirmation, destroys it. Those who speak about the Tao (like Chuang-tzu himself) are 'wholly wrong. For he who knows does not speak; he who speaks does not know.' Chuang-tzu was aware of the fact that, in speaking about it, he could do no more than hint at the way toward the all-embracing and intuitive knowledge." - Britannica.com

w. "Taoism - Mystic realization does away with the distinction between the self and the world. This idea also governs Chuang-tzu's attitude toward death. Life and death are but one of the pairs of cyclical phases, such as day and night or summer and winter. 'Since life and death are each other's companions, why worry about them? All beings are one.' Life and death are not in opposition but merely two aspects of the same reality, arrested moments out of the flux of the universal mutations of everything into everything. Man is no exception; 'he goes back into the great weaving machine: thus all beings issue from the Loom and return to the Loom.'" - Britannica.com 

x. "Taoism - Viewed from the single reality experienced in ecstasy, it is just as difficult to distinguish life from death as it is to distinguish the waking Chuang-tzu from the dreaming butterfly. Death is natural, and men ought neither to fear nor to desire it. Chuang-tzu's attitude thus is one of serene acceptance." - Britannica.com

y. "Taoism - The Confucian saint (sheng) is viewed as a ruler of antiquity or a great sage who taught men how to return to the rites of antiquity. The Taoist sainthood, however, is internal (nei sheng), although it can become manifest in an external royalty (wai wang) that brings the world back to the Way by means of quietism: variously called 'non-intervention' (wu-wei), 'inner cultivation' (nei yeh), or 'art of the heart and mind' (hsin-shu)." - Britannica.com 

z. "Taoism - Whereas worldly ambitions, riches, and (especially) discursive knowledge scatter the person and drain his energies, the saint 'embraces Unity' or 'holds fast to the One' (pao i); that is, he aspires to union with the Tao in a primordial undivided state underlying consciousness. 'Embracing Unity' also means that he maintains the balance of Yin and Yang within himself and the union of his spiritual (hun) and vegetative (p'o) souls, the dispersion of which spells death; Taoists usually believed there were three hun and seven p'o. The spiritual soul tends to wander (in dreams), and any passion or desire can result in loss of soul. To retain and harmonize one's souls is important for physical life as well as for the unification of the whole human entity. Cleansed of every distraction, the saint creates inside himself a void that in reality is plenitude. Empty of all impurity, he is full of the original energy (yŸan ch'i), which is the principle of life that in the ordinary man decays from the moment of birth on." - Britannica.com

aa. "Taoism - The mystic insight of Chuang-tzu made him scorn those who strove for longevity and immortality through physiological practices. Nevertheless, physical immortality was a Taoist goal probably long before and alongside the unfolding of Taoist mysticism. The adept of immortality had a choice among many methods that were all intended to restore the pure energies possessed at birth by the infant whose perfect vital force Lao-tzu admired. Through these methods, the adept became an immortal (hsien) who lived 1,000 years in this world if he so chose and, once satiated with life, 'ascended to heaven in broad daylight.' This was the final apotheosis of the Taoist who had transformed his body into pure Yang energy." - Britannica.com

ab. "Taoism - Chuang-tzu's descriptions of the indescribable Tao, as well as of those who have attained union with the Tao, are invariably poetic. The perfect man has identified his life rhythm so completely with the rhythm of the forces of nature that he has become indistinguishable from them and shares their immortality and infinity, which is above the cycle of ordinary life and death." - Britannica.com

ac. "Taoism - These wanderings are journeys within oneself; they are roamings through the Infinite in ecstasy. Transcending the ordinary distinctions of things and one with the Tao, 'the Perfect Man has no self, the Holy Man has no merit, the Sage has no fame.' He lives inconspicuously among men, and whatever applies to the Tao applies to him." - Britannica.com

ad. "Taoism - Yin and Yang literally mean 'dark side' and 'sunny side' of a hill. They are mentioned for the first time in the Hsi tz'u, or 'Appended Explanations' (c. 4th century BC), an appendix to the I Ching (Classic of Changes): 'One [time] Yin, one [time] Yang, this is the Tao.' Yin and Yang are two complementary, interdependent principles or phases alternating in space and time; they are emblems evoking the harmonious interplay of all pairs of opposites in the universe. First conceived by musicians, astronomers, or diviners and then propagated by a school that came to be named after them, Yin and Yang became the common stock of all Chinese philosophy. The Taoist treatise Huai-nan-tzu (book of "'Master Huai-nan') describes how the one 'Primordial Breath' (yŸan ch'i) split into the light ethereal Yang breath, which formed Heaven; and the heavier, cruder Yin breath, which formed Earth. The diversifications and interactions of Yin and Yang produced the Ten Thousand Beings. The warm breath of Yang accumulated to produce fire, the essence of which formed the sun. The cold breath of Yin accumulated to produce water, the essence of which became the moon." - Britannica.com

ae. "Taoism - The first mention of Buddhism in China (AD 65) occurs in a Taoist context, at the court of a member of the Imperial family known for his devotion to the doctrines of Huang-Lao. The Indian religion was at first regarded as a foreign variety of Taoism; the particular Buddhist texts chosen to be translated during the Han period reveal the Taoist preoccupation of the earliest converts with rules of conduct and techniques of meditation. Early translators employed Taoist expressions as equivalents for Buddhist technical terms. Thus, the Buddha, in achieving enlightenment (bodhi), was described as having 'obtained the Tao'; the Buddhist saints (arhat) become perfected immortals (chen-jen); and 'non-action' (wu-wei) was used to render nirvana (the Buddhist state of bliss). A joint sacrifice to Lao-tzu and the Buddha was performed by the Han emperor in AD 166. During this period occurred the first reference to the notion that Lao-tzu, after vanishing into the west, became the Buddha. This theory enjoyed a long and varied history. It claimed that Buddhism was a debased form of Taoism, designed by Lao-tzu as a curb on the violent natures and vicious habits of the 'western barbarians,' and as such was entirely unsuitable for Chinese consumption. A variant theory even suggested that, by imposing celibacy on Buddhist monks, Lao-tzu intended the foreigners' extinction. In approximately AD 300, the Taoist scholar Wang Fou composed a 'Classic of the Conversion of the Barbarians' (Hua hu Ching), which was altered and expanded in subsequent centuries to encompass new developments in the continuing debate. Although there is no evidence that the earliest Taoist organization, literature, or ceremonies were in any way indebted to Buddhism, by the 4th century there was a distinct Buddhist influence upon the literary form of Taoist scriptures and the philosophical expression of the most eminent Taoist masters." - Britannica.com

af. "Taoism - The process of interaction, however, was a mutual one, Taoism participating in the widening of thought because of the influence of a foreign religion and Buddhism undergoing a partial 'Taoicization' as part of its adaptation to Chinese conditions. The Buddhist contribution is particularly noticeable in the developing conceptions of the afterlife; Buddhist ideas of purgatory had a most striking effect not only on Taoism but especially on Chinese popular religion. On a more profound level the ultimate synthesis of Taoism and Buddhism was realized in the Ch'an (Japanese Zen) tradition (from the 7th century on), into which the paradoxes of the ancient Taoist mystics were integrated. Likewise, the goal of illumination in a single lifetime, rather than at the end of an indefinite succession of future existences, was analogous to the religious Taoist's objective of immortality as the culmination of his present life." - Britannica.com

ag. "Taoism - The affinities of Taoism with other Asian religions are numerous. If one distinguishes between universal religions of salvation, such as Buddhism and Islam, and the older, more culture-bound religions, such as Japanese Shinto and Hinduism, Taoism undoubtedly belongs to the second category." - Britannica.com 

ah. "Taoism - The fact that no record of Shinto antedates the introduction of Chinese script makes it difficult to distinguish between Taoist affinities and influences on Shinto features, such as the cult of holy mountains, the representation of the human soul as a bird, bird dances, the representation of the world of the dead as a paradisiac country of immortality, and the concept of the vital force (tama, in objects as well as in man). Like Taoism, Shinto is the religion of the village community." - Britannica.com

