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Preface

In October 2010 a conference entitled “Homa Variations: From Vedic to Hindu and 
Buddhist” was held at Harvard University. For three days, a dozen scholars presented 
their work as it relates to the homa ritual. Over the course of that time, about two dozen 
others were in attendance as well. One of the high points of the conference was the per-
formance of a Newari homa by Naresh Bajracharya, one of the conference participants. 
Following the conference, additional papers were solicited to provide greater depth to 
this collection.
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Introduction

Richard K. Payne

i

This collection of essays is intended to place the study of the homa—a votive ritual 
employing fire, which is found throughout the tantric world—within a framework that is 
both cross-cultural and historically longitudinal. This placement thus expands the study 
of ritual change across two axes—temporal and cultural. The temporal dimension that we 
seek to establish for the study of ritual change is the longue durée. For the most part, work 
on ritual change has had a relatively narrow temporal dimension, which severely limits 
the possibility of drawing conclusions regarding patterns or types of change that may be 
regular or consistent. Changes noted over narrow historical spans are subject to being 
produced by idiosyncrasies of their particular situation.1 Second, the essays included 
make it possible to examine the effects of translocating rituals from one religious culture 
to another. Thus, the changes that this collection as a whole seeks to examine are ones that 
extend over time and across the boundaries between religious cultures. This collection 
addresses two audiences that appear to be largely disjunct from one another—scholars 
of ritual studies and scholars of Asian religions. For scholars of ritual studies we will first 
briefly introduce the homa, the ritual that provides the unifying theme for this collection. 
For scholars of Asian religions, we will then introduce the key theoretical issue of ritual 
change that informs the construction of this collection as a whole.

 INTRODUCING THE HOMA

Since research on the homa is important for both ritual studies and the study of Asian 
religions, it is a nexus of interaction for these two fields of study. It is important for ritual 
studies because this one ritual, despite particular sectarian inflections, has a history of 
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more than two millennia, and the Indo-Iranian and Vedic rituals that form an impor-
tant part of the source material for its development, extends that history to as much as 
four millennia. Over the course of its history, the homa has spread out from the Indian 
subcontinent into several different religious cultures, and in addition to South Asia, it is 
also found in Central Asia, East Asia, Southeast Asia, as well as now in Europe and the 
Americas. It is, therefore, one of very few instances of a ritual that can be studied over 
the longue durée, having undergone repeated ritual change and cultural adaptation while 
at the same time retaining an extensive and detailed textual record, and a clearly identifi-
able continuity of ritual practice.2

The homa employs a fire into which offerings are made. Although sometimes spoken 
of—rather loosely—as a sacrificial ritual, since the offerings are destroyed in the fire, it is 
more appropriate to consider it a votive ritual. That is, the offerings are being conveyed 
to the deities in expectation of a quid pro quo. One of the unifying factors for homas 
in almost all traditions is that the fire is identified as Agni, the Vedic fire god. Agni is 
central to Vedic fire rituals and those that derive from them because by consuming the 
offerings, Agni makes them pure and only then conveys them to the gods. Additional 
sets of offerings to other deities may be added into a ritual performance of the homa, but 
Agni is almost invariably the first deity evoked.3

Other similarities uniting the homa as performed across the range of traditions in 
which it is practiced include the kinds of offerings made, the altars upon which the 
ritual is performed, and the implements employed in the performance of the ritual. 
The offerings frequently include both material and symbolic offerings, such as clari-
fied butter or oil, grains and beans of various kinds, lights, incense, water for wash-
ing the deities’ feet, music, and so on—the specific combination of offerings and the 
specific kinds of offerings varying according to ritual culture. Such variations at times 
further reflect material culture as well, such as in the kinds of substitutions made for 
the substances offered.4 There are also consistent similarities in the shapes of the altar 
hearths employed for the performance of homas having different purposes. While sev-
eral traditions homologize the altar with a mandala, for the performance of a homa 
the altar is the hearth that contains the fire, and such hearths usually take one of a 
limited number of shapes. The shapes of hearths include circles, demilunes, stars, and 
so on, and specific shapes are employed for different ritual ends. Likewise, the imple-
ments employed in the performance of a homa are similar across various ritual cul-
tures. A widely shared instance of the implements employed are the ladle and a spoon 
used to make offerings. Although the sizes and shapes of these implements also vary 
across ritual cultures, the use of those two paired implements is also consistent and is 
one of the ritual details significant for demonstrating continuity from Vedic through 
to tantric ritual practice.

By comparison, implements are also important for the study of the history of the 
Zoroastrian fire ritual, the yasna. Michael Stausberg has noted that there are limita-
tions on what one can conclude regarding the antiquity of the yasna on the basis of 
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archaeological evidence, specifically mortars and pestles found in both performance of 
the yasna and in ancient sites such as Persepolis. Although the existence of mortars and 
pestles dating from the fifth century b.c.e. indicate the possibility that the yasna was 
performed that early, “the fact that similar or even identical implements have been used 
in a ritual context does not in itself constitute a valid proof for the hypothesis that it was 
‘the Yasna’ that has been performed with the help of these vessels.”5 In the case of the 
spoon and ladle used in the homa, however, the implements are not isolated from other 
ritual elements. In other words, the implements form part of a network of interrelated 
ritual elements, including other ritual implements, the shapes of altars, and the kinds of 
offerings made.

Other specific ritual elements found in performances of the homa also point to the 
historical continuity with Vedic ritual culture. One telling instance is the ritual con-
struction and destruction of the altar as found for example in the Japanese esoteric 
Buddhist tradition of Shingon. A defining characteristic of Vedic ritual culture is that 
ritual spaces are temporary constructions, usually interpreted as a consequence of the 
nomadic character of Vedic society. This is a clear difference from the fixed ritual sites of 
temples in Brahmanic and Hindu religious cultures. As temporary constructions, Vedic 
ritual action includes the construction and destruction of the ritual enclosures.6

Today in the Shingon tradition of Japanese esoteric Buddhism, the same 
actions—ritualized as symbolic ones—remain part of homa performance. As the final 
of the four rituals in the training sequence (shidō kegyō 四度加行) of a Shingon priest, 
the sequence of homa performances starts with the ritual construction of the altar and 
ends after several days of practice with its ritual destruction as well—it is dissolved into 
the five elements of the cosmos.7 Thus, although for probably centuries Shingon ritual 
practice has been done inside temple buildings at permanent altars, we find an almost 
vestigial remnant of the outdoor, temporary ritual enclosures of Vedic ritual practice. 
Other kinds of continuities and adaptations took place across the history of the homa. 
Adaptations are found in the religious cultures of China and Japan where interactions 
between the practices of the homa and other ritual practices were created. For example, 
Christine Mollier has discussed the development in China of a homa devoted to the 
seven stars of the Great Dipper.8 Similarly, in medieval Japan a Shintō version of the 
homa and other rituals based on tantric Buddhist prototypes were also developed.

As indicated by this brief description, the homa has been transmitted across the 
boundaries between several religious cultures, as well as having retained elements that 
point to a continuity of history extending over millennia. With roots in the rituals of 
Indo-Iranian and Vedic religious practices, and branches extending across the entire tan-
tric world, it has been adapted to a variety of different purposes and cultural settings. In 
addition, it is a very well documented ritual, including canonic descriptions, manuals 
for performance, polemical discussions, and the like. This makes it one of the best pos-
sible rituals for studying ritual change over a long period of time and across religious 
cultures.9 Before moving on to the issues involved in the study of ritual change per se, it 
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will be useful to consider the category of ritual and how it has been distinguished from 
other related phenomena, such as ceremonial and festival. Examining how categories are 
formed reveals either explicit or implicit theoretical commitments.

