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Preface

In Understanding Religion (Duckworth 1983) Eric J. Sharpe refers
to 'this immense panorama' when delimiting the range of
phenomena which might be classified as religious and therefore
available for study by students of religion. He envisages a vast
canvas on which to work, where 'Thor and Odin, Osiris and Horns,
Varuna and Mitra share the scene with Yahweh, Allah and the
ineffable Brahman' (p. x). Professor Sharpe's own career has
traversed most of the abovementioned divine beings, as a dazzling
array of contributions to landmark religious conferences and
publications bears witness.

Studies in Religion has often been considered problematic as an
academic discipline. This is partly because its practitioners employ
a plethora of methodological perspectives (for example,
archaeological, psychological, hermeneutic, philosophical and
historical), and partly because of its awkward relationship with
theology (in which the truth claims of particular traditions are
asserted). Eric J. Sharpe staunchly maintained that it was possible to
examine aspects of the immense panorama without inevitably being
drawn toward making decisions about which aspects were 'true' or
'false' .

This commitment to freedom from bias, whether theological or
cultural, is one of the great contributions made to the study of
religion by Eric J. Sharpe. It is evident in his studies of mission and
missionaries in India and China, including Not to Destroy but to
Fulfil (1965) and Karl Ludvig Reichelt (1984). It is especially
evident in Understanding Religion, and in Comparative Religion
(second edition 1986), a fascinating intellectual history of the
discipline from its origins to the mid-twentieth century. To know
the roots of one's traditions is to be well-equipped against
contemporary pitfalls. In a recent article Sharpe reminded the
Studies in Religion community that

(r)eligion is dangerous. It is also difficult. One has to work for a
lifetime to find out how little there is that can be known, and the
forces that it can release upon the unsuspecting.!

Eric J. Sharpe, 'Twenty Years On: Some Reflections on the Study of
Religion Then and Now', ASR Review, Vol. 11, No. 2, Spring 1998, p.
133.



Preface

This volume grew out of the farewell Symposium for Professor
Sharpe, who retired as Professor of Studies in Religion at the
University of Sydney on 30 June 1996. The Symposium took
place on 1 November of the same year, and featured three sessions.
These were Methodology, featuring the contributions to this volume
of lan Weeks and Tony Swain, with a panel discussion by Rachael
Kohn (ABC Religious Radio) and Philip Almond (University of
Queensland); Missiology, featuring the contributions to this volume
of Lyn Olson and Cyril Hally, with a panel discussion by Carole
Cusack, Peter Oldmeadow and Geoff Oddie (History, University of
Sydney); and Issues in the Study of Religion, featuring the
contributions to this volume of Garry Trompf, Robert Crotty and
William Emilsen, with a panel discussion by David Dockrill and
Ruth Lewin (University of Sydney). Eric J. Sharpe then gave a
Reply, and David Rumsey of the Conservatorium of Musi~ gave the
final presentation on Bach and the Holy Trinity in the Great Hall of
the University of Sydney. This included a performance of the
Prelude and Fugue in E Flat Major, from the Clavierubung Pt Ill,
and was followed by dinner in the University Club.

The other papers in this volume were commissioned or offered
by a variety of Eric J. Sharpe's colleagues and students, many of
whom were present at the Symposium or sent their regards. The
papers are arranged thematically in sections. The range qf material
in this volume is wide, an immense panorama indeed. It is
important to recognise that Eric J. Sharpe contributed to the
intellectual life of the University of Sydney and that of Australia in
general not only as the first Professor of Studies in Religion,
significant though that was. He contributed to academic
programmes in Asian Studies, teaching Hinduism and Buddhism;
and in Medieval Studies and Celtic Studies, by pioneering senior
undergraduate options in Celtic and Germanic mythology. He
encouraged students and colleagues alike to pursue excellence in all
areas of their activity, and it is with many thanks that we celebrate
his contribution and offer him this modest tribute.

viii
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