ai. "Taoism - The similarity of mysticism in all religions points to the fact that there is only one Inner Way, the experience of which is expressed differently in the respective cultural and religious environments. Lao-tzu's notion of 'the One,' which is not only primordial unity but the oneness underlying all phenomena, the point in which all contraries arereconciled, was spoken of by such Western mystics as Plotinus, a 3rd-century-AD Greek philosopher, and Nicholas of Cusa, a 15th-century French philosopher." - Britannica.com

aj. "Taoism - Taoism, like all other forms of Eastern mysticism, distinguishes itself from Western mysticism by its conscious techniques of mind and body designed to induce trance and to give access to mystical experience." - Britannica.com

ak. "Taoism - Religious Taoism appropriated earlier interest and belief in alchemy and the search for the elixir of life and the philosopher's stone. By the 5th cent. A.D., Taoism was a fully developed religious system with many features adopted from Mahayana Buddhism, offering emotional religious satisfaction to those who found the largely ethical system of Confucianism inadequate. Taoism developed a large pantheon (probably incorporating many local gods), monastic orders, and lay masters. Heading the commonly worshiped deities is the Jade Emperor. Directly under him, ruling from Mt. Tai, is the Emperor of the Eastern Mountain, who weighs merits and faults and assigns reward and punishment in this and future existences. An ecclesiastical hierarchy was founded in the 8th cent., headed by the T'ien Shih [master of heaven]; he claimed succession from Chang Tao-lin, an alchemist of the 2d cent. who was reputed to have discovered the elixir of immortality after receiving magical power from Lao Tzu. Throughout its history Taoism has provided the basis for many Chinese secret societies; in the 1950s, after the establishment of the Communist regime, Taoism was officially proscribed. Taoism is still practiced to some degree in modern China, as well as in Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Macao and in communities of Chinese who have emigrated." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001. 

al. "Taoism - 1. In Taoism, the basic, eternal principle of the universe that transcends reality and is the source of being, non-being, and change. 2. In Confucianism, the right manner of human activity and virtuous conduct seen as stemming from universal criteria and ideals governing right, wrong, and other categories of existence." - The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language: Fourth Edition. 2000. 
I. Shintoism’s Mystical and Syncretistic Characteristics

1. Notes

a. Shintoism is not only highly mystical, but also highly syncretistic borrowing heavily from:
i. Confucianism, 
ii. Buddhism, and 
iii. Taoism, which of course explains its mystical qualities.
b. Shinto's "kami" bears an uncanny resemblance to Hinduism, Buddhist, Jainist, and Taoism, which all hold similar ideals under different names.
c. "kami" is "the source of all things and beings in the universe," which "cannot be fully explained in words," but manifests "in polytheistic form"
2. Quotes
a. "Shinto - indigenous religious beliefs and practices of Japan. The word Shinto, which literally means "the way of kami" (kami means 'mystical,' 'superior,' or 'divine,' generally sacred or divine power, specifically the various gods or deities), came into use in order to distinguish indigenous Japanese beliefs from Buddhism, which had been introduced into Japan in the 6th century AD. Shinto has no founder, no official sacred scriptures in the strict sense, and no fixed dogmas, but it has preserved its guiding beliefs throughout the ages." - Britannica.com

b. "Shinto - Much remains unknown about religion in Japan during the Paleolithic and Neolithic ages. It is unlikely, however, that the religion of these ages has any direct connection with Shinto. Yayoi culture, which originated in the northern area of the island of Kyushu in about the 3rd or 2nd century BC, is directly related to later Japanese culture and hence to Shinto. Among the primary Yayoi religious phenomena were agricultural rites and shamanism." - Britannica.com

c. "Shinto - Ise, or Watarai, Shinto was the first theoretical school of anti-Buddhistic Shinto in that it attempted to exclude Buddhist accretions and also tried to formulate a pure Japanese version. Watarai Shinto appeared in Ise during the 13th century as a reaction against the Shinto-Buddhist amalgamation. Konton (chaos), or Kizen (non-being), was the basic kami of the universe for Watarai Shinto and was regarded as the basis of all beings, including the buddhas and bodhisattvas. Purification, which had been practiced since the time of ancient Shinto, was given much deeper spiritual meanings. Shojiki (defined as uprightness or righteousness) and prayers were emphasized as the means by which to be united with kami." - Britannica.com

d. "Shinto - Yoshida Shinto, a school in Kyoto that emerged during the 15th century, inherited various aspects handed down from Watarai Shinto and also showed some Taoist influence. The school's doctrines were largely the work of Yoshida Kanetomo (1435-1511). Its fundamental kami (the source of all things and beings in the universe) was Taigen Sonjin (the Great Exalted One). According to its teaching, if one is truly purified, his heart can be the kami's abode. The ideal of inner purification was a mysterious state of mind in which one worshiped the kami that lived in one's own heart. Although the Watarai and Yoshida schools were thus free of Buddhistic theories, the influence of Chinese thought was still present." - Britannica.com

e. "Shinto - In 1603 the Tokugawa shogunate was founded in Edo (Tokyo), and contact between Shinto and Confucianism was resumed. Scholars tried to interpret Shinto from the standpoint of Neo-Confucianism, emphasizing the unity of Shinto and Confucian teachings. Schools emerged based on the teachings of the Chinese philosophers Chu Hsi and Wang Yang-ming, and Neo-Confucianism became an official subject of study for warriors. Yoshikawa Koretaru (1616-94) and Yamazaki Ansai (1619-82) were two representative scholars of Confucian Shinto. They added Neo-Confucian interpretations to the traditional theories handed down from Watarai Shinto, and each established a new school. The T'ai Chi (Supreme Ultimate) concept of Neo-Confucianism was regarded as identical with the first kami of the Nihon shoki, or Nihon-gi ('Chronicles of Japan'). One of the characteristics of Yoshikawa's theories was his emphasis on political philosophy. Imperial virtues (wisdom, benevolence, and courage), symbolized by the Sanshu no Shinki (Three Sacred Treasures), and national ethics, such as loyalty and filial piety, constituted the way to rule the state. Yamazaki Ansai further developed this tendency and advocated both mystic pietism and ardent emperor worship." - Britannica.com

f. "Shinto - Fukko (Restoration, or Revival) Shinto is one of the Kokugaku (National Learning) movements that started toward the end of the 17th century. Advocates of this school maintained that the norms of Shinto should not be sought in Buddhist or Confucian interpretations but in the beliefs and life-attitudes of their ancestors as clarified by philological study of the Japanese classics. Motoori Norinaga (1730-1801) represented this school. His emphasis was on the belief in musubi (the mystical power of becoming or of creation), which had been popular in ancient Shinto, and on a this-worldly view of life, which anticipated the eternal progress of the world in ever-changing mutations. These beliefs, together with the inculcation of respect for the Imperial line and the teaching of absolute faithÑaccording to which all problems beyond human capability were turned over to kamiÑexercised great influence on modern Shinto doctrines." - Britannica.com

g. "Shinto - During the latter part of the 19th century, new religious movements emerged out of the social confusion and unrest of the people. What these new movements taught differed widely: some were based on mountain-worship groups, which were half Buddhist and half Shinto; some placed emphasis on purification and ascetic practices; and some combined Confucian and Shinto teachings. New religious movementsÑsuch as Kurozumi-kyo (in this sense kyo means 'religion,' or 'religious body'), founded by Kurozumi Munetada (1780-1850); Konko-kyo (Konko is the religious name of the founder of this group and means, literally, 'golden light') by Kawate Bunjiro (1814-83); and Tenri-kyo (tenri means 'divine reason or wisdom') by Nakayama Miki (1798-1887)Ñwere based mostly on individual religious experiences and aimed at healing diseases or spiritual salvation. These sectarian Shinto groups, numbering 13 during the Meiji period (1868-1912), were stimulated and influenced by Restoration Shinto. They can be classified as follows: 