RITUAL, CEREMONIAL, FESTIVAL

As described in the essays that comprise this collection, the homa can be performed in a 
variety of different settings. In one case, for example, it is found as one element within a 
much larger complex of religious activities, such as the Navarātra described by Nawaraj 
Chaulagain in his chapter. In other cases, the homa is performed as a stand-alone ritual, 
such as in the Shugendō saitō goma discussed by Richard Payne. Such wide-ranging 
differences in the context of a homa performance may raise for some readers categorial 
concerns—what are we talking about when we say that the homa is a ritual, or that it is 
an element of a larger ceremonial sequence, or that it is performed as part of a festival? 
In contrast to some other approaches, we assert that it is not in fact possible to draw 
clear distinctions between these kinds of activities. While the categories are inherently 
fuzzy, the reflections of some earlier scholars helps us to discern a conceptual landscape 
within which to negotiate our path between homa as stand-alone ritual and as element 
in ceremonies or as part of a festival.10

Raymond Firth, for example, makes the distinction between ritual and ceremonial 
on the basis of conceptions of ritual efficacy. In his now classic studies of the Tikopia, 
Firth defines ritual as “a formal set of procedures of a symbolic kind, involving a code 
for social communication, and believed to possess a special efficacy in affecting techni-
cal and social conditions of the performers or other participants.”11 Ceremonial is in his 
view a subset of ritual, but

the emphasis is more upon symbolic acknowledgement and demonstration of a 
social situation than upon the efficacy of the procedures in modifying that situa-
tion. Whereas other ritual procedures are believed to have a validity of their own, 
ceremonial procedures, while formal in character, are not believed in themselves to 
sustain the situation or effect a change in it.12

Elsewhere he notes that such a “compressed distinction is not wholly satisfactory … [as] 
in practice they may merge into or alternate with one another.”13 Our purpose here, 
however, is not to develop a definitive way of distinguishing between the ritual and cer-
emonial, but rather the opposite—to emphasize the complexity of the overlapping cat-
egories of ritual, ceremonial, and festival.14 Attempts to formulate classificatory systems, 
typologies, or taxonomies for such forms of human behavior as ritual, ceremonial, and 
festival are necessarily stipulative, rather than corresponding to either an objective dis-
tinction, or to a conceptual structure that can be reliably applied universally. The utility 
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of such category systems depends upon and is limited to the objects of study. William 
Sax expresses a similar concern with the category of ritual as such. He describes it as the 
problem of reifying ritual so that scholars and others “mistake an analytic category for 
a natural kind.”15

One of the characteristics that many scholars call attention to when identifying ritu-
als is that rituals are performed repeatedly. In addition to being (at least potentially16) 
repeatable, rituals are contained performances intended to effect some end.17 We take 
these three characteristics—repeatability, marked limits in space and time, and teleo-
logical intent—as a kind of minimalist set of indicators of how we are using the term 
“ritual” here.

Many scholars have offered more expansive definitions or characterizations. For 
example, a partial list of characteristics is given by Bruce Lincoln, drawing on Catherine 
Bell’s work. “Bell identifies formality, tradition, invariance, rule-governance, and sacral 
symbolism as some of the marks by which ritual is regularly distinguished, and to these 
we might add repetition, solemnity, and countless factors that vary with cultural con-
text.”18 Similarly, although not offered explicitly as a definition, Sheldon Pollock lists 
“formalized, conventionalized, ceremonial, and symbolic behavior” as the character-
istics of ritual.19 As Lincoln suggests in the quotation above, such a list is not closed, 
and while the individual items on such a list may constitute elements of a family resem-
blance, the more strands one attempts to bind together to form a polythetic definition, 
the more diffuse that definition becomes and the less heuristic value it has. It is for this 
reason that we prefer a more minimalist approach, which serves the same ends of inclu-
sivity at least as well.

Further, there appears to be no general consensus about the various categories or ter-
minology that may be used in describing other related categories of activity, such as fes-
tival, ceremonial, and so on—and perhaps that is just as well. However, what such lack 
indicates is twofold. First, the categories are reflections of social practices, and second 
are themselves the product of other social practices. As a consequence, they are formed 
by existing preconceptions as well as by the fluidities of the objects of study. As social 
constructs the categories not only do not have, but cannot have clear boundaries. As 
intellectually satisfying as definitional clarity may be, it is always at best a limited accom-
plishment, one constrained by some delimited field of inquiry for which such clarity is 
possible. Beyond that field the categories formed to describe it lose their sharp edges, 
with marginal cases and increasingly fuzzy boundaries20 emerging. Thus, for example, 
we find some versions of the homa as examined in this collection to be part of the cer-
emonies marking a festival. While we can distinguish between them terminologically in 
this fashion, all three—ritual, ceremony, festival—are mutually implicative. Each cat-
egory informs the significance of the others, and to these three several others might be 
added as well.21 Rather than claiming that any specific form or function identifies ritual 
as a discrete category, or taking refuge in stipulating it as a scholarly category, Catherine 
Bell’s emphasis on ritualizing points up the fuzzy boundaries and ambiguities of the 
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category. She argues that “ritualization is a way of acting that specifically establishes a 
privileged contrast, differentiating itself as more important or powerful. Such privileged 
distinctions may be drawn in a variety of culturally specific ways that render the ritual-
ized acts dominant in status.”22 With this purposely minimalist indication of how we 
are using the term “ritual,” we can now consider the central theoretical issue for this 
collection, ritual change.

STUDYING THE DYNAMICS OF RITUAL CHANGE: THE LONGUE DURéE

The theoretical movement away from functionalist explanations, which emphasized sta-
bility and the return to the norm, has opened consideration of change and disruption 
as the normal state of affairs. As Pamela J. Stewart and Andrew Strathern put it, “stud-
ies of ritual practices today take into account not only variation but also creativity and 
innovation. This is in line with a general shift towards the study of change as distinct 
from continuity.”23 Many of the studies of ritual change that have appeared following 
this movement away from functionalist presumptions of stability and homeostasis have 
examined a particular ritual as it changes over a relatively short period of time. This 
has involved rethinking the status of ritual as historical, rather than as part of an eter-
nal, unchanging religious reality. John D. Kelly and Martha Kaplan have suggested that 
“Nowhere more than in the study of ritual has the turn to history raised fundamental 
questions for anthropology.”24 While ritual is frequently now discussed as process, prac-
tice, or performance, this needs to be qualified by a conception of any particular ritual 
as a historical entity.

The Historicality of Ritual

The study of ritual has changed dramatically over the period extending from the last 
quarter of the twentieth century to the present. The effects of those changes are still, 
however, being integrated into broader areas of study, such as religious studies. Reflective 
and critical studies have shown that in the nineteenth century ritual was one of the 
dichotomizing concepts around which the formation of conceptions of modernity, that 
is, the distinction between us and them, was crystallized. The tendency to define ritual as 
unchanging allowed it to be consigned if not to the dustbins of history, then to a childish 
stage of cognitive development. This evaluation reflects the self-image of Enlightenment 
modernism, boldly throwing off the shackles of tradition, freeing the individual from 
outdated and stultifying social impediments.

