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Abstract: 
There exist a number of approaches for categorizing the world's religions, but few are 
effectively predictive of the beliefs, practices, and philosophies of the religions being 

classified as they lack regularity and are difficult to compare at the level of core 
ideologies. An original system is here proposed called the theology-ontology-soteriology 

(TOS) model. This model removes the extraneous cultural and symbolic factors of the 
religions, stripping them down to their cores and thus making it much easier to 

approach comparative religion studies for scholars and lay-persons alike. Some deeper 
implications that follow from the model's full explanation will also be explored.
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The TOS Model: 
A New Taxonomic System for the Classification of Religious Ideologies

     Jacob Ibrahim Abuhamada

Ekam Sat Viprāha Bahudhā Vadanti 
“Truth is one; Sages call it by many names.” - Rig Veda1

here exist a number of approaches for categorizing the world's religions, but few are effectively 
predictive of the beliefs, practices, and philosophies of the religions being classified. Here, an 

original system is proposed called the theology-ontology-soteriology (TOS) model. This system makes 
it much easier to approach comparative religion studies for scholars and lay-persons alike, as well as 
aids dilettantes and new seekers in gaining some practical (albeit very general) understanding of the 
nature of the world's religions. Some deeper implications follow from the model's full explanation.

T

This model removes the extraneous cultural and symbolic factors of the religions like ritual, 
language, founders and figureheads, religious texts, and artistic symbolism. Current systems of 
religious classification lack regularity and can be difficult to compare at the level of core ideologies. 
Joseph Campbell has already done extensive work in showing the stripped-down comparative 
mythologies; and this model aims to further support the field of comparative religion by laying bare the 
most essential core philosophies driving the religions for comparison.

The paper begins by drawing upon some of the main ideas originating from Joseph Campbell, 
including his four functions of mythology and the four stages of the evolution of mythologies. Next, it 
will introduce the TOS model. From there the paper will explore the finer details of the model, 
providing examples along the way and, finally proving its overall validity as a system for ideologically 
classifying religions. The paper will conclude with a discussion of the broader philosophical 
implications.

This classification system here is being applied to the religions as they are in standard or 
popular form, but the individual TOS combinations are a personal matter which can vary between 
individuals. Just about any classification can be applied to a follower of any religion, albeit often with a 
great deal of rationalization. Still, it must be made clear that this is an attempt at a descriptive model, 
not a prescriptive one. One of the system's benefits is also its limitation in that it only addresses the 
core philosophical aspects; it is not a discussion of any kind of symbolism, ritual, culture, and so forth 
as mentioned above. The chief benefit, however, is the simplification of a very difficult topic which 
thus provides a common language for ideology-centered discussions of comparative religion, 
philosophy of religion, interfaith dialogues, and education about world religions.

The Giant's Shoulder

Joseph Campbell (1983) taught an evolution of myth2 which took place gradually over time in 
four stages3. In the first stage, The Way of the Animal Powers, Paleolithic hunter-gatherers employed 
animal totems and shamanism, believing that nature and animals in particular have a divinity to them. 
This was an animistic system. At the second stage, The Way of the Seeded Earth, Neolithic, agrarian 

1 Book I, Hymn 164, Verse 46
2 Equally the evolution of religion.
3 This was the explicit structure of Campbell's unfinished Historical Atlas of World Mythology series.
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societies began to worship above all a nature goddess, establishing rituals of sacrifice and fertility 
mirroring the cycles of change—birth and death of crops, seasons, and other temporal cycles evident in 
nature. In the third stage of The Way of the Celestial Lights, the first high civilizations emerging out of 
the Bronze Age established polytheistic pantheons of gods, led by masculine god-kings with the 
tendency to be associated with thunder. The fourth and final stage was what Joseph Campbell called 
The Way of Man. This is the stage of the religions coming out during or after the Axial Age4, wherein 
the soteriological imperative was introduced and the spiritual ethos of the modern age became 
manifest.