i. 1. Revival Shinto sects: Izumo-oyashiro-kyo (or Taisha-kyo), Shinto-taikyo, Shinri-kyo 

ii. 2. Confucian sects: Shinto Shusei-ha, Shinto Taisei-kyo 

iii. 3. Purification sects: Shinshu-kyo, Misogi-kyo 

iv. 4. Mountain worship sects: Jikko-kyo, Fuso-kyo, On take-kyo (or Mitake-kyo) 

v. 5. 'Faith-healing' sects: Kurozumi-kyo, Konko-kyo, Tenri-kyo" - Britannica.com

h. "Shinto - At the core of Shinto are beliefs in the mysterious creating and harmonizing power (musubi) of kami and in the truthful way or will (makoto) of kami. The nature of kami cannot be fully explained in words, because kami transcends the cognitive faculty of man. Devoted followers, however, are able to understand kami through faith and usually recognize various kami in polytheistic form." - Britannica.com

i. "Shinto - In Shinto all the deities are said to cooperate with one another, and life lived in accordance with a kami's will is believed to produce a mystical power that gains the protection, cooperation, and approval of all the particular kami." - Britannica.com

j. "Shinto - In ancient scriptures magokoro was interpreted as 'bright and pure mind' or 'bright, pure, upright, and sincere mind.' Purification, both physical and spiritual, is stressed even in contemporary Shinto to produce such a state of mind. The achievement of this state of mind is necessary in order to make communion between kami and man possible and to enable individuals to accept the blessings of kami." - Britannica.com

k. "Shinto - The concept of original sin is not found in Shinto. On the contrary, man is considered to have a primarily divine nature. In actuality, however, this sacred nature is seldom revealed in man. Purification is considered symbolically to remove the dust and impurities that cover one's inner mind." - Britannica.com

l. "Shinto - In its view of history, Shinto adheres to the cyclical approach, according to which there is a constant recurrence of historical patterns. Shinto does not have the concept of the 'last day': there is no end of the world or of history." - Britannica.com

m. "Shinto - ancient native religion of Japan still practiced in a form modified by the influence of Buddhism and Confucianism. In its present form Shinto is characterized less by religious doctrine or belief than by the observance of popular festivals and traditional ceremonies and customs, many involving pilgrimages to shrines. Shinto, a term created to distinguish the indigenous religion from Buddhism, is the equivalent of the Japanese kami-no-michi, 'the way of the gods' or 'the way of those above.' The word kami, meaning 'above' or 'superior,' is the name used to designate a great host of supernatural beings or deities." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001. 

n. "Shinto - A Shinto shrine, unaffected by other religious influences, is a simple unpainted wooden building, having some object within it that is believed to be the dwelling place of the kami. After Buddhism entered Japan in the 6th cent. A.D., it had some influence on Shinto. In many shrines Buddhist priests serve, and worship under their direction is more elaborate than pure Shinto." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001. 

o. "Shinto - Confucianism is believed to have reached Japan in the 5th century AD, and by the 7th century it had spread among the people, together with Chinese Taoism and yin-yang (harmony of two basic forces of nature) philosophy. All of these stimulated the development of Shinto ethical teachings. With the gradual centralization of political power, Shinto began to develop as a national cult as well. Myths of various clans were combined and reorganized into a pan-Japanese mythology with the Imperial Household as its centre. The kami of the Imperial Household and the tutelary kami of powerful clans became the kami of the whole nation and people, and offerings were made by the state every year. Such practices were systematized supposedly around the start of the Taika-era reforms in 645. By the beginning of the 10th century, about 3,000 shrines throughout Japan were receiving state offerings. As the power of the central government declined, however, the system ceased to be effective, and after the 13th century only a limited number of important shrines continued to receive the Imperial offerings. Later, after the Meiji Restoration in 1868, the old system was revived." - Britannica.com

p. "Shinto - Buddhism was officially introduced into Japan in AD 552 and developed gradually. In the 8th century there emerged tendencies to interpret Shinto from a Buddhist viewpoint. Shinto kami were viewed as protectors of Buddhism; hence shrines for tutelary kami were built within the precincts of Buddhist temples. Kami were made equivalent to deva (the Buddhist Sanskrit term for 'gods') who rank highest in the Realm of Ignorance, according to Buddhist notions. Thus kami, like other creatures, were said to be suffering because they were unable to escape the endless cycle of transmigration; help was therefore offered to kami in the form of Buddhist discipline. Buddhist temples were even built within Shinto shrine precincts, and Buddhist sutras (scriptures) were read in front of kami. By the late 8th century kami were thought to be avatars, or incarnations, of buddhas and bodhisattvas. Bodhisattva names were given to kami, and Buddhist statues were placed even in the inner sanctuaries of Shinto shrines. In some cases, Buddhist priests were in charge of the management of Shinto shrines." - Britannica.com
q. "Shinto - From the beginning of the Kamakura period (1192-1333), theories of Shinto-Buddhist amalgamation were formulated. The most important of the syncretic schools to emerge were Ryobu (Dual Aspect) Shinto and Sanno ('King of the Mountain,' a common name of the guardian deity of Tendai Buddhism) Shinto. According to Ryobu ShintoÑalso called Shingon ShintoÑthe two realms of the universe in Shingon Buddhist teachings corresponded to the kami Amaterasu Omikami and Toyuke (Toyouke) Okami enshrined at the Ise-daijingu (Grand Shrine of Ise, commonly called Ise-jingu, or Ise Shrine) in Mie prefecture. The theorists of Sanno ShintoÑalso called Tendai ShintoÑinterpreted the Tendai belief in the central, or absolute, truth of the universe (i.e., the fundamental buddha nature) as being equivalent to the Shinto concept that the sun goddess Amaterasu was the source of the universe. These two sects brought certain esoteric Buddhist rituals into Shinto. Buddhistic Shinto was popular for several centuries and was influential until its extinction at the Meiji Restoration." - Britannica.com
J. Confuciamism’s Mystical and Syncretistic Characteristics

1. Notes

a. Though Confucianism may not properly be considered a religion, it does have mystical forms.

b. Confucianism is religious and mystical to the extent to which it syncretistically borrows from other Asian religious systems.

c. Confucianism falls into this larger theological system of Propositional Mysticism because:

i. it simply adopts the religious concepts of other religions in true syncretistic fashion

ii. because it includes emphasis on meditation and intuitive knowledge concerning truth. 
2. Quotes

a. "Confucianism - According to Han-fei-tzu (d. 233 BC), shortly after Confucius' death his followers split into eight distinct schools, all claiming to be the legitimate heir to the Confucian legacy. Presumably each school was associated with or inspired by one or more of Confucius' disciples. Yet the Confucians did not exert much influence in the 5th century BC. Although the mystic Yen YŸan (or Yen Hui), the faithful Tseng-tzu, the talented Tzu Kung, the erudite Tzu-hsia, and others may have generated a great deal of enthusiasm among the second generation of Confucius' students, it was not at all clear at the time that the Confucian tradition was to emerge as the most powerful one in Chinese history." - Britannica.com

b. "Confucianism - Confucianism has often had to contend with other religious systems, notably Taoism and Buddhism, and has at times, especially from the 3d to the 7th cent., suffered marked declines. It enjoyed a renaissance in the late T'ang dynasty (618-906), but it was not until the Sung dynasty (960-1279) and the appearance of neo-Confucianism that Confucianism became the dominant philosophy among educated Chinese. Drawing on Taoist and Buddhist ideas, neo-Confucian thinkers formulated a system of metaphysics, which had not been a part of older Confucianism. They were particularly influenced by Ch'an or Zen Buddhism: nevertheless they rejected the Taoist search for immortality and Buddhist monasticism and ethical universalism, upholding instead the hierarchical political and social vision of the early Confucian teachings." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001. 