The Image of Ritual as Unchanging and Meaningless

A common conception of ritual in contemporary Western popular religious culture has 
been—and apparently continues to be despite changes in the academic community—that 
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ritual comprises a set of rigidly codified actions performed without reflection or inten-
tional involvement. In this view ritual is performed simply out of rote memorization and 
continues to be performed despite being meaningless. No doubt the idea that rituals are 
unchanging—performed by rote—has several sources. One important source, however, 
is the common equation of tradition and authority. As Monica Wilson noted, “Ritual 
is commonly validated partly by its supposed antiquity … real or supposed.”25 This strat-
egy for claiming authority is no doubt one of the reasons that ritual has been seen as 
unchanging—in order to be meaningful, valid, or effective, ritual needed to be socially 
understood as partaking in a continuity of action going back beyond current memory. 
In such matters, however, current memory seems to be very short, such that “within a 
short space of time new forms are accepted as ‘traditional’ in ritual.”26 In addition to this 
common strategy employed within religious traditions, however, theoretical and meth-
odological commitments of academic studies of ritual also contributed to the image of 
ritual as unchanging.

For almost a century, for example, anthropology was defined as methodologically 
distinct from history, choosing to focus on the “anthropological present.” Although 
not necessarily intended to do so, such “snapshots” generally reinforced the image of 
the “primitive Other” as existing in a timeless, that is, unchanging social reality.27 This 
imagery both reinforced and was reinforced by the theologically informed rhetoric of 
distinction made in the early development of religious studies between Christianity 
as vital and changing, in contrast with other religions portrayed as ossified, outdated, 
stultifying impediments to social and material progress, ready to be supplanted by the 
“Good News.”28 More broadly, these images, presumptions, and rhetorics were part of 
the modernist justification for colonialism and imperialism. The twin benefits of the 
steam engine and the Gospel were to be brought to all the world’s people.

Christiane Brosius and Ute Hüsken have pointed out that this popular image of ritual 
as meaningless29 is also of the rhetoric of “high modernity.” Citing the founding work of 
figures such as William Robertson Smith (1846–1894), James George Frazer (1854‒1941), 
Arnold van Gennep (1873‒1951), and Émile Durkheim (1858–1917), they point out that 
the term “ritual”

was imbued with stereotyping connotations referring to the odd, obsolete, primi-
tive, timeless and thus unchanging, opposed to the notions of modern, civilised 
and progressive. Rituals were tied to religion, and according to a secular worldview, 
deemed an inappropriate form of action in a civilised, “enlightened” society.30

This rhetoric of high modernity equating progress with secularization31 has itself come 
into question, for example, by Eric Wolfe32 and more recently by Robert Bellah.33 
Similarly, focus on the anthropological present has increasingly given way to a recogni-
tion that because of colonialism putatively “traditional” societies available for anthro-
pological study were actually themselves undergoing significant changes created by the 
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stresses resulting from the very colonial status that made research possible.34 Such reflec-
tions contributed to what Philippe Buc has described as the “crossbreeding of history 
and anthropology—an encounter that began before World War II and picked up speed 
in 1970s.”35 Kelly and Kaplan note that in addition to the image of ritual as static,

the anthropological images of ritual have always existed in complex relations with 
a reservoir of images of ritual in Western culture more generally, relations of dis-
placement, usurpation, inversion, subversion, incorporation, and transformation, 
of images authored by missionaries, travelers, conquerors, and others, such as jug-
gernaut, suttee, yogic asceticism, vedic mystery, human sacrifice, cannibalism, 
head-hunting, firewalking, charlatan priests, and natives dancing in firelight.36

Particularly in the last quarter of the twentieth century, the field of religious studies has 
been expanded by scholars whose background training lay in fields other than theology, 
and as a consequence such tropes as “the timeless East,” “eternal truths,” and “the Asian 
mind” have been questioned.37

Despite these and other critiques, such preconceptions of ritual comprise a deeply 
embedded cultural residue, a residue formed out of the theological debates dating at least 
back to the period of the Protestant Reformation. As found in contemporary American 
popular religious culture, they evidence the triumph of broadly Protestant understand-
ings of the nature of ritual. Commonly, usage of the very term “ritual” in that religious 
culture carries a dismissive tone or pejorative connotation.38 Consonant with the chal-
lenges to the rhetoric of high modernity that presumed secularization as an inevitable 
historical process, increasingly frequent challenges to this stereotypical image of ritual as 
unchanging and meaningless are now also to be found in the academic study of religion, 
including religious studies per se, and also the social scientific studies of religion such as 
history, anthropology, and archeology.

According to Brosius and Hüsken, this stereotypic image of ritual as outmoded religi-
osity and inadequate science began to change in the late 1970s. The concept of ritual was 
applied to secular and political dimensions of society, and from there began to be applied 
more widely.39 Running throughout these new valorizations of ritual as a social process, 
“ritualizing” as Catherine Bell40 called it, much of the emphasis has been on ritual as 
historically located, although perhaps not explicitly theorized as such. In other words, 
ritual is treated as something that occurs at a particular time and place for a particular 
reason.

In Buddhist studies, despite the long-standing imagery of the tradition as the arche-
typal expression of enlightened spontaneity, even Chan and Zen have recently come 
under examination as ritual traditions.41 For many Western converts to Buddhism, 
the representation of the tradition as rational, humanistic, in accord with science, and 
opposed to ritualism has become a modern dogma.42 That representation, however, has 
been overdetermined by apparent congruence of the “rhetoric of immediacy” of the 



 Introduction j  9

Chan and Zen tradition43 and the neo-Romantic religious conceptions of immediate 
perception and spontaneous realization. Concomitant with this has been attention to 
embodiment as an important theme.44 Hopefully this latter will facilitate an intellec-
tual awareness that Buddhist meditation, despite claims of exceptionalism, is located 
on a spectrum of yogic practices, themselves highly ritualized, and deriving from Indic 
sources—and not a unique marker of Buddhist identity.

The issues related to such a revisioning of yogic practice require an awareness of ritual 
as a historical entity, which is what is meant here by its “historicality.”45 Although the 
claim that ritual is historical may on the face of it seem unproblematic, many studies of 
ritual have tended to examine ritual as a particular instance, sometimes in the idiom 
of the “ethnographic present,” and at other times from a short-term perspective, that is 
histoire événementielle. Such short-term perspectives, however, tend to obscure the his-
toricality of any particular ritual as a social phenomenon. Many social phenomena have 
been studied historically, such as, to take some arbitrary examples, the book, democracy, 
fashion, and domesticated plants. There is, therefore, no inherent reason that rituals 
should not also be considered as historical entities.

The historicality of ritual is demonstrated in this collection. Examining a variety of 
different instances of the homa over a period of more than two and a half millennia 
shows a variety of changes in the ritual’s performance. As suggested earlier, in the course 
of that history, the homa has been adapted into several different religious cultures, being 
transformed in identifiable ways. The homa retains an identity that makes it recogniz-
ably the “same” ritual, despite having been transmitted across both temporal expanses 
and cultural boundaries.