The religions of the fourth stage, what I will call “Axial religions" are the possessors of 
soteriologies, with either a final aim of enlightenment or joining with a higher power, but where doing 
either requires the addition or completion of something else (usually adopting a particular creed and/or 
following a specific path of gradual self-cultivation). Each of the Axial religions speaks of both an 
ultimate goal for man and then describes the path or means (ethical, practical, ideological or otherwise) 
for achieving that goal. The indigenous5 or non-Axial religions (those religions from the first three 
stages) do not have such a focus, and instead are centered around harmony and peace with nature and 
human society. Moreover, without a driving soteriological focus the indigenous religions rarely use 
spirituality beyond the satisfaction of needs and desires, dealing with concerns as they arise day to day. 
Their central focus is primarily on this life where people tend to communicate with spirits or higher 
powers to achieve their aims of this world, rather than aims of personal cultivation or good works for 
the achievement of a greater (soteriological) purpose like entering heaven or becoming enlightened; in 
other words: these religions lack a kind of grand, ideal human achievement beyond living a good life.

This division—between having a soteriological aim and lacking one—happens also within the 
Axial religions themselves, like in Hinduism, where some individuals and sects have deviated from, or 
were never made aware of the soteriology of their faith tradition. While the non-Axial religions have a 
beauty all their own and have much to teach the world, I find the soteriologically-minded Axial 
religions have an immense and respectable wisdom behind them which is invaluable to mankind today 
in terms of their inward focus—a focus which makes them well-suited to the cultivation and 
development of oneself, one's consciousness. And yet, these soteriological aims of the Axial religions 
and the harmony with nature and society of the indigenous religions are undoubtedly inextricably 
linked. While the Axial religions do promote harmony with society, and sometimes nature, it is the non-
Axial indigenous religions which, by not having a soteriological goal, have far more devotion to such 
harmony. This harmony with nature and society is as necessary for humanity today as the harmony with 
self and the Absolute in the Axial religions6.

Another important concept Joseph Campbell introduced was the functions of myth (Campbell 
1991), which I expand to being the functions of religion as a whole. The functions are four-fold: the 
transcendental function (the facilitation of spiritual experiences7,which is the basis of mysticism), the 

4 The Axial Age was of course the period between 800 and 200 BCE, identified by Karl Jaspers (1953) as the period when 
most modern major defining religions and philosophies developed simultaneously and mostly independently in China, 
India, Persia, the Levant, Greece, and elsewhere. I include Christianity, Islam, the Baha'i Faith, Sikhism, and other 
soteriological religions which came after the period of the Axial Age.

5 I call them indigenous due to the completely local or territory-based nature of them. They are religions which never 
sought to expand to other cultures or peoples to any significant degree.

6 Some may argue more so.
7 Without getting too deeply into what defines a spiritual experience, I would broadly say I am in accord with William 

James (2008) who outlined the four qualities of the experience being at once transient, ineffable, noetic, and passive. 
Some other common subjective words are powerful, blissful, lucid, awesome, and revelatory.
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cosmological function (defining the shape and organization of the universe and the individual's place 
within it), the sociological function (helping to balance and promote the order of society and the 
individual's place within it), and the psychological function (helping the individual navigate the psyche 
through the stages of life and address major life challenges). As far as this paper is concerned, if an 
ideological system does not fulfill each of these four functions, it cannot be classified as a religion. For 
example, the Transcendental Meditation movement leads to the facilitation of spiritual experiences and 
may arguably provide some benefit in helping an individual face some challenges of life, but it is not 
classifiable as a religion for its lack of functionality regarding the other two functions. Many Western 
philosophies will explain a person's place in the universe and society, and will help them to address 
problems in their life, but lack altogether the function of facilitating spiritual experiences. Thus, 
together Campbell's four functions of mythology (and religion) help define whether an ideological 
system should be considered a religion or not, while his stages of the evolution of myth help to classify 
those religions. 