c. "Confucianism - The neo-Confucian eclecticism was unified and established as an orthodoxy by Chu Hsi (1130-1200), and his system dominated subsequent Chinese intellectual life. His metaphysics is based on the concept of li, or principle of form in manifold things, and the totality of these, called the "supreme ultimate" (t'ai chi). During the Ming dynasty, the idealist school of Wang Yang-ming (1472-1529) stressed meditation and intuitive knowledge. The overthrow (1911-12) of the monarchy, with which Confucianism had been closely identified, led to the disintegration of Confucian institutions and a decline of Confucian traditions, a process accelerated after the Communist revolution (1949). Elements of Confucianism survived as a part of traditional Chinese religious practice in Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Macao and among Chinese emigrants and have experienced a modest revival in China since the mid-1990s." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001. 
d. "Confucianism - Confucianism, a Western term that has no counterpart in Chinese, is a world view, a social ethic, a political ideology, a scholarly tradition, and a way of life. Sometimes viewed as a philosophy and sometimes as a religion, Confucianism may be understood as an all-encompassing humanism that neither denies nor slights Heaven. East Asians may profess themselves to be Shintoists, Taoists, Buddhists, Muslims, or Christians, but, by announcing their religious affiliations, seldom do they cease to be Confucians." - Britannica.com
K. Sikhism’s Mystical and Syncretistic Characteristics

1. Notes

a. Sikhism’s syncretistic and mystical traits are partly seen in its combination of Hindu and Islamic beliefs

b. Sikhism’s mysticism and syncretism is also attested to through its connection to Sufism, a mystical sect of Islam.

2. Quotes

a. "Sikhism - Khalsa is a concept of a 'chosen' race of soldier-saints committed to a Spartan code of conduct (consisting of abstinence from liquor, tobacco, and narcotics and devotion to a life of prayer) and a crusade for dharmayudhaÑthe battle for righteousness. The number five has always had mystic significance in the PunjabÑ'land of the five rivers.' 'Where there are five, there am I,' wrote Gobind Singh. The firstKhalsa were pa–j piyaresÑthe five beloved ones. The ideal goal of all young Sikhs is to take pahul ('baptism') and thus become Khalsa. The sahajdhari ('slow-adopter') is assumed to be preparing himself gradually for the initiation." - Britannica.com

b. "Sikhism - Unity of the Godhead is emphasized in Sikhism. Nanak used the Hindu Vedantic concept of om, the mystic syllable, as a symbol of God. To this he added the qualifications of singleness and creativity and thus constructed the symbol ik ('one') om kar ('creator'), which was later given figurative representation as. The opening lines of his morning prayer, Japji, called the Mul Mantra ('Root Belief') of Sikhism, define God as the One, the Truth, the Creator, immortal and omnipresent. God is also formless (nirankar) and beyond human comprehension. Sikh scriptures use many names, both Hindu and Muslim, for God. Nanak's favourite names were Sat-Kartar ('True Creator') and Sat-Nam ('True Name'). Later the word Wah-Guru ('Hail Guru') was added and is now the Sikh synonym for God." - Britannica.com

c. "Sikhism - The guidance of the Guru toward the attainment of moksa ÑreleaseÑis absolutely essential. The Guru or the SatguruÑtrue GuruÑis accorded a status only a shade below that of God. His function is to point the way to the realization of the truth, to explain the nature of reality, and to give the disciple the gift of the divine word (nam-dan). Although the line of Gurus ended with Gobind Singh and Sikhs regard the Adi Granth as their 'living' Guru, the practice of attaching oneself to a sant ('saint') and elevating him to a status of a Guru has persisted and is widely practiced." - Britannica.com

d. "Sikhism - Sikhism is often described as nammarga ('the way of nama') because it emphasizes the constant repetition (jap) of the name of God and the gurbani (the divine hymns of the Gurus). Nama cleanses the soul of sin and conquers the source of evil, haumain ('I am')Ñthe ego. Thus tamed, the ego becomes a weapon with which one overcomes lust, anger, greed, attachment, and pride. Nama stills the wandering mind and induces a super-conscious stillness (divya dr s ti), opens the dasam duar ('10th gate'Ñthe body has only nine natural orifices) through which enters divine light; and thus a person attains the state of absolute bliss." - Britannica.com

e. "Sikhism - religion centered in the Indian state of Punjab, numbering worldwide some 19 million. Some 300,000 Sikhs live in Britain, and there are smaller communities in North America, Australia, and Singapore. By the late 1990s Sikhism was the world's fifth largest faith and had some 175,000 U.S. adherents and 225,000 in Canada. Sikhism is heterodox, combining the teachings of Bhakti Hinduism and Islamic Sufism." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001. 
f. "Sikhism - Speculation on the origin of the cosmos is largely derived from Hindu texts. Sikhs accept the cyclic Hindu theory of samsara Ñbirth, death, and rebirthÑand karma, whereby the nature of one's life is determined by his actions in a previous life. Humans are, therefore, equal to all other creatures, except insofar as they are sentient. Human birth is the one opportunity to escape samsara and attain salvation." - Britannica.com
Propositional Religions 9 - Mysticism (Part 3) - Gnosticism, Neoplatonism

L. Babism and Baha-ism’s Mystical and Syncretistic Characteristics

1. Notes

a. The degree to which Babism and Baha'ism are mystical and syncretistic is exhibited in two features:

i. their acceptance and fusion of all religions into a single collective system despite their irreconcilable difference 

ii. their belief that God is transcendent and unknowable.

2. Quotes

a. "Baha'ism - religion founded by Baha Ullah (born Mirza Huseyn Ali Nuri) and promulgated by his eldest son, Abdul Baha (1844-1921). It is a doctrinal outgrowth of Babism, with Baha Allah as the Promised One of the earlier religion. Baha'ism holds that God can be made known to man through manifestations that have come at various stages of human progress; prophets include Abraham, Moses, Jesus, Muhammad, the Bab, and Baha Allah. Baha'ists believe in the unity of all religions, in universal education, in world peace, and in the equality of men and women. An international language and an international government are advocated. Emphasis is laid upon simplicity of living and upon service to the suffering." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001. 

b. "Baha'i faith - religion founded in Iran in the mid-19th century by Mirza Hoseyn 'Ali Nuri, who is known as Baha' Ullah (Arabic: "Glory of God"). The cornerstone of Baha'i belief is the conviction that Baha' Ullah and his forerunner, who was known as the Bab, were manifestations of God, who in his essence is unknowable. The principal Baha'i tenets are the essential unity of all religions and the unity of humanity. Baha'is believe that all the founders of the world's great religions have been manifestations of God and agents of a progressive divine plan for the education of the human race. Despite their apparent differences, the world's great religions, according to the Baha'is, teach an identical truth. Baha' Ullah's peculiar function was to overcome the disunity of religions and establish a universal faith." - Britannica.com
M. Zoroastrianism’s Mystical and Syncretistic Characteristics

1. Notes

a. Mystical aspects of Zoroastrianism come by way of its connection to:

i. magical rites, 

ii. dualistic features, 

iii. and later forms, such as Manichaeism, which were highly mystical in nature. 

b. The syncretistic characteristics of Zoroastrianism are evidenced by its incorporation of the obscure religion of the Aryans

2. Quotes

a. "Zoroastrianism - The religion of Iran before the time of Zoroaster is not directly accessible, for there are no reliable sources more ancient than the prophet himself. It has to be studied indirectly on the basis of later documents and by a comparative approach. The language of Iran is closely akin to that of northern India, and hence the people of the two lands probably had common ancestorsÑthe Indo-Iranians, or Aryans. The religion of the latter has been reconstructed by means of common elements contained in the sacred books of Iran and India: mainly the Avesta and the Vedas. Both collections exhibit the same kind of polytheism, with many of the same gods, notably the Indian Mitra (the Iranian Mithra), the cult of fire, sacrifice by means of a sacred liquor ( soma in India, in Iran haoma ), and other parallels. There is, moreover, a list of Aryan gods in a treaty concluded about 1380 BC between the Hittite emperor and the king of Mitanni. The list includes Mitra and Varuna, Indra, and the two Nasatyas. All of these gods also are found in the Vedas, but only the first one in the Avesta, except that Indra and Na–haithya appear in the Avesta as demons; Varuna may have survived under another name. Important changes, then, must have taken place on the Iranian side, not all of which can be attributed to the prophet." - Britannica.com

b. "Avesta - The extant Avesta is all that remains of a much larger body of scripture, apparently Zoroaster's transformation of a very ancient tradition." - Britannica.com

c. "Zoroastrianism - Zoroastrianism's scriptures are the Avesta or the Zend Avesta [Pahlavi avesta=law, zend=commentary]...it is written in old Iranian, a language similar to Vedic Sanskrit." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001. 