 Ritual Change/Ritual Invariance

Despite the resistance of popular religious culture, the preconceptions embedded in 
ordinary language about ritual, and the theological foundations of religious studies, 
that rituals change is no longer a radical observation. Bruce Lincoln has suggested that 
a shift in intellectual climate—from one regarding ritual as static to one that regards 
ritual as a historical entity subject to change like any other historical entity—took place 
around 1980.46 Similarly, Michael Stausberg asserts that “the discovery that rituals are 
mechanism[s]  of world making in their own right and hence merit an independent 
inquiry was one of the starting points for the recent take-off of ‘ritual studies’ since the 
1970s.”47 Since that time, a substantial body of scholarship has been created examining 
not only ritual per se but also ritual change.

On the other hand, the idea that ritual is invariant, that is, stable or 
unchanging—sometimes to the degree of being synonymous with pathology—also 
remains strong. Some scholars working in the area of cognitive theories of ritual con-
tinue to theorize while holding an a priori conception that ritual is invariant, and that 
ritual practitioners hold concomitant attitudes. For example, Robert N.  McCauley 
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summarizes work by Pascal Boyer and Pierre Liénard suggesting that cultural construc-
tion of certain

evolved dispositions of the human mind is responsible for everything about reli-
gious rituals from the fact that they must be carried out just right each and every 
time, to the fact that at each step they require concentration on particular compo-
nents of the action at hand, to their focus on a comparatively small set of recurrent 
themes. Those themes have to do with such things as managing problems of con-
tamination, hence the focus on cleaning and washing, and creating and maintain-
ing order and boundaries.48

Boyer and Liénard in turn point to Roy Rappaport as the source of this list of charac-
teristics.49 According to Boyer and Liénard, Rappaport had “enjoined” anthropologists 
to explain “the ‘obvious’ (i.e., obvious to all anthropologists) aspects of ritual—those 
frequent features that a decent model should explain.”50 They summarize these aspects 
under six rubrics. First, “no obvious empirical goals:  ‘meaningless’ acts” within which 
they distinguish between the meaninglessness of specific acts within the ritual and the 
purpose for which a ritual is performed. Second, compulsion, which they describe in 
terms of a feeling that one “must perform a specific ritual, that it would be dangerous, 
unsafe, or improper not to do it.” Third, literalism and rigidity, which indicates that 
despite variation between ritual performances, “people strive to achieve a performance 
that matches their representation of past performances, and that they attach great emo-
tional weight to any deviation from that remembered pattern.” Fourth, “repetition, reit-
eration, redundancy,” that is, doing the same action several times, the exact number of 
repetitions and the exactness of the repetition being important. Fifth, “order and bound-
aries,” which both distinguishes ritual from “the relatively unpredictable patterns of 
nonritual environments,” and distinguishes the ritual space from “the other, unmarked 
space.” And, sixth, a set of “specific concerns” in exemplification of which they identify 
as common themes: “pollution and cleansing, protection against invisible dangers, and 
the creation of a special space and time.”51

Liénard and Boyer develop this characterization of ritual in order to identify the 
cognitive processes formative of ritual practices. They point to Freud’s “tantalizing 
observation that obsessive neurosis should be seen as a private cult and religion as a col-
lective form of neurotic obsession.”52 While Freud’s conception of “ritual as pathology” 
has been thoroughly critiqued to the point that it is no longer a viable explanation,53 
Liénard and Boyer do explore the similarities between such behaviors as children’s 
rituals, obsessive-compulsive disorder, and life-stage-relevant intrusive thoughts that, 
although “clearly different” manifest “a common set of cognitive processes.”54 That there 
are consistent similarities between rituals and that such similarities may result from cog-
nitive processes shared by ritual practitioners and others does not, however, establish 
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that rituals are invariant. It may simply indicate that the ideology of rituals frequently 
includes claims to invariance. Such ideological claims, however, are not descriptive.

One explanation of ritual change is that actors always intend invariance, but must 
adapt to particular situations. They intend to adhere to an invariant model, and when 
changes are made, the intent is always to revert to that model—the changes being under-
stood to be temporary and undesirable. This may certainly be the case with some rituals, 
but it is hardly universal. Several instances of intentional and systematic changes to ritu-
als and ritual systems are known. The example of changes to Christian ritual in the course 
of the Reformation is quite clear and quite dramatic. That period is very well-studied 
and such studies reveal that wide-ranging sectarian differences in the performance of the 
“same” rituals developed in the course of a century or so. In some instances, very radical 
transformations of ritual practices took place in even shorter periods of time.55 Perhaps 
the most radical instance of ritual change is ritual failure, events that a theory of ritual 
based on a strong understanding of invariance would find difficult to incorporate.

Ritual Failure

As suggested, there is increasing acceptance of the idea that rituals do in fact change, 
and study of the ways in which ritual changes take place. Ritual change, however, also 
implies continuity. Distinct from ritual change with its implication of continuity is the 
idea of ritual failure. As a concept, ritual failure has entered the scholarly lexicon rela-
tively recently and has been employed in two distinct ways. In one usage, the phrase is 
used to identify those ritual performances that fail to meet their intended goals. An 
example of this usage is Michael D. K. Ing’s discussion of a famous instance of ritual 
failure that befell no lesser of a ritual expert than Confucius himself.56 According to 
the “Tangong Shang” chapter of the Liji, Confucius attempts to perform the rites for 
a joint burial of his parents, including the construction of burial mounds (rather than 
grave burials). Shortly after completing the rites, heavy rains fell and the burial mounds 
collapsed. Ing suggests that the treatment of this event in the Liji reveals two conflicting 
interpretations of the events—was the failure preventable, and due to Confucius himself 
having somehow not performed the rites properly, or was the failure unpreventable, the 
result of circumstances outside Confucius’s control? Ing’s own suggestion is that the two 
interpretations cannot be resolved. He says that the passage “can be read as asserting a 
kind of descriptive ambiguity such that it reveals the uncertain and even risky nature of 
ritual performance. Both kinds of failures exist, yet the actors in the passage, the authors 
of the passage, and readers of the text often cannot distinguish the agencies involved in 
the failure.”57

Robert N. McCauley and E. Thomas Lawson suggest that individual ritual failures 
can accumulate to the point of crisis, that is to a ritual system as such “crashing.” They go 
on to suggest that it “is easy enough to see how the crash of such a ritual system may well 
lead to the group’s extinction” as a religious organization.58 Whether this actually then 
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follows or not is dependent upon a variety of other factors related to such issues as fre-
quency of performance (scaled low to high), sensory pageantry (scaled low to high), and 
ritual form (bivalent as either special agent or special patient/instrument).59 This sug-
gests one of the ways that ritual failure in the first usage, the failure of a ritual to accom-
plish its goals, leads to ritual failure in the second usage, the cessation of ritual practices.