The TOS Model

Theologies

1) Animism

2) Polytheism

3) Monotheism

4) Nontheism

Ontologies

1) Creationism

2) Emanationism

3) Materialism

In this model, religions are classified according to their metaphysical beliefs in a higher power/s 
or spirit/s (theology), and the ontological origin of existence and its relation to reality. The reality belief 
determines the priority or precedence of concern for an individual or religious group as being about 
beliefs regarding divinity or reality. For example, for creationists, the concern when it comes to belief 
systems is more about what others' beliefs are regarding divinity (e.g. a Christian/Muslim asking if you 
believe in God), while for emanationists, the concern regarding beliefs is your belief regarding reality 
(e.g. A Buddhist inquiring about your take on the nature of phenomenal existence or Hindu inquiring 
about how you see your place within the Supreme Godhead). For both the creationist and emanationist, 
the reason for such priority of concerns originates with their soteriological goals. However, the reality 
view always holds supremacy as far as determining the more generalized structure and workings of the 
religious system in question (e.g. monotheistic-emanationism and nontheistic-emanationism are more 
similar in terms of core ideologies than monotheistic-emanationism and monotheistic-creationism).

The Theologies

Animism8: "The attribution of a living soul to plants, inanimate objects, and natural 
phenomena," and "the belief in a supernatural power that organizes and animates the material 
universe," according to Oxford Dictionaries (2014).

Polytheism: The belief in more than one god.

Monotheism: The belief in one God which is the origin of existence.

8 For all intents and purposes for this model this category includes Totemism.
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Nontheism9: The absence or rejection of belief in personal gods or God. 

In a certain regard the theology side is more of a spectrum than clearly defined boundaries. The 
Christian Trinity, for instance, would be a less monotheistic monotheism in the direction of polytheism, 
than Islam or Judaism. While similarly, certain sects of religions like Hinduism can take polytheism to 
the borderline of animism. The lines I draw between divinities are the most common lines—those 
which are basic, majority opinions in the field of comparative religion.

The Ontologies

Creationism: The universe/reality was created by a sentient, conscious, transcendent God, gods, 
or spiritual entities separate from his/her/its/their creation. This ontology cannot coexist with a 
nontheistic divinity belief, by definition.

Emanationism: Reality originates from a primordial, transcendent, impersonal, non-sentient 
“Absolute Reality” or Godhead principle of which the reality is a part of or the whole of the 
transcendent-immanent source. Ultimately it tends to flow (or emanates) from this higher reality not 
just from a fixed temporal beginning and then ceasing, but continuing to do so at every moment.10

Materialism: The ontological perspective that reality consists of nothing more than physical 
interactions of matter and energy: Every phenomenon stemming from such physical substance and 
nothing more. At the same time it can be the ontological equivalent of non-theism, meaning that an 
apathetic or agnostic stance on the origin of existence is viably classifiable as materialism—either 
ignoring or denying the causative origin for existence, as well as tending to assume reality's causeless 
self-emergence. It is quite difficult (if not impossible) to reconcile materialism with any divinity other 
than nontheism at a collective or social level, that is to say, beyond individuals' personal beliefs or 
approaches to life. With a materialist view of reality, the views of divinity are essentially rendered 
meaningless, regardless of what they are.

To be a religion, an ideology must meet the criteria of Campbell's four functions. Therefore, the 
materialism approach to ontology means the ideology in question is not a religion, as it does not 
adequately fulfill the first or second functions. With this in mind there are therefore only seven possible 
classifications of religions which will be addressed in a later section.

The Soteriologies

In the TOS system, one can infer the soteriology of a religion through the examination of the 
religion's ontology and whether it's an Axial religion or not. In doing so, it ends up that there are only 
two potential soteriological goals for a religion; either:

1) Heaven (being with the higher power in the afterlife), or

2) Attaining spiritual enlightenment

9 Atheism, Agnosticism, Skepticism, Buddhism, Jainism, and Confucianism are all examples of nontheistic ideological 
systems, but more on them later.

