
Holy Envy – Introduction and Chapter 1 

 

Religion 101 

 

In this book, Barbara Brown Taylor explores the religious diversity and pluralism 

in our society by writing about her experiences teaching a class that introduces the 

religions of the world to undergraduate students. 

 

She tells her story of leaving parish ministry after many years, feeling empty and 

unsure of her faith, and taking a position at a private liberal arts college in the 

foothills of the Appalachian Mountains (Piedmont College). The class she taught 

most often was Religions of the World. When she recovered from “the shock of 

meeting God in so many new hats, she fell for every religion she taught.” It was 

only when teaching Christianity “that the fire sputtered, because her religion 

looked so different once she saw it lined up with the others.” 

 

“She always promised her students that studying other faiths would not make them 

lose their own. Then she lost hers, or at least the one she started out with. This is 

the story of how that happened and what happened next.” It is also the story of a 

generation of young Americans who are growing up with more religious diversity 

than their parents and grandparents could ever imagine. 

 

Rather than seeing religions as largely the same, held together by some common 

denominator, Taylor assumes religions are inherently different. They offer 

alternative ways of viewing reality. She understands world religions as wells in 

which we find the water of life and a lens by which we translate the landscape. She 

describes them as treasure chests of stories, songs, rituals, and ways of life that 

have been handed down for millennia—not covered in dust but evolving all the 

way—so that each new generation has something to choose from when it is time to 

ask the big questions about life. Where did we come from? Why do bad things 

happen to good people? Who is my neighbor? She suggests that a worldview is a 

wave, but not the entire ocean. 

 

Unlike many scholars of religion who assert a common denominator of love and 

compassion, Taylor thinks each religion differs in significant ways. Each offers a 

unique set of perspectives on the world that gives rise to diversity, even in the 

confines of particular religious traditions. She resists the temptation to construct a 

customized religion using bits and pieces from other faiths that suit her needs and 

the needs of others that share her tradition. Instead, she looks for the wisdom found 

in each of them, hoping to build bridges not walls. 



The basis for this approach for this approach is articulated in three guidelines 

offered by the Lutheran biblical scholar Krister Stendahl: 1) When trying to 

understand another religion, you should ask the adherents of that religion and not 

its enemies; 2) Don’t compare your best to their worst; and 3) Leave room for holy 

envy. 

When describing her own holy envy, Taylor writes, “My spiritual covetousness 

extended to the inclusiveness of Hinduism, the nonviolence of Buddhism, the 

prayer life of Islam, and the sacred debate of Judaism. Of course, this list displays 

all the symptoms of my condition. It is simplistic, idealistic, overgeneralized, and 

full of my own projections. It tells you as much about what I find wanting in my 

own tradition as it does about what I find desirable in another.” 

She supports her approach by noting that Jesus raises more questions than answers 

in the gospels. Unlike so many of his followers, Jesus refuses to define exactly 

what he means, and instead offers stories and ambiguous sayings when pressed for 

clarity. 

Taylor suggest that today his Good Samaritan might be a Good Muslim or a Good 

Humanist, and the Golden Rule might include honoring your neighbor’s religion, 

as you want them to honor yours. 

In this journey she notes, “I have discovered that I am Christian to the core. 

However many other religious languages I learn, I dream in Christian. However 

much I learn from other spiritual teachers, it is Jesus I come home to at night.” 

From this perspective, she describes the approach she takes in her classes and in 

the book as her Christian duty, her way of being faithful to the way of Jesus. “I 

believe it is the neighborly thing to do, the Christ-like thing to do. Part of my 

ongoing priesthood is to find bridges between my faith and the faiths of other 

people, so that those of us who draw water from wells on different sides of the 

river can still get together from time to time, making the whole area safer for our 

children.” 


