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A.

From cultures in which orality is the primary mode ol communication, to highly literate
book-bound cultures, to contemporary multimediated cultires, reli gron is shaped by, adapts to, and

affects the media with which it is engaged. Indeed, myils, rituuls, and symbols are only existent as
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media: A myth must be transimitted, whether by “word of mouth” or through the lechnologies of
television; a ritual must be enacted, whether rendings from sacred, printed texts or by processions
through architectural space; a symbol must be shared, whether it is a colorful banner in a Synagogue or
apiece of bread. We must presume thit religion—however oriented toward the “invisible,"” the

“spiritual,” the “wholly other," it may be— is nonetheless also always material and mediated,

B.

A field ol knowledge, academic discipline, or branch of seience, the hstory of religions is iself a
historical phenomenon. This signifies, commonsensicall v, that it appesared at a precise time—the
second half of the nineteenth century—and o precise place—western Furope— that is, at the center of a
world marked by largely irreducible charnctenisiics, whose most salient features it requests us
discover and describe. But having a history really means being historical, Consequently, in speaking of
the history of religions, we would surely not think of the difficulties accompanying on one unchanging
atmtude or other, but rather the modifications of something that can only be a specific configuralion of

hypotheses, bits of knowledge, more or less provisional,
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