10 Perhaps the clearest delineation between creationism and emanationism is whether the source of reality is considered to 
be separate from, or to subsume reality. If reality is a part of or within the source, then it is emanationism, but if they 
have always been separate, the ontology is creationism.
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Interestingly the first goal is present almost exclusively for creationists, while the second is 
present almost exclusively for emanationists (and materialists have no notion of a soteriology11, 
whatsoever). This fact would imply that soteriology is intimately tied to one's view on the nature of 
reality. For the first group (creationists), the priority concern is theology, because that is (most often) its 
imperative soteriological means (the proper belief of God). For the second group (emanationists) the 
priority is ontology, because that's its (typical) soteriological means (the proper apprehension of 
reality). And since soteriology can generally be determined by ontological belief, it can be said that 
creationism creates or holds an inherent theology focus, while for emanationism, ontology is the focus.

An important point to mention here is the reason for this fundamental soteriological distinction 
and their relations to ontology. For both soteriologies the ultimate goal is to be with the source of 
existence. Since for creationists the source is ontologically “other” and eternally separate from the 
source's creation, it follows that the closest one could be would be a heaven where the individual is still 
distinct from God but in close metaphysical proximity to the God for eternity. Additionally, this 
attainment is bestowed by the Creator, rather than a prescribed function of metaphysics. For 
emanationists however, ontologically they are already an emanation (and so therefore a part of the 
primordial origin) so that upon death they can (provided they've reached enlightenment) return to 
complete unity with the source of existence for eternity. But unlike creationists this is manifested 
within oneself according to the individual's choice in words, deeds, and thoughts, rather than 
consciously bestowed by a God. In both cases one “returns” to the source in the most profound way 
permitted by the ontology. I believe the significance of this fundamental similarity cannot be 
overstated.

In sum, the teleology of all religions is as follows: For non-Axial religions perfection is not 
achievable and so the focus is simply on having a more fulfilling life to some extent; for Axial 
creationism perfection coming post-mortem with some kind of “heaven” but not during the present life; 
and for Axial emanationism perfection is attainable both pre- and post-mortem with enlightenment.12 

The Seven Naturally Evolved Types of Religion 

As mentioned in the preceding section, there can only be seven combinations of TOS beliefs 
which can be used to classify a possible religion13. These can of course be divided further between the 
Axial religions (those with a soteriological focus; Campbell's fourth evolutionary stage) and the 
indigenous religions (those without soteriologies; the first three evolutionary stages). So let us now 
examine these potential combinations14:

11 In this sense the materialist ideologies have much more in common with the indigenous religions than the Axial religions 
for their concern is not at all the next life—just the present life and how to make it better.

12 More simply put the teleology of religion is between the lack of concern over perfection, belief in perfection as a purely 
afterlife attainment, and perfection as the attainable imperative of this life. The second position—that of the monotheist-
creationists—is unsurprisingly the most popular with people. It affords much of the freedom of the first, with the 
comfort of the assurance of attaining perfection in the next life. The first does not promise perfection and the latter 
requires a great deal of work in this life, including giving up most of the “freedoms.” This is the swaying battle of 
humanity: Between the human desire for perfection and the human desire for freedom. Indeed, the belief in perfection 
even, is predicated under the assumption that it is the highest, ultimate freedom.

13 Seven, not eight, because nontheistic-creationism is an impossible combination. Creationism requires a sentient agent as 
the origin while nontheism denies the presence of a sentient ultimate being.

14 Because the soteriologies are present only with Axial religions and are further an extension of the ontological view I 
don't list them in the designations of the seven different religion types.
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The Axial religions:

Monotheistic-Creationism (MC)

Monotheistic-Emanationism (ME)

Nontheistic-Emanationism (NE)

The Indigenous Religions:

Animistic-Creationism (AC)

Animistic-Emanationism (AE)

Polytheistic-Creationism (PC)

Polytheistic-Emanationism (PE)

Religions which had soteriologies until the last century or so were always one of the three 
combinations listed for the Axial religions (MC, ME, or NE). Indigenous religions are not Axial 
religions, because of their lack of soteriology, and in examining real-world indigenous religions, I 
found they all fit one of the four combinations listed above (see following section). In addition, 
naturally occurring indigenous (in the sense of lacking a soteriological aim) religions are rarely, if ever, 
monotheistic or non-theistic15.