As with many novel concepts, ritual failure used in this second way has led to consid-
erations indicating that it requires additional nuance. Having moved from the image of 
rituals as “timeless and unchanging,” to the ideas that rituals change, the reality of the 
cessation of ritual practices per se, has in turn generated a conception of ritual transfor-
mation as a range of changes and cessations, “rather than as a binary indicator of failure 
or success.”60 Timothy Insoll goes on to conclude that “ritual failure has to be conceived 
of almost on a sliding scale of effect, from personal failure, the ritual did not bring the 
desired results, through kin group, community, society, and so on. The key point being 
that ritual failure must be considered complex and multi-scalar.”61

Studies of ritual change,62 and perhaps even more so ritual failure,63 provide a substan-
tive basis not only for refuting the idea that ritual is static and invariant but also the idea 
that ritual is empty of cognitive significance. As Vasiliki G. Koutrafouri and Jeff Sanders 
note in their archeological study of ritual failure, “Rituals form fundamentally resilient 
systems: therefore ritual represents a particularly emotive and powerful phenomenon.”64 
Similarly, Insoll emphasizes that “considering ritual failure poses a challenge to ahis-
torical and static constructs of ritual practices and religious beliefs, and instead permits 
ritual agency and a more dynamic perspective to be adopted.”65

Theoretical Consequences of Changing Rituals: Varieties of Ritual Change

Functionalism, or more fully structural functionalism, has been a dominant metatheo-
retical orientation in the social sciences for over a century. Its main explanatory device 
was to interpret social actions, including rituals, in terms of their contribution to main-
taining social cohesion and social stability. Although functionalism increasingly faded 
in sociology and anthropology from the mid-twentieth century, it seems to have contin-
ued to play an implicit function in ritual studies up to around the end of the century. In 
part this seems to have been due to what Bruce Lincoln has called the “common under-
standings of ritual that stress tradition, fidelity, and timeless repetition.”66 As already 
noted, Lincoln suggests that beginning in the 1980s, researchers have increasingly 
“turned their attention to the question of change and discontinuity in ritual.”67 Despite 
this metatheoretical shift, religious rhetorics have long employed a self-representation of 
providing access to a timeless and unchanging transcendent reality, and in doing so often 
presented an image of the rituals that enabled such access to the timeless as themselves 
stable and unchanging. In this case we see the claim that rituals are invariant to be part 
of an ideological system. This has been perhaps one of the mitigating factors contribut-
ing, along with the popular conceptions identified by Lincoln, to the lag time between 
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the decline of functionalism and the rise of studies of ritual change. Conversely, this 
image of unchanging stability has also informed an “anti-ritual prejudice” that explains 
ritual as a kind of mindless repetition of meaningless actions.68 Although no longer an 
unqualified authority, Freud’s continuing influence on popular religious culture also 
contributes to the understanding that ritual is an inefficacious repetition of symbolic 
actions as part of an obsessive dysfunction. As we saw above, his ideas are specifically 
identified as part of the background informing some studies of ritual in cognitive science 
of religion.

Studies of ritual change have begun to identify some of the ways in which such change 
takes place. It seems premature to attempt a taxonomy of change, but three patterns of 
change are by mixing of disparate ritual elements, by invention of new rituals, and by the 
routinization of visionary experience.

Ritual Change by Mixing

One kind of change that has been studied results from the mixing together of ritual 
elements from differing ritual traditions. Monica Wilson examined the changes in wed-
ding rituals in southern Africa, where over a period of a century and a half traditional 
practices of the Nguni people were confronted by Christian missionaries backed by colo-
nial powers. Seeking to discern “any general principles of change in ritual,” she concludes 
her study by suggesting three processes of ritual change.69 In the first, rites “were taken 
over complete, almost without modification.”70 The second process involves a selective 
adoption of ritual elements—“some of the conventions of western marriage were taken 
over piecemeal, and details copied.”71 And in the third process, while elements were bor-
rowed, they were also transformed. These three are descriptive categories, and Wilson 
finally concludes by highlighting the determinative role of the ways in which social rela-
tions are conceived and the important role of the imagination. “A poet’s associations 
always lie within the frame of his experience as a member of a particular society within 
a given culture, but inside that frame his imagination roves; the symbols used in rituals 
are poetic and dramatic forms accepted by a community, through time.”72

Susan Sered has also examined ritual change resulting from the mixing of different 
ritual elements from different ritual traditions and has offered a taxonomy based upon 
the agent responsible:  individuals, professionals, or institutions.73 She comments that 
the tendency to view ritual as unchanging is not supported by the childbirth rituals that 
she studied. “The ritual fluidity, multiplicity, and creativity observed in these studies 
suggests that conventional scholarly understandings of ritual are far too static, too likely 
to emphasize repetition rather than change, and too quick to assume that everyone in a 
particular culture group engages in more or less the same ritual acts.”74

While her categorization based on agency is made problematic by the absence of 
any criteria for what constitutes a ritual,75 of more interest to our present goal of estab-
lishing the longitudinal study of ritual is differentiation of “distinct arenas of ritual 
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configuration”: reservoirs, menus, and packages. “Reservoirs” designates a societal ritual 
system, “menus” designates “the clusters of rituals associated with particular streams, 
modalities, traditions, subgroups, and so on,” while “packages” designates the ritual 
complex employed by an individual.76 This terminology points to different scopes of 
study when considering longitudinal change.

In their study of ritual changes in Papua New Guinea, Stewart and Strathern describe 
similar dynamics. They examine the restorative ritual known as rindi kiniya, which was 
employed to “repair all kinds of problems, from those within the human body to those in 
the whole cosmos.”77 Significant social and political changes to Duna society began with 
colonial influences starting in the 1930s, and then incorporation into the nation-state of 
Papua New Guinea in 1975. Christian missionaries of many different kinds, supported 
by colonial and governmental powers, brought about a sharp disruption to Duna reli-
gious practices. Steward and Strathern point out, however, that this is not simply a mat-
ter of displacing one religion with another. “The Christian God has been slotted in as 
the ultimate power in the world, to whom prayers have to be directed for world making 
and remaking, yet certain of the traditional notions are very much blended and inter-
twined with Christian ones.”78

 Ritual Change by Invention

Given the emphasis on ritual invariance and continuity from some founding event in 
the past, this category has received very little attention. Indeed, as Catherine Bell noted, 
“the tendency to think of ritual as essentially unchanging has gone hand in hand with 
the equally common assumption that effective rituals cannot be invented.”79 The type 
of ritual change intended under the rubric of invention may perhaps be best exemplified 
by the Last Supper because of its very familiarity. While the Last Supper is frequently 
thought of as the origin story (etiological myth) for the Eucharist, it may also be read as 
recording the invention of a ritual. In conversation with Catherine Albanese several years 
ago she described an experimental performance of what I now think of as a womanist 
Eucharist. As I recall her description now, this was performed by a Catholic priest for 
a select group of women and was only performed once—and only intended to be per-
formed once. While many attempts to define ritual point to repetition, Albanese’s reflec-
tions suggest that rituals can be rituals without in fact being repeated, simply on the basis 
of having been scripted and formalized. In addition to repetition as a defining character-
istic of ritual being made problematic by ritual invention, so also is the criterion of public 
or communal action. Although under the enduring influence of Freud private ritual is 
still not uncommonly considered pathological, private invented ritual has also been noted 
as potentially beneficial.80 Bell gives several additional examples of ritual invention.81

One of the things that makes examination of this category difficult is the fuzziness 
of the category of ritual, as indicated by Bell’s notion of ritualization. If we consider 
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again the instance of the Last Supper, we see a meal being ritualized, in this case by 
divine injunction. The meal remains the foundational metaphor, but as the consequence 
of a long history of ritualization has almost disappeared under the weight of ritualized 
symbolism. Part of this process has been to reify the ritual as a distinctly different form 
of activity from daily life, and thereby to demarcate it as something without a history as 
such, though with a founding moment.