d. "Zoroastrianism - Gradually certain practices that Zoroaster appears to have deplored, such as the use of haoma (a narcotic intoxicant) in prayer and the sacrifice of bulls in connection with the cult of the god Mithra (a lesser god in Zoroastrianism), became features of the religion. It is not surprising, however, that former customs should be thus revived, because Zoroaster appears to have incorporated in his religion the old Persian pantheon, although very much refined. Instead of tolerating the worship of all the deities, however, he divided them into those who were beneficent and truthful and those whose malevolence and falseness made them abhorrent." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001. 

e. "Zoroastrianism - The ancient Greeks saw in Zoroastrianism the archetype of the dualistic view of the world and of man's destiny. Zoroaster was supposed to have instructed Pythagoras in Babylon and to have inspired the Chaldean doctrines of astrology and magic. It is likely that Zoroastrianism influenced the development of Judaism and the birth of Christianity . The Christians, following a Jewish tradition, identified Zoroaster with Ezekiel, Nimrod, Seth, Balaam, and Baruch, and even, through the latter, with Christ himself. On the other hand, Zoroaster, as the presumed founder of astrology and magic, could be considered the arch-heretic. In more recent times the study of Zoroastrianism has played a decisive part in reconstructing the religion and social structure of the Indo-European peoples." - Britannica.com

f. "Zoroaster - A major personality in the history of the religions of the world, Zoroaster has been the object of much attention for two reasons. On the one hand, he became a legendary figure believed to be connected with occult knowledge and magical practices in the Near Eastern and Mediterranean world in the Hellenistic Age (c. 300 BC-c. AD 300). On the other hand, his monotheistic concept of God has attracted the attention of modern historians of religion, who have speculated on theconnections between his teaching and Judaism and Christianity. Though extreme claims of pan-Iranianism (i.e., that Zoroastrian or Iranian ideas influenced Greek, Roman, and Jewish thought) may be disregarded, the pervasive influence of Zoroaster's religious thought must nevertheless be recognized." - Britannica.com

g. "Zoroastrianism - Founded by the Iranian prophet and reformer Zoroaster in the 6th century BC, the religion contains both monotheistic and dualistic features." - Britannica.com

h. "Zoroastrianism - It is not known when Zoroaster's doctrine reached western Iran, but it must have been before the time of Aristotle (384-322), who alludes to its dualism." - Britannica.com
i. "Zoroastrianism - Zoroastrianism should be regarded as quasi-dualistic, rather than (as sometimes described) wholly dualistic, since it predicts the ultimate triumph of Ahura Mazdah." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001.
XII. Gnosticism (and Manichaeism – a form of Gnosticism)
A. Gnosticism (and Manichaeism) has a profound ability to fuse the beliefs of these other religions together through an emphasis on mysticism

B. Gnosticism’s origins

a. Gnosticism was a form of Greek mystery religion that flourished AFTER the development of Christianity. 

b. Gnosticism was formed through the fusion of other religious systems, including: 

i. Zoroastrianism (dualistic Iranian religions), 

ii. Jewish mysticism, 

iii. and Greek Platonic philosophy.

iv. (Christianity)

c. Gnosticism focused on transcending our physical (or material) existence and being one with the divine fullness, which they simply called the plorema (the Greek word for fullness). 

d. Gnosticism taught that the escape from the physical existence to become one with the divine fullness occurred as a result of subjective inner knowledge (attained through secret mystical rites).

e. Quotes

i. "Gnosticism - the thought and practice especially of various cults of late pre-Christian and early Christian centuries distinguished by the conviction that matter is evil and that emancipation comes through gnosis." - Merriam-Webster's Online Dictionary 

ii. "Gnosticism - dualistic religious and philosophical movement of the late Hellenistic and early Christian eras. The term designates a wide assortment of sects, numerous by the 2d cent. A.D.; they all promised salvation through an occult knowledge that they claimed was revealed to them alone. Scholars trace these salvation religions back to such diverse sources as Jewish mysticism, Hellenistic mystery cults, Iranian religious dualism (see Zoroastrianism), and Babylonian and Egyptian mythology. The definition of gnosis [knowledge] as concern with the Eternal was already present in earlier Greek philosophy, although its connection with the later Gnostic movement is distant at best. Christian ideas were quickly incorporated into these syncretistic systems, and by the 2d cent. the largest of them, organized by Valentinus and Basilides, were a significant rival to Christianity." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001.

iii. "Gnosticism - philosophical and religious movement prominent in the Greco-Roman world in the 2nd century AD. While Gnosticism drew from and influenced in turn many traditional religions, its effect was most clearly felt on nascent Christianity, in which it led to the formation of the canon, creed, and episcopal organization." - Britannica.com 

iv. "Gnosticism - The origins of the Gnostic world view have been sought by scholars in the dualism of Iranian religion, the allegorical Idealism of the Middle Platonic philosophers, and the apocalypticism of certain Jewish mystics. There are analogies also with Egyptian and Mesopotamian thought. It was only with the rise of Christianity, however, that Gnostic syncretism came to full expression." - Britannica.com

C. Gnosticism’s Mystical aspects

1. Concept of God
a. Gnosticism borrows heavily from its predecessors. 

i. Its dualistic aspects are derived from those of Zoroastrianism.

ii. The idea of a god who is expressed in emanations.

2. Quotes
a. "Gnosticism - In the Gnostic view, the unconscious self of man is consubstantial with the Godhead, but because of a tragic fall it is thrown into a world that is completely alien to its real being. Through revelation from above, man becomes conscious of his origin, essence, and transcedent destiny. Gnostic revelation is to be distinguished both from philosophical enlightenment, because it cannot be acquired by the forces of reason, and from Christian revelation, because it is not rooted in history and transmitted by Scripture. It is rather the intuition of the mystery of the self." - Britannica.com

b. "Gnosticism - The world, produced from evil matter and possessed by evil demons, cannot be a creation of a good God; it is mostly conceived of as an illusion, or an abortion, dominated by Yahweh, the Jewish demiurge, whose creation and history are depreciated. This world is therefore alien to God, who is for the Gnostics depth and silence, beyond any name or predicate, the absolute, the source of good spirits who together form the pleroma, or realm of light." - Britannica.com

c. "Gnosticism - These conceptions are expressed in various myths, which employ material from many traditional religions but serve to express a basic experience that is new, the discovery of the unconscious self or spirit in man which sleeps in him until awakened by the Saviour. The Gnostic sects of the 2nd century made use of Hebrew and Christian religious writings, employing the allegorical method to extricate Gnostic meanings from them." - Britannica.com

d. "Gnosticism - The dualistic phase was reached after the expansion of Gnosticism into the Hellenistic world and under the influence of Platonic philosophy, from which was borrowed the doctrine that a lower demiurge was responsible for the creation of this world. This teaching is to be found in the Apocryphon of John (early 2nd century) and other documents of popular gnosis discovered near Naj' Hammadi in upper Egypt in the 1940s and in the Pistis Sophia, a 3rd-century Gnostic work in Coptic belonging to the same school. The learned gnosis of Valentinus, Basilides (qq.v.), and their schools presupposes this popular gnosis, which, however, has been thoroughly Hellenized and Christianized and sometimes comes very near to the views of Middle Platonism." - Britannica.com