Let us now examine each of the seven combinations of theological and ontological views and 
apply them to extant and dead religions so that we might expound a representative list (though by no 
means exhaustive in each case). The groupings may not always be perfect, but the potential for 
applying the concept will at least be made clear enough. In the following section I will then address the 
patterns and insights which emerge.

Non-Axial religions

Animistic-Creationism: This is the religious ideological group characterized by a belief in spirits 
and spiritual entities which extend to most of the natural world. In this view the world or universe 
originated from a spiritual force, not omnipotent, where the origin remains separate from creation. This 
group includes what are probably the very oldest of religions, and it (as well as AE) should be 
analogous to Campbell's Way of the Animal Powers. Native American tribes are the dominant 
possessors of this view.

Animistic-Emanationism: The spiritual entities which encompass all manners of non-human 
entities, both tangible and intangible is marked here as well. Both the spirits and physical existence 
stem from a single primordial substance or essence. This group includes, most notably, Shinto; but 
additionally many Native American sects.

Polytheistic-Emanationism: This ideology consists of a polytheistic pantheon, where 
ontologically humanity and/or reality is an extension or piece of this pantheon. The gods are, in other 
words, not entirely separate from the physical world and possess the same cosmogenic origin. I would 
say that this (and PC), broadly speaking, is most analogous to both Campbell's Way of the Seeded Earth 
and The Way of the Celestial Lights. Examples include Vedic/Aryan religion (the progenitor of modern 
Hinduism), Celtic, Greco-Roman, and Germanic religions.16

15  I could find no examples myself, but I will not assume they do not exist.
16 As these are all Indo-European religions, I believe it would be safe to assume that Proto-Indo-European religion was 

emanationist (its having been polytheist is very well known and established already).
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Polytheistic-Creationism: By far this is the most common form of religion in the world (in 
terms of number of religions). This ideology holds the existence of multiple gods, which one or several 
of caused the universe to come into being and are separate from that created universe. Examples 
include: most African religions (Yoruba, Akan/Ashanti, East African, Bantu, Pygmy, Southern African, 
and Afro-American religions), basically all Bronze Age religions of the Middle East (Egyptian, Hittite, 
Canaanite, Thracian, proto-Tengrism, and Mesopotamian religions), the religions of Australia (the 
Aboriginies), Oceania, Chinese folk religion, and the religions of the Anasazi, Inca, Maya, Aztecs, and 
the Amazon.

Axial Religions

These religions are of course those religions which possess a soteriological aim (which is really 
the attainment of perfection in either this life or the next one), as opposed to the non-Axial religions 
which are focused almost exclusively on this life.

Monotheistic-Creationism: While PC dominates as the form with the most number of religions, 
this is the form which is the most dominant in the world today by far in terms of both numbers of 
adherents and influence on global culture and media. The belief in a single, sentient, omnipotent God 
who brought the universe into being by his, her, or its will alone. Examples include the Abrahamic 
religions Judaism, Christianity, Islam, and the Baha'i Faith17, as well as Zoroastrianism and neo-
Tengrism.

Monotheistic-Emanationism: A single, ultimate God or Godhead which encompasses reality 
(pantheism), and may extend beyond it (panentheism). This is the view held by the Hinduism of the 
Upanishads, ISKCON (Hare Krishna Movement), Sikhism, and some mystics of the Abrahamic 
religions (including many Sufis and Kabbalists among individual iconoclasts in the religions). 
Additionally I would classify Hermeticism/Esoteric Alchemy as an ME doctrine.