As opposing extremes on a continuum of ritual change, the idea of ritual invention 
complements the idea of ritual failure. As the most radical kind of ritual change, inven-
tion highlights the importance of social construction in our understanding of rituals.82 
Several of the studies that have followed on the now classic The Invention of Tradition 
emphasize the limits of invention. 83

The invention of ritual is not an unconstrained process and as such points up the 
importance of the difference between arbitrary behaviors and social conventions. 
The former carries a connotation of being totally unmotivated by any precedent and 
capable of being created entirely anew. The use of this understanding of arbitrary in 
some intellectual circles today would seem to originate in Saussure’s usages regarding 
the relation between a signifier and a signified. For example, it is arbitrary which side 
of the square cap a graduate’s tassle is worn on. It could just as well be the right as the 
left. But local custom determines appropriate practice. In some cases, undergraduates 
will wear it on the right side, while graduates wear it on the left, while in other cases, 
the tassle is switched from one side to the other upon receipt of the diploma. Thus, 
rather than being entirely unmotivated by any history, such practices—despite the 
possibility of being changed without loss of the link in meaning between signifier 
and signified—do have a social history and are motivated by that history, that is, by 
social convention.

In the case of ritual invention, it is methodologically important to clarify that there is 
effectively no instance that is fully arbitrary. Returning to our example, we note that in 
contrast to understanding the Last Supper as an instance of invention, and in line with 
the general argument of his book, Bernhard Lang argues that “Jesus does not seem to 
have ‘invented’ the ritual handling and consumption of a token piece of bread and the 
drinking of wine; arguably, what he did was transform a well-known and often practiced 
form of sacrifice celebrated at the Jerusalem Temple in his period.”84 There will always be 
a social or historical context that provides conventional elements or interpretations. The 
distinction between “designed” (Lang’s term) and invented evidences the importance 
for anyone describing a ritual case as one of invention clearly to delineate between the 
new invention as ritual and the social and cultural conventions and symbols that inform 
the newly invented ritual. Equally important will be the clear explication of the criteria 
by which invention is determined. For one study, a theological or doctrinal distinction 
may be taken as a marker of invention, while in other contexts of inquiry structural or 
symbolic innovations may be used to delineate invention.85
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Ritual Change by Routinization of Visionary Experiences

One of the suggestions regarding the origin of some kinds of rituals, such as sādhanas 
practiced individually, is that someone who has a visionary experience attempts to 
transmit a method for attaining the same experience to another person. This rou-
tinization of visionary experiences allows for the creation of new rituals, though 
no doubt drawing extensively on ritual elements available in the religious milieu. 
Geoffrey Samuel has noted that by now it is something of a cliché to suggest “that 
much of the writing of the Mahāyāna sūtras reflects visionary and meditative prac-
tices.”86 There is good reason that it has become a cliché, since the claim regarding 
the routinization of visionary experiences is found as early as the Yogācārabhūmi, 
a Buddhist text that dates from the early or middle of the second century.87 In his 
study of this work Paul Demiéville describes visionary experiences of various monks, 
including the visionary ordination of a Kashmiri teacher named Dharmadatta (or 
Dharma). Entering samādhi Dharmadatta was able to travel to Tuṣita heaven, where 
he was ordained by Maitreya, the future Buddha. Dharmadatta then transmitted this 
ordination to a Chinese disciple.88

Extending the idea of the importance of visionary experiences by comparing several 
Buddhist texts with the Bhagavadgītā, Stephan Beyer proposed a “wave of visionary the-
ism sweeping over the whole of northern India, influencing Hindu contemplatives as 
well as the [Buddhist] yoga masters of Kashmir.”89 The structure that Beyer proposes is 
that following on visionary experiences, systems of practice—“visualization and magical 
creation”90—were instituted so as to enable practitioners to purposely re-experience the 
visionary realities, such as Tuṣita. Both the visionary experiences and the ritualized prac-
tices (sādhana, etc.) intended to enable others to access those same visionary experiences 
are, however, known to us from texts, such as the descriptions in the Bhagavadgītā that 
Beyer highlights. Among such texts, Beyer includes the Pure Land sūtras, the vision-
ary characteristics of which have been discussed by Jan Nattier91 and Paul Harrison. 
Harrison has suggested a slightly different interpretation, one that points to the use of 
visual imagery not descriptively as referencing an originary visionary experience, but 
rather as a form of transformative exercise. Specifically Harrison discusses the jeweled 
trees of Sukhāvatī, which are described as being comprised of various precious sub-
stances, in all of the possible combinations of substances and tree parts (roots, trunk, 
branches, leaves, and so on).92 The importance of texts and the necessity of complement-
ing texts with observation will be the focus of the next section.

These three types of change—mixing, invention, routinization—are examples of the 
kinds of consistent patterns that might become the basis of more wide-ranging studies 
of ritual change. As mentioned above, our concern here is with change over long peri-
ods of time, the longue durée. Studies seeking to examine longitudinal changes, that is, 
identifying and explaining changes to rituals that take place over extended time periods, 
require a combination of methods.
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HOW TO CROSS THE LONGUE DURéE: TEXTS + ETHNOGR APHY

For the historical study of ritual, that is over the longue durée, it is necessary to have 
recourse to texts. Philippe Buc has claimed, however, that dependence solely upon texts 
is methodologically problematic “because we do not have access to ritual practices, but 
only to texts depicting them (a given that renders impossible from the very start the 
use of certain kinds of anthropological models).”93 This is, however, one of the things 
that makes the homa especially valuable for the longitudinal study of ritual change.94 
First, there is an extensive ritual literature specifically on the homa—including not only 
descriptions but also prescriptions, that is, ritual manuals. This literature continues for 
well-over a millennium and a half, is found throughout the tantric world, and in several 
of the languages of that world. And, second, this literary record is complemented by sev-
eral living religious traditions in which the homa continues to be performed. These tra-
ditions are found in quite different religious cultures and are available for observation as 
a publicly performed ritual. It seems entirely plausible that were a ninth-century Śaivite 
tantrika to somehow observe a homa performed in the Shingon temple in Sacramento, 
California, on a New Year’s morning in the twenty-first century he would recognize it as 
a variant of the ritual with which he was already intimately familiar.

Catherine Bell has noted that the need for context in understanding texts, including 
ritual ones, is now commonly accepted—“a text should not be approached in isolation or 
abstraction from the historical milieu in which it was written.”95 She goes on, however, to 
raise additional important questions about the relation between textualization and ritu-
alization, which are left unanswered even by a focus on a text’s context. These constitute

a more underlying set of questions. What is the significance or functional effect of 
writing ritual down, both vis-à-vis ritual and as a written text? How does writing 
a text or depicting ritual in a text act upon the social relations involved in textual 
and ritual activities? Ultimately, how are the media of communication creating a 
situation rather than simply reflecting it; how are they restructuring social interac-
tions rather than merely expressing them?96

Understanding the textual record of the homa over several centuries is a necessary step 
toward answering Bell’s questions—whether these questions are directed toward the 
contemporary academic describing a ritual observed, or toward someone working in a 
traditional milieu in which a ritual manual or canonic source prescribing a ritual perfor-
mance was created.