e. "Gnosticism - Some Gnostics taught that the world is ruled by evil archons, among them the deity of the Old Testament, who hold captive the spirit of humanity. The heavenly pleroma was the center of the divine life, and Jesus was interpreted as an intermediary eternal being, or aeon, sent from the pleroma to restore the lost knowledge of humanity's divine origin. Gnostics held secret formulas, which they believed would free them at death from the evil archons and restore them to their heavenly abode. See Valentinus for typical Gnostic teaching on the pleroma Christianity." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001.
3. Gnostics placed a great deal of emphasis on subjective, personal experience as opposed to objectively verifiable evidence.
a. "Gnosticism - The designation Gnosticism, derived from the Greek gnostikos (one who has gnosis, or 'secret knowledge'), is a term of modern scholarship. Evidence for the Gnostic phenomenon, found in the Church Fathers who opposed Gnostic teachings (Irenaeus, c. 185; Hippolytus, c. 230; Epiphanius, c. 375) and in the Gnostic writings themselves, reveals a diversity in theology, ethics, and ritual that defies strict classification. Yet Gnostic sects appear to have shared an emphasis on the redemptive power of esoteric knowledge, acquired not by learning or empirical observation but by divine revelation." - Britannica.com
4. The only modern group with acknowledged Gnostic roots are the Mandaeans

a. Mandaean beliefs are derived from Gnosticism and Parsis (Zoroastrianism).
b. "Mandaeans - or Mandeans, a small religious sect in Iran and S Iraq, who maintain an ancient belief resembling that of Gnosticism and that of the Parsis. They are also known as Christians of St. John, Nasoraeans, Sabians, and Subbi. A few Mandaeans survive, some near the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, others in the area of Shushtar, Iran, and in cities of Asia Minor. Their customs and writings indicate early Christian, perhaps pre-Christian, origin. Their system of astrology resembles those of ancient Babylonia and the cults of the Magi in the last centuries B.C. heir emanation system and their dualism suggest a Gnostic origin, but unlike the Gnostics, they abhor asceticism and emphasize fertility. Although some of their practices were influenced by Christianity, Judaism, and Islam, they reject all three. The Mandaeans respect St. John the Baptist because of his baptizing, since their principal concern is ritual cleanliness and their chief rite is frequent baptism. The custom, which antedated the baptisms of St. John, stems from the belief that living water is the principle of life. They have a communion sacrament, which is offered for the remembrance of the dead and resembles Parsi ritual meals. The origin of the Mandaeans is not known; it is conjectured that they came from a mountainous region N of Babylonia and Persia, where they settled in ancient times; however, more recent scholarship places their origin in Palestine or Syria. Their chief holy book, the Ginza Rba, like their other books, is a compendium of cosmology, cosmogony, prayers, legends, and rituals, written at various times and often contradictory. The sect is diminishing because younger members tend to apostatize." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001.
D. Manichaeism

1. An ancient Gnostic group started by Mani (born 216 A.D.)

2. Mandaeanism is derived from Gnosticism and Zoroastrianism
3. Like many of the other forms of Gnosticism it began during the early Christian era, specifically in the 3rd century A.D.
a. "Manichaeism - dualistic religious movement founded in Persia in the 3rd century AD by Mani (q.v.), who was known as the 'Apostle of Light' and supreme 'Illuminator.'" - Britannica.com
4. Manichaeism effectively demonstrates the confluence of Gnosticism and Zoroastrianism in its belief that the physical world resulted from interaction between good and evil, or respectively, of spirit and matter.
a. "Mani - born April 14, 216, southern Babylonia died 274?, Gundeshapur, also called Manes, or Manichaeus Iranian founder of the Manichaean religion, a church advocating a dualistic doctrine that viewed the world as a fusion of spirit and matter, the original contrary principles of good and evil, respectively." - Britannica.com
5. Mani, the founder of Manichaeanism, held the essential syncretistic view of religion. 
a. Manichaeanism completely originates from syncretistic processes. 
b. Manichaeanism is the attempted combination of three essential religious schools:
i. Buddhism (the Hindu tradition)
ii. Zoroastrianism, 
iii. Christianity.
c. "Manichaeism - Mani (called Manes by the Greeks and Romans) was born near Baghdad, probably of Persian parents; his father may have been a member of the Mandaeans. After wandering for several years as a meditative ascetic he came forward (c.240) as the inspired prophet of a new religion. He went to Bactria in NW India, where he came in contact with Buddhism." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001. 

d. "Manichaeism - Mani viewed himself as the final successor in a long line of prophets, beginning with Adam and including Buddha, Zoroaster, and Jesus. He viewed earlier revelations of the true religion as being limited in effectiveness because they were local, taught in one language to one people. Moreover, later adherents lost sight of the original truth. Mani regarded himself as the carrier of a universal message destined to replace all other religions. Hoping to avoid corruption and to ensure doctrinal unity, he recorded his teachings in writing and gave those writings canonical status during his lifetime." - Britannica.com

e. "Manichaeism - Mani sought to found a truly ecumenical and universal religion that would integrate into itself all the partial truths of previous revelations, especially those of Zoroaster, Buddha, and Jesus. However, beyond mere syncretism, it sought the proclamation of a truth that could be translated into diverse forms in accordance with the different cultures into which it spread. Thus, Manichaeism, depending on the context, resembles Iranian and Indian religions, Christianity, Buddhism, and Taoism." - Britannica.com 

f. "Manichaeism - He returned to Persia after the coronation (241) of Shapur I, who was tolerant of new religious movements; at the Sassanid capital of Ctesiphon he began preaching (c.242) the doctrine that was to become Manichaeism, a great synthesis of elements from Gnosticism, Zoroastrianism, other Persian religions, Christianity, Buddhism, and Taoism, as well as from the teachings of Marcion. Rejecting all of the Old Testament and parts of the New Testament, Mani claimed Buddha, Zoroaster, Hermes, and Plato as his predecessors. He always called himself 'Mani, Apostle of Jesus Christ' and held that he was the Paraclete promised by Jesus." - Britannica.com

6. Manichaeanism takes a dualist view of the divine and views the material world as:

a. an evil place, a prison, 

b. which we must transcend or escape from 

c. by acquiring secret or esoteric knowledge. 

d. NOTE: Manichaeism accepts the process of death and rebirth borrowed from Hinduism through Buddhism.

e. Quotes

i. "Manichaeism - dualistic religious movement founded in Persia in the 3rd century AD by Mani (q.v.), who was known as the 'Apostle of Light' and supreme 'Illuminator.'" - Britannica.com

ii. "Manichaeism - At its core, Manichaeism was a type of GnosticismÑa dualistic religion that offered salvation through special knowledge (gnosis) of spiritual truth. Like all forms of Gnosticism, Manichaeism taught that life in this world is unbearably painful and radically evil. Inner illumination or gnosis reveals that the soul which shares in the nature of God has fallen into the evil world of matter and must be saved by means of the spirit or intelligence (nous).To know one's self is to recover one's true self, which was previously clouded by ignorance and lack of self-consciousness because of its mingling with the body and with matter. In Manichaeism, to know one's self is to see one's soul as sharing in the very nature of God and as coming from a transcendent world. Knowledge enables a person to realize that, despite his abject present condition in the material world, he does not cease to remain united to the transcendent world by eternal and immanent bonds with it. Thus, knowledge is the only way to salvation." - Britannica.com 

iii. "Manichaeism - The saving knowledge of the true nature and destiny of humanity, God, and the universe is expressed in Manichaeism in a complex mythology. Whatever its details, the essential theme of this mythology remains constant: the soul is fallen, entangled with evil matter, and then liberated by the spirit or nous. The myth unfolds in three stages: a past period in which there was a separation of the two radically opposed substancesÑSpirit and Matter, Good and Evil, Light and Darkness; a middle period (corresponding to the present) during which the two substances are mixed; and a future period in which the original duality will be reestablished. At death the soul of the righteous person returns to Paradise. The soul of the person who persisted in things of the fleshÑfornication, procreation, possessions, cultivation, harvesting, eating of meat, drinking of wineÑis condemned to rebirth in a succession of bodies." - Britannica.com 

iv. "Manichaeism - Basic to the religion's doctrine was the conflicting dualism between the realm of God, represented by light and by spiritual enlightenment, and the realm of Satan, symbolized by darkness and by the world of material things. To account for the existence of evil in a world created by God, Mani posited a primal struggle in which the forces of Satan separated from God; humanity, composed of matter, that which belongs to Satan, but infused with a modicum of godly light, was a product of this struggle, and was a paradigm of the eternal war between the forces of light and those of darkness. Christ, the ideal, light-clad soul, could redeem for each person that portion of light God had allotted. Light and dark were seen to be commingled in our present age as good and evil, but in the last days each would return to its proper, separate realm, as they were in the beginning. The Christian notion of the Fall and of personal sin was repugnant to the Manichees; they felt that the soul suffered not from a weak and corrupt will but from contact with matter. Evil was a physical, not a moral, thing; a person's misfortunes were miseries, not sins." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001. 