Nontheistic-Emanationism: This ideology holds that reality emanates from some kind of 
ultimate reality or principle of the “nature of reality,” and that the process is by no means a conscious 
one. As has been mentioned, nontheism does not necessarily imply atheism, as it includes a mere lack 
of concern or attention given to the matter. For instance, in Buddhism it is the principles of the Dharma 
(regardless of what the exact principles of the sect are, e.g.: shunyata, consciousness, karma, 
impermanence, etc.) which allow existence to be. NE religions include Buddhism, Jainism, certain 
sects of Hinduism such as Mimamsa and Samkhya, and Taoism18, most notably.

The line between ME and NE is, admittedly, rather fine. Defining a principle of the 
“Transcendent” (meaning the progenitor of existence) is very subtly different (and perhaps 
insignificant) between abstract principle and ultimate deity. Indeed, many argue they are one and the 
same thing. A potential litmus test may lie in that it would be wrong to call any of the above NE 
systems either pantheist or panentheist19.

Finally, it is important to note that while I arrived at these conclusions by examining the 

17 The Baha'i Faith actually doesn't believe in a single moment of creation, but rather that the universe has existed 
eternally. Still they see God as the great “causer of all things.” Perhaps one could say the origin of causation itself. On 
this basis, and because God is ultimately separate from His creation ontologically, I would group this faith as MC.

18 Taoism in its popular form is sometimes PE, but at the basis of texts, the Tao is a nontheistic, all-encompassing force 
from which reality came and still comes to be.

19 Additionally that with ME the Ultimate can be sentient, whereas with NE there is no such potential for sentience.
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religions of the world as they have naturally occurred throughout history, I am by no means saying that 
religions which break the parameters of this model cannot exist in theory, simply that they do not occur 
often. For instance, generally a lot of newer religions such as neo-paganism sometimes will have sects 
which are soteriological in approach while maintaining a polytheistic theological view. 

Analysis of the Model Applied

Familial Groupings and Delineations

For the most part scholars of comparative religion have classified the religion families purely 
along geographic lines into the: Middle Eastern (Abrahamic and Iranian), Indian (Dharmic), East Asian 
(Taoic), African, Oceanian, American, Greco-Roman, and New Religious Groups (Encyclopædia 
Britannica Online). If we group the religions further according to their TOS predilection, the new 
familial classification system according to beliefs is: Abrahamic-Iranian (MC), Dharmic-Taoic (ME 
and NE), Indigenous (AC, PC, AE, PE), and new religious movements20.

Using the TOS model we see that the commonly accepted Confucianism is not in fact a religion 
(but rather a cultural philosophy) due to its materialist ontology and typical nontheism, and that both 
Shinto and Chinese folk religion should be classified with the indigenous religions. Of the East-Asian 
or so-called “Taoic” religions, only Taoism is an Axial religion, and as it shares so many similarities 
with the Indian (Dharmic) religions, it would have made little sense to exclude it in a separate 
ideological family category on its own.

Such classification and definition is just like discussing linguistics. One could say that religions
—as memetic systems—are analogous to languages in a variety of ways. The languages are classifiable 
by family, but we still have clear characteristics of grammar (agglutination, inflection, syntax) which 
are universal across language families. For example, Spanish and Arabic both allow for VSO syntax 
(verb-subject-object), even though they are from the Indo-European and Afroasiatic language families. 
Likewise, Kabbalah and Sikhism both are ME ideologies, even though Sikhism is an Indian religion 
and Kabbalah is a mystical Abrahamic sect. Indeed, on these bases these two are more ideologically 
similar than Kabbalah is to its parent MC religion Judaism, just as syntactically Spanish bears more 
resemblance to Arabic than its parent language of Latin which has an SOV (subject-object-verb) 
syntax.

This kind of approach will prove invaluable, if not essential for the kind of scientific study and 
scholarship of religion that Daniel Dennett has called for in his book Breaking the Spell: Religion as a 
Natural Phenomenon. I agree on this point, that religions should be studied and analyzed scientifically, 
as the powerful memetic frameworks they are, no differently than linguistics analyzes languages across 
families or music theory analyzes music across genres. For each of these there is the family, and there 
are patterns of relationships between families which allow for the most effective interdisciplinary 
discussion.