While many different kinds of textual records may be of use, probably the most 
extensive body of textual material directly related to ritualized practices is to be found 
in ritual manuals and prescriptive scriptural texts along with their commentaries. The 
detailed information regarding ritual performance found in such texts is examined in 
several of the essays in this collection.
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Ritual manuals and prescriptive scriptures are, of course, not without difficulties as 
resources for the study of ritual. Regarding the materials related to the shift from Vedic 
to Brahmanic ritual, Timothy Lubin notes that the prescriptive texts “are anonymous 
works of uncertain provenance and date, probably composite in origin, and inadequately 
edited in their standard published forms.”97 Another issue, noted by Geoffrey Samuel in 
his discussion of the textual sources dating from the origin of tantra, is that “the rela-
tionship between text and practice in the material is often oblique.”98

Both ritual manuals and prescriptive scriptures share the problem that their authors 
assume a great deal of knowledge that the contemporary reader may not have as part of 
their own cultural experience or religious training. At a very basic level, for example, it is 
not uncommon for ritual manuals to simply identify ritual elements, such as mantra and 
mudrā, by a name, rather than describing in full or (literally) spelling out. The author 
of the ritual manual assumes that the practitioner is already trained and knows how to 
perform the necessary mudrā, or knows how to recite the mantra as required at some 
particular point in the ritual. In some cases, a mantra may not even be identified as a 
mantra, but simply by its name, such as “astra.”99

Prescriptive scriptural sources may be even more obscure, taking for granted 
either what was common knowledge at the time, but which is no longer commonly 
known, or in other cases polemic debates unknown to the reader in the present. The 
Vairocanābhisaṃbodhi sūtra, for example, has a chapter discussing different kinds of 
homa fires.100 Why? What is this about? Presumably it has to do with other votive prac-
tices employing fires that were contemporaneous to the cult of the text itself. But what 
practices?, whose practices?101

Similarly obscure is the description of an “internal homa” that closes this chapter of 
the Vairocanābhisaṃbodhi sūtra:

Next, internal homa extinguishes karma and [re]birth.
Understanding one’s own manas (mind), one dissociates oneself from form, 

sound, and so on.
The eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and body, as well as verbal and mental action,
All arises entirely from the mind and depend upon the mind-king.
The eyes and so on, born of differentiation, as well as the objective realms of form 

and so on,
Obstacles to wisdom unborn, the Wind-parched Fire is able to extinguish.
It burns away false differentiation and accomplishes the pure bodhi-mind.
This is called internal homa, and it has been taught for bodhisattvas.102

Is this a prescription for visualizing oneself performing a homa ritual? What is the 
“wind-parched fire?” Is it pointing to contemplation of the mind itself as an alterna-
tive to ritual performance?103 An additional difficulty is that in such instances any com-
mentaries may be of limited utility or reliability. The author of the commentary may be 
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separated from the author/s of the scripture by both time and culture. Continuing with 
our example, there are two major commentaries on the Vairocanābhisaṃbodhi sutra, one 
by the eighth-century Indian monk Buddhaguhya (commentary dates from 760), and the 
other by the Chinese monk Yi Xing (683–727). A commentator such as Buddhaguhya 
working a century or more after the compilation of the tantra in India may still be famil-
iar with the tradition of practice constellated in the Vairocanābhisaṃbodhi, but has 
perhaps already lost touch with the polemic context (or, alternatively may know it so well 
as to assume it does not require explanation). Similarly, although Yi Xing’s commentary 
is no doubt rooted in his work with Śubhakarasiṃha in translating the text into Chinese 
and is historically closer to the probable origin of the sutra in the mid-seventh century, 
his own religious culture is distinct from that of the text’s author(s).

Despite these kinds of difficulties, the textual record provides us with the most 
important source we have for studying the dynamics of ritual change, including adap-
tations across religious cultures, over a wide historical horizon.104 The methodologies 
of textual studies are well established and can be brought to bear for the study of ritual 
over the longue durée. What is necessary, however, is that the kinds of questions asked 
of the texts shift from the still common focus on doctrinal matters to matters of rit-
ual and practice. Changing the questions being asked will also entail a change in the 
kinds of textual materials examined, as well as a change in the background knowledge 
for research of this kind. Answering questions about ritual and practice will require 
a shift in the knowledge base a researcher brings to the study from the not uncom-
mon emphasis on familiarity with doctrine to pragmatic considerations of ritual as an 
embodied performance taking place in a specific social setting at a particular time, that 
is, ethnography.

One of the characteristics of ritual frequently commented on is specifically the fact 
that a ritual performance involves a wide range of sensory modalities and is therefore 
more than “a text.” Discussing the role of ritual in moral formation, David Solomon 
et al. emphasize that “rituals as repeated, stylized bodily movements and/or statements 
bring together symbols, emotions, and moral commitments.”105 Discussing the ritual 
cycle of the Maring living in the Central Highlands of New Guinea, Rappaport simi-
larly emphasizes that to participate in a ritual is not an action symbolic of something 
else, such as a commitment to ally with a group in its next war, “participation indicates 
membership. It does not simply symbolize it.”106

The study of the homa could also be furthered through additional methodolo-
gies, such as archaeology, art history, and epigraphy. Although not included here, 
we can hope that this collection will stimulate scholars in those areas to attend to 
the homa specifically and ritual more generally. Each of these can contribute to the 
historical understanding of tantric ritual. Archaeology and epigraphy have been 
recognized as important sources by many scholars in the years since 1991, when 
Gregory Schopen published “Archaeology and Protestant Presuppositions in the 
Study of Indian Buddhism.”107 In an important contribution to the historical study 
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of Buddhist tantra, Ronald Davidson has put these sources to good use in his Indian 
Esoteric Buddhism.108 Unfortunately, some scholars have unnecessarily bifurcated 
the study of Buddhism between a putatively “real” Buddhism ref lected in archaeol-
ogy and epigraphy in opposition to a supposedly artificial or contrived representa-
tion created from texts. However, particularly in tropical areas not conducive to the 
preservation of written texts because of mold and insects, the archaeological record 
can be the crucial piece in establishing alternatives to the “authorized” histories 
constructed for sectarian and political ends. Andrea Acri’s studies, together with 
those of Jeffrey Sundberg,109 P. D. Sharrock, and Arlo Griffiths,110 draw heavily on 
archaeological information and have demonstrated its importance in uncovering 
the otherwise obscured history of tantric Buddhism in Southeast Asia. Art history 
also provides an additional resource for understanding the history of Buddhism in 
ways outside the textual, ritual, archaeological, or epigraphic.

ORGANIZATION AND CONTENTS OF THIS COLLECTION

The essays of this collection are purposely not arranged according to any of the three 
systematics that are effectively normative for the study of religious traditions, whether 
in Asia or not. These three—chronological, geo-political, and sectarian—have become 
effectively naturalized as the proper categories for the study of religions. However, 
change is not chronologically uniform and developmental, religions engaged with 
power structures that were different from those familiar to us today (nation-states), 
and participants in traditions sometimes actively sought out other traditions for 
purposes of adaptation, appropriation, or rebuttal. For these reasons, the reader will 
not find the essays arranged in a chronological sequence, such as classic, medieval, 
and modern. Chronological divisions are usually more representative of political and 
military events, and constitute a presumptive framework into which the history of 
religious cultures is forced. More important, when considering the processes of ritual 
change, there is no reason to assume that there is a single, progressive history that can 
be used to structure a developmental sequence. Too often chronological periodization 
of this kind implicitly carries with it the sense of progressive development, that is, that 
later is somehow better. Nor are the essays grouped by geo-political categories—India, 
Nepal, Tibet, China, Japan. Such categories themselves often reflect contemporary 
power structures—both political and academic—rather than the connections between 
religious practices that concern us here. Geographical groupings frequently serve to 
minimize continuity across geo-political boundaries, emphasizing instead new devel-
opments supposedly more authentically responsive to the host culture. Lastly, the 
commonly deployed divisions of sectarian affiliation,111 such as Hindu and Buddhist, 
no matter how carefully nuanced within such divisions (whether Vedic, Brahmanic, 
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Hindu, or Theravāda, Mahāyāna, Vajrayāna, for example), facilitate the kind of divi-
sive specialization common to contemporary academia.112 Use of sectarian affiliation 
has frequently resulted in a kind of hermetic treatment, one in which changes in a 
tradition are understood solely in terms of its own preceding history, ignoring outside 
influences as part of the context of change.113 Such specialization promotes hermetic 
understandings of traditions, for example, only looking to earlier Buddhist sources 
for later Buddhist developments or representing Hinduism by the Bhagavadgītā. In 
the study of ritual per se and practice more generally, the kind of clear divisions com-
monly institutionalized in academia all too often inhibit the recognition of patterns 
that transcend those divisions.