v. "Manichaeism - Believing in metempsychosis (see transmigration of souls), the auditors hoped to be reborn as elect. All other were sinners, doomed to hell." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001.

7. Mani died while in prison at the age of 60.
a. Over time his religion gradually came to extinction in both the West and the East, where it finally disappeared during the 13th century (A.D.)

i. "Manichaeism - During the long reign of Shapur I (d. 272), Mani was free to travel about the realm making converts. However, the accession of Bahram I brought a reaction against the Manichaeans (or Manichees) from orthodox Zoroastrian religious circles, and, after 272, Mani and his followers met with increasing persecution. He died while imprisoned (c.276) in SW Persia." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001. 

ii. "Manichaeism - The Manichaean Church from the beginning was dedicated to vigorous missionary activity in an attempt to convert the world. Mani encouraged the translation of his writings into other languages and organized an extensive mission program. Manichaeism rapidly spread west into the Roman Empire. From Egypt it moved across northern Africa (where the young Augustine temporarily became a convert) and reached Rome in the early 4th century. The 4th century marked the height of Manichaean expansion in the West, with churches established in southern Gaul and Spain. Vigorously attacked by both the Christian Church and the Roman state, it disappeared almost entirely from Western Europe by the end of the 5th century, and, during the course of the 6th century, from the eastern portion of the Empire." - Britannica.com

iii. "Manichaeism - Several Christian emperors, including Justinian, published edicts against the Manichees. St. Augustine, in his youth a Manichee, describes in his Confessions his conversion to Christianity. Little is heard of the Manichees in the West after the 6th cent., but their doctrines reappear in the medieval heresies of the Cathari, Albigenses, and Bogomils. It was the practice in the Middle Ages to call by the name of Manichaeism any dualist Christian heresy. The young religion of Islam was also challenged by the Manichean sect in Africa and Asia. The sect survived in the East, notably in Chinese Turkistan (Xinjiang), until about the 13th cent." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001.

E. Summary

1. We can easily dismiss Gnosticism’s (and Manichaeanism’s) claims for all the same reasons that we have dismissed their parent religions. 

2. The purpose of looking at Gnosticism and Manichaeanism was threefold:

a. to cover an additional religion, which bridges some of the gaps that existed between the religions we have previously covered. 

b. to demonstrate how the mystical and syncretistic characteristics of Propositional religions can fit so neatly together into a single theological system

c. to demonstrate that while Gnosticism blends mysticism with Judeo-Christian concepts to some extent, its essentially mystical and propositional character distinguish it clearly from the Judeo-Christian theology expressed in the Old and New Testaments of scripture. 

i. (This final goal will be examined in a bit more detail after we have covered the historicity of New Testament documents later in this study.)

XIII. Neoplatonism

A. Neoplatonism is significant to our discussion of Propositional and Mystical religions for several reasons. 

1. First, it is at once a syncretistic blend of:

a. ancient Platonic thought, 
b. Greek philosophy, 
c. Gnosticism, 
d. and Mysticism. 
2. It is the final collected form of the pagan mystical traditions 
3. All mystical thought and concepts ultimately found acceptance within Neoplatonism.
4. It has become the dominant and underlying expression of mystical thought since it's founding in the 3rd century A.D.
5. Quotes

a. "Neoplatonism - the last school of Greek philosophy, given its definitive shape in the 3rd century Ad by the one great philosophical and religious genius of the school, Plotinus. The ancient philosophers who are generally classified as Neoplatonists called themselves simple 'Platonists,' as did the philosophers of the Renaissance and the 17th century whose ideas derive from ancient Neoplatonism. See Platonism." - Britannica.com

b. "Platonism - Neoplatonism is the modern name given to the form of Platonism developed by Plotinus in the 3rd century AD and modified by his successors. It came to dominate the Greek philosophical schools and remained predominant until the teaching of philosophy by pagans ended in the second half of the 6th century AD. It represents the final form of pagan Greek philosophy. It was not a mere syncretism (or combination of diverse beliefs) but a genuine, if one-sided, development of ideas to be found in Plato and earlier PlatonismÑthough it incorporated important Aristotelian and Stoic elements as well. There is no real evidence for Oriental influence. A certain Gnostic (relating to intuitive knowledge acquired by privileged individuals and immune to empirical verification) tone or colouring sometimes may be discerned in the thought of Plotinus. But he was consciously a passionate opponent of Gnosticism, and in any case there was often a large element of popular Platonism in the Gnostic systems then current. Moreover, the theosophical works of the late 2nd century AD known as the Chaldean Oracles, which were taken as inspired authorities by the later Neoplatonists, seem to have been a hodgepodge of popular Greek religious philosophy." - Britannica.com

c. "Neoplatonism - ancient mystical philosophy based on the doctrines of Plato." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001. 
d. "Neoplatonism - Considered the last of the great pagan philosophies, it was developed by Plotinus (3d cent. A.D.). It has had a lasting influence on Western metaphysics and mysticism, although its original form was much altered by the followers of Plotinus. Neoplatonism was a viable force from the middle of the 3d cent. to 529, when Justinian closed the Academy at Athens. Although Plotinus is the central figure of Neoplatonism, his teacher, Ammonius Saccus (175-242), a self-taught laborer of Alexandria, may have been the actual founder; however, no writings of Ammonius have survived. Plotinus left Egypt, settled in Rome in 244, and founded a school there." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001.
B. Seven major characteristics of Neoplatonic thought:
1. "Platonism - Neoplatonism began as a complex (and in some ways ambiguous) philosophy and grew vigorously in a variety of forms over a long period; it is therefore not easy to generalize about it. But the leading ideas in the thought of philosophers who can properly be described as Neoplatonists seem always to have included the following: 
a. 1. There is a plurality of levels of being, arranged in hierarchical descending order, the last and lowest comprising the physical universe, which exists in time and space and is perceptible to the senses. 
b. 2. Each level of being is derived from its superior, a derivation that is not a process in time or space. 
c. 3. Each derived being is established in its own reality by turning back toward its superior in a movement of contemplative desire, which is implicit in the original creative impulse of outgoing that it receives from its superior; thus the Neoplatonic universe is characterized by a double movement of outgoing and return. 
d. 4. Each level of being is an image or expression on a lower level of the one above it. The relation of archetype and image runs through all Neoplatonic schemes. 
e. 5. Degrees of being are also degrees of unity; as one goes down the scale of being there is greater multiplicity, more separateness, and increasing limitationÑuntil the atomic individualization of the spatiotemporal world is reached. 
f. 6. The highest level of being, and through it all of what in any sense exists, derives from the ultimate principle, which is absolutely free from determinations and limitations and utterly transcends any conceivable reality, so that it may be said to be 'beyond being.' Because it has no limitations, it has no division, attributes, or qualifications; it cannot really be named, or even properly described as being, but may be called 'the One' to designate its complete simplicity. It may also be called 'the Good' as the source of all perfections and the ultimate goal of return, for the impulse of outgoing and return that constitutes the hierarchy of derived reality comes from and leads back to the Good. 
g. 7. Since this supreme principle is absolutely simple and undetermined (or devoid of specific traits), man's knowledge of it must be radically different from any other kind of knowledge. It is not an object (a separate, determined, limited thing) and no predicates can be applied to it; hence it can be known only if it raises the mind to an immediate union with itself, which cannot be imagined or described." 
h. (Quoted from Britannica.com)
2. Neoplatonism upholds that:

a. There are hierarchical levels of being ranging from the inconceivable, unknowable "One," which transcends reality and being down to the physical or material world that mankind inhabits. 
b. Each level of being emanates and reflects the preceding level. 
c. Mankind must seek through contemplation to transcend our crude material existence and return to unity with the "One." 
d. This process of transcendent reunification with ultimate reality is entirely subjective and cannot be accomplished through objective means.
e. Quotes

i. "Neoplatonism - At the center of the order is the One, an incomprehensible, all-sufficient unity. By the process of emanation the One gives rise to the Divine Mind or Logos [word], which contains all the forms, or living intelligences, of individuals. The content of the Divine Mind, therefore, constitutes a multiple reflection of the unitary perfection of the One. Below the divine mind is the World Soul, which links the intellectual and material worlds. These three transcendent realities, or hypostases (the One, the Divine Mind, and the World Soul) support the finite and visible world, which includes individuals and matter. Plotinus sometimes compared the One to a fountain, from which overflowed the lower levels of reality." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001. 

ii. "Neoplatonism - The Neoplatonic cosmology also had religious overtones, for Plotinus believed that people potentially sought a life in which the individual soul would rise through contemplation to the level of intelligence (the Divine Mind) and then through mystic union would be absorbed in the One itself. Conversely, a privation of being or lack of desire toward the One was the cause of sin, which was held to be a negative quality (i.e., nonparticipation in the perfection of the One). There are thus two reciprocal movements in Neoplatonism: the metaphysical movement of emanation from the One, and the ethical or religious movement of reflective return to the One through contemplation of the forms of the Divine Mind." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001. 

iii. "Neoplatonism - While Plotinus' thought was mystical (i.e., concerned with the infinite and invisible within the finite and visible world), his method was thoroughly rational, stemming from the logical and humanistic traditions of Greece. Many of his philosophical elements came from earlier philosophies; the existence of the One and the attendant theory of ideas were aspects of the later writings of Plato, particularly the Timaeus, and Stoicism had identified the World Soul with transcendent universal reason. What was distinctive in Plotinus' system was the unified, hierarchical structuring of these elements and the theory of emanation." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001. 

iv. "Neoplatonism - The followers of Plotinus took divergent paths. Porphyry, who remained in Rome, made extensive use of allegory in expounding Plotinus' rationalistic thought and attacked Christianity in the name of Hellenic paganism. Lamblichus taught in Rome for a time and then returned to Chalcis in Syria to found a Neoplatonic center there. At this center, and also at others in Athens and Alexandria, the mystical trends of the East, including divination, demonology, and astrology, were grafted onto the body of Neoplatonism." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001.
C. Summary and Conclusions

1. Neoplatonism contains Gnosticism, Buddhism, Hinduism, Taoism, etc. in a purified syncretistic whole, devoid of the specific identities that were supplied and employed by these other systems.
2. Neoplatonism is a synonymous term for Propositional religion including all forms of mysticism.

3. Neoplatonism serves as the structural skeleton forming the foundations of all propositional and mystical thought/religion.
4. Neoplatonism's assembly of these other mystical thoughts into a final nameless format has enabled it to:
a. become widely influential after is formal emergeance in the 3rd century. 
b. become the means by which ancient mystical thought has infiltrated and continued to affect a wide range of religious thought (especially in the West) ever since.
i. "Neoplatonism - In the Middle Ages, elements of Plotinus' thought can be found in St. Thomas Aquinas and John Scotus Erigena, particularly in the identification of the One with God and the Divine Mind with the angels The system influenced medieval Jewish and Arab philosophy, and G. W. F. Hegel's metaphysics had Neoplatonic ingredients. Neoplatonic metaphysics and aesthetics also influenced the German Romantics (see romanticism), the 17th-century English metaphysical poets, William Blake, and the Cambridge Platonists. Many mystical movements in the West, including those of Meister Eckhardt and Jacob Boehme, owe something to the Neoplatonists." - The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001.

5. Neoplatonism, both openly and subconsciously, has been the dominant, underlying force in the Propositional Mysticism of the West, which has been a dominant force in the development of world civilization for several millennia and counting.
Conclusions about Propositional Mysticism

A. We have rejected the claims of all Propositional religions as unreliable or inaccurate views of God because in all cases we found:
1. a total lack of objectively verifiable evidence to support the theological claims, 
2. that the evidence contradicted the claims, or 
3. that evidence was available, but 
a. was not sufficient to substantiate the theological claims or 
b. did not have a corroborating relationship to the theological claims.
B. Propositional religions should not viewed as separate and distinct views of God and the universe, but as a single, composite theological system. Two things permit us to fuse these systems together into a single whole:

1. Shared beliefs, practices, and approaches to spiritually. 

2. The syncretistic nature by which all Propositional religions originate and develop through a process of incorporating and adapting previously existing religious views, mostly without substantiation.
C. The fundamental characteristics of Propositional Mysticism are: 

1. The propositional nature of the religious claims. 

a. A failure to produce or even offer any objective or verifiable evidence by which its claims can be substantiated or accepted. 

b. the claims of such religions are merely proposed without being being supported/substantiated by evidence

c. the potential follower is expected to accept the accuracy of the these claims soley upon:

i. presumption, 

ii. circular reasoning, 

iii. and subjective, personal experience. 

2. The mystical view of God, the universe, and human spirituality. 

a. Mysticism is identified as any religious system, which:

i. incorporates the idea that the believer can transcend material existence 

ii. and become one with God 

iii. through subjective, personal, or intuitive experience 

iv. by participation in mysteries or initiation rites. 

3. Syncretism. 

a. The incorporation, combination, acceptance, or fusion of different concepts and different belief systems into a single, comprehensive whole. 

b. (These incorporations do not first require that the adopted belief be substantiated.) 

4. Obscurity of Origins (or lack of historicity). 

a. Many of the foundational religions, from which Propositional Mysticism is derived do not have historically identifiable origins or founders.

D. Common beliefs which are held by Propositional Mysticism also include, but may not be limited to: 

1. reincarnation, 

2. karma, 
3. a path of steps to achieve enlightenment, 
4. a dualistic view of the God or the divine, 
5. the "unknowability" or "inexpressible nature" of the supreme being, 
6. polytheism (possibly taking the form of emanations of the supreme God), 
7. practice of magical arts, 
8. mystical rites, 
9. and meditation,
E. Disclaimer/Explanation

1. Not all of the religions, which we have studied, that we might place into Propositional Mysticism this overarching category share all of the above beliefs or traits.

2. Some forms of Propositional Mysticism may even disagree with one another over some issues.

3. It is still fair to place them into the same composite theological system, because

a. The disagreements that may exist between various Propositional religions over concepts and practices are not any more significant than the variation that exists between the many Christian denominations of the modern era.

b. These Christian denominations often disagree with one another in what at times are contradictory and irreconcilable ways over very fundamental Christian issues including, but not limited to:

i. the nature of God, 

ii. freewill, 

iii. the incarnation of Jesus Christ

c. Despite these crucial differences the many forms of modern Christianity are placed within the single category of Christianity. 

4. The many religions that we have covered in our Propositional religions section have as much in common in terms of origin and unifying, fundamental concepts on God, the universe, salvation, and the spirituality of man, to be identified collectively as Propositional Mysticism despite their relative differences on some issues.
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