The Evolution of Religion

As soteriology is required for proselytism it is without a doubt the most important memetic 
adaptation for religions in recorded history. If we view memes as the equivalent of the genes of 

20 New religious movements are typically attempts at revival, reinterpretation, or syncretization of the older traditions and 
thus are capable of being any classification.
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ideological and conceptual systems, then these memes change over time like genes—adapting, 
evolving, and becoming more fit to spread and thrive. The Axial Age marks the adoption of the meme 
of salvation and thus the most powerful adaptation religions ever had for survival and propagation. I do 
not believe that something like the Axial Age (with the introduction of the unprecedented memetic 
adaption of soteriology) could have developed prior to the widespread use of writing. Writing allowed 
for the easier dissemination of ideas, including easier translation to new peoples. Suddenly, they (the 
memes) were no longer limited to one cultural/linguistic group. Before the time of the Axial Age, 
religions were very rarely being written down, so a salvific message would be limited to just the 
speakers of one language. Most of the Axial Age religions were written down during this period of a 
few hundred years probably simply because writing finally had become ubiquitous. Non-Axial 
religions are very rarely ever written down to a large degree, and religions with soteriologies are almost 
never not written down.

Thus, because Axial Religions are soteriological, they are more often written down (in order to 
better spread and preserve the salvific message). Because they are written down, they can spread the 
memes further and easier and new religions and sects can branch off even in the same geographical 
area, rather than the very slow process which formerly seemed to necessitate geographic separation 
(e.g. the PIE religion into Greek, Germanic, Indo-Iranian, Celtic, and so forth). The use of writing also 
makes religions better at adapting. In the past, when the religion became obsolete it would be quickly 
abandoned (die off as a living faith). But with a textual foundation, the texts can be added to, subtracted 
from, and continually translated and re-interpreted to match the changing geo-cultural environment. 
That's why the dominant religions are all Axial21: It is the process of memetic natural selection.

As one would predict, the Axial religions evolved out of polytheistic religions in similar parts of 
the world.22 What is interesting though is that the ontological position in most cases remains the same if 
we discount mystic minority sects. MC (predominantly Abrahamic-Iranian) came out of PC while ME/
NE (predominantly Indic-Taoic) came out of PE. Judaism—the progenitor of the MC Abrahamic 
religions—grew out of the PC of the Canaanite and Babylonian religions. Zoroastrianism evolved out 
of the polytheistic proto-Indo-Iranian religion23. Hinduism became the religion in its modern form out 
of Vedic/Aryan religion when a mystic sect evolved and Brahman was elevated to the supreme, single 
Godhead. This shift was from PE to ME, but the PE still remains in Hinduism for some. The NE 
Taoism too evolved out of the philosophies of the polytheistic ancient Chinese folk religion. If we 
examine the polytheistic religions as a whole, we actually see the seeds of what would later become 
soteriology in the simple models of heaven and hell, as with many PIE religions. These notions are not 
yet soteriological however, in that the “heaven” is not the attainment of perfection and nearness with 
the divine, simply an eternal, enjoyable state of living.

Looking at Campbell's four stages of the evolution of myth, and looking at the historical trend 
of religions, I believe the full trend of ideological evolution in terms of divinity is A > P > M > N. I 
base this assumption on a number of factors. The four stages Campbell outlined went from A to P to M/

21 The Axial religions are so widespread that the notion of a soteriology is what the average person today imagines when 
considering a religion. It is at times difficult for someone not trained in anthropology, comparative religions, mythology 
or sociology to imagine that a religion can exist without some sort of salvific aim.

22 One question which still remains in my mind regards the reason for why it is that the “non-Axial religions” are not 
“Axial.” In other words, I remain unsure of the reason as to why salvation was never a feature of these religions. I 
believe that such a question is very worth exploring, and may hold enormous insight into the philosophy of religion.