One of the ways in which this collection seeks to stimulate the study of ritual change 
across the longue durée is to creatively juxtapose essays and the ritual traditions that they 
focus on in such as fashion as to make it possible to consider continuities within and 
between them—continuities that would otherwise be obscured by the more familiar 
rubrics. Thus, rather than employing any of the three familiar rubrics, the essays are 
arranged here in a fashion reminiscent of the steppingstones in some gardens in Japan. 
Instead of a regular, smooth progress that would allow viewers of the garden to move 
through the garden without conscious attention to where they are stepping or where they 
are standing, the unevenly placed stepping stones of Japanese gardens demand that the 
visitor attend to each footstep, to look where they are going, to see where they are in the 
garden and thus to see the garden rather than simply walking through it. The intention-
ally unfamiliar juxtapositions of the following essays will, hopefully, promote inquiry 
that does not assume a unilinear progressive development, nor an essential coherence 
based on contemporary nation-states, nor reinforce the tendency toward self-referential 
conceptions of religious traditions.

The studies that follow were not crafted to accord with any preconceived categoriza-
tion, but rather to elicit the best contemporary scholarship on a single ritual—the homa. 
Consequently, the essays cannot be neatly systematized, as each reflects the variety of 
theoretical concerns and methodological approaches of the author of each contribution. 
The groupings—Symbolic and Comparative Studies, Textual Studies, and Descriptive 
Studies—reflect key meta-methodological commonalities between the essays, rather 
than an imposed systematization.

Symbolic and Comparative Studies

The first set of essays approach the study of the homa by means of the symbolism of the 
ritual. Methodologically, these essays also share a comparative approach to the study 
of ritual. A concern with symbolism and the use of comparison are also found in other 
essays within the collection, suggesting the enduring importance of these approaches, 
but here they form the primary impetus of the three studies.
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Grether

Holly Grether’s essay opens our collection with a broad perspective, ranging across the 
ritual traditions of the entire Indo-Iranian religious complex, while also drawing on 
Central and East Asia materials as well. Citing Michel Strickmann’s rhetorical question 
regarding the lack of inquiry regarding the homa in East Asia, Grether briefly surveys 
the range across which the homa is found. The direction that she wants to move the 
inquiry, however, is toward a more thorough investigation of the Zoroastrian connec-
tion with early medieval developments in India—as against a one-dimensional narrative 
that only runs from the Vedas to tantra.

Her study draws on material from the Zoroastrian ritual tradition, particularly the 
yasna, and thus provides an important new perspective on Hindu and Buddhist versions 
of the homa. In terms of the role of textual sources for the study of ritual dynamics, 
Grether’s essay points up the important potential of the Avesta as an additional resource 
for studies of ritual across the longue durée. Grether takes the symbolism of fire and 
water as a basis for examining these ritual practices in a comparative mode. In her analy-
sis, fire and water form a semiotic pair, found so widely throughout these ritual tradi-
tions that the pairing of one with the other constitutes a “ritual rule.”114

Central to the general theme of ritual change across the longue durée, she concludes 
(citing Michael Witzel’s essay “Meaningful Ritual”) that “while the basic structures of 
the agnihotra are shared, tantric traditions add several ritual frames. Tantric ritual struc-
ture, thus, cannot be a mere survival of old Vedic forms, but rather represents a special 
development. … While tantric rites contain more ritual sequences, the basic structure 
remains the same.”115 This points to a consistent pattern of what might be called seman-
tic change. Semantic change, such as the deities to whom offerings are made, is much 
easier to effect and takes place more quickly than does syntactic change, the organiza-
tional structure and underlying ritual metaphor that shapes a ritual performance. The 
rituals that Grether examines are symmetrical in their structure, another characteristic 
found throughout tantric ritual.

Grether also highlights the Avestan symbolism in which the fire itself is considered 
an instantiation of the deity evoked, in this case Ahura Mazda. This ritual identification 
of the fire and the deity is also found throughout the range of homa rituals, and when 
identification of the practitioner with the fire and deity is added, the distinctively tantric 
aspect of ritual practice is manifest.

Some of the themes found in Grether’s study introduce topics also addressed by other 
essays in this collection. Interiorization of ritual actions is one of the themes that runs 
throughout this collection. Interiorization refers to the process by which a ritual that is 
performed manually as a set of physical actions comes to be internalized as a mentally 
performed ritual. Similarly, the role of sexual symbolism is also introduced—in this 
essay in terms of fire as masculine and water as feminine. Grether also discusses the piv-
otal role of initiation in establishing equivalencies between the homa and other rituals.
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Skorupski

Tadeusz Skorupski’s contribution to this collection gives us the symbolic associations 
and religious valences of fire in India from the earliest recorded period through the 
development of the tantric traditions. These are the meanings that inform the ritual 
practices of the Vedic, Brahmanic, and tantric fire offerings. Skorupski’s review reveals 
the multivalency of fire, which can represent seemingly everything—from birth and 
death, to digestion and sex, to breath and speech, and that ultimately it is the gate to 
immortality. In this milieu it is hardly surprising that Buddhist practitioners should 
have developed a version of the homa for their own use, a theme also discussed by 
Halkias in this volume.

One of the themes that emerges through these details is the basis for the internalization 
of ritual, which is often taken to be the hallmark of the shift from Brahmanic to tantric 
ritual. The internalization examined by Skorupski does not take the form of a medita-
tive visualization of the formerly external ritual process itself. In other words, these are 
not simply a visualized repetition of the external ritual actions. Instead, the ritual is 
homologized in various ways with psycho-physiological processes. This is also found in 
Sugiki’s essay, where he employs the term “psycho-somatic” to refer to the internalized 
version of the homa that employs the esoteric physiology of winds, channels, and drops. 
The process of internalization employs a variety of metaphoric associations—offerings 
are breath, for example—rather than literally mentally visualizing the physical ritual 
activities. The internalization of ritual appears as the product of several different strains 
of creative re-envisioning of the ritual process. The example of the Kauṣitakī Upaniṣad’s 
concern with the unending character of the breath as oblation suggests the hope that by 
knowing that the true nature of the breath is oblation one attains the ritual status neces-
sary for rebirth in the realm of the gods.

Tachikawa

Musashi Tachikawa expands the scope of our study to Japan. He takes a classic Eliadean 
distinction between sacred and profane as an oppositional pairing and then matches 
that pair with other similar oppositional pairs, such as individual and social, pure and 
impure, and the presumably disjunct goals of release from rebirth, or liberation from 
bondage to saṃsāra (mokṣa), and power and pleasure in this world (bhoga). He