23 The most notable case of a shift in ontological views that I know of, likely due to the presence of many PC neighbors in 
the fertile crescent.
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N with the Axial Age, but I see the long-term shift as being towards N according to the manner with 
which NE religions simultaneously simplify and abstract divinity until it becomes a mere kind of 
concept of the ultimate nature of things. Furthermore they tend to devise an ontology distinct from and 
limited by phenomenology, so that this ultimate reality can be known or experienced somehow and 
applied to one's life practically. In other words, religious nontheism essentially says the ultimate nature 
of things is not a conscious entity but an abstract principle of existence which is the foundation of being 
itself. This removing of most of the “meta-ness” of metaphysics makes the religion more congruent 
with the philosophical concerns of the modern age (especially the lack of willingness to accept logical 
inconsistencies).

Conclusion & Final Thoughts

The most important patterns in religion are predominantly ideological in nature, rather than 
geographic or ecological. By peeling back the layers of symbolism, ritual, and terminology, it makes 
the ideologies highly digestable for curious seekers, scholars, students, and dialogues between religions 
alike. I recognize that this is not a perfect model, but I believe it is a step in the right direction towards 
further scientific and philosophical study as well as constructive dialogue between religions. I expect 
that the model will in time be refined well beyond my original design by individuals far more 
knowledgeable than myself.

This model both highlights the key areas of difference between religions, and at the same time 
illustrates the overarching unity of how they can effectively fulfill their role for humanity and how they 
are fundamentally similar to one another. The Axial religions all seek to realize a higher reality, while 
both the indigenous religions and materialist ideologies seek to find harmony with this reality and 
nothing more. Neither approach appears to be better than the other objectively: Both give to people the 
peace they need and fulfill whatever personal, visceral, spiritual need they seem to have regarding 
finding an approach to life. So while people argue about either pushing to reach a higher reality or 
peacefully easing into harmony with this reality, they appear to be two sides of the same hand in their 
effects sociologically and to an extent psychologically. Achieving one will generally achieve the other, 
and the ultimate goals of happiness and generativity transcend the division or differentiation between 
the two.

Following the present evolutionary trend, I believe that most of the religions in their modern 
form will die or become the minorities to a new dominant form of religion that is based in science and 
the scientific approach. The four functions are being fulfilled less and less well because society has 
evolved beyond the need for them. Cosmology is the domain of science, and society is upheld by 
comprehensive secular ethical codes and laws (in fact, at times it is the religions that are the biggest 
source of social and ethical problems!). Religions' functions are today mostly in helping individuals 
grow psychologically, motivating those individuals to impact their community positively, and 
especially: facilitating spiritual experiences. Religions of the past in their complete form have been 
outgrown, and we may see a shift towards emanationism as the dominant reality view, since 
creationism is rapidly losing ground in the face of science and a relentless secular logic which makes it 
difficult to uphold belief in creator gods.

Can these ideological divisions and discrepancies be transcended somehow? This is in some 
way the aim of many different religions and religious texts: The Tao Te Ching, the Buddhist philosophy 
of shunyata, and various verses of just about every single religion which stress the unknowable nature 
of the Absolute, or the failure of words to express it. I do not know the future of religion with any 
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certainty, but I believe that the future of religion lies not only in the dominance of a scientific approach, 
but the realization of this transcendence of "mere names,24" as the Tibetans often say. Two stanzas of 
the ancient Isha Upanishad (Easwaran 2007) resound with this hopeful thought:

In dark night live those
For whom the world without, alone is real;

In night darker still, for whom the world within
Alone is real. The first leads to a life
Of action, the second of meditation.

But those who combine action with meditation
Go across the sea of death through action

And enter into immortality
Through the practice of meditation.

So have we heard from the wise.

In dark night live those for whom the Lord
Is transcendent only; in night darker still,

For whom he is immanent only.
But those for whom he is transcendent
And immanent cross the sea of death

With the immanent and enter into
Immortality with the transcendent.
So have we heard from the wise. 

24 Tibetan: ming tsam (Thakchoe 2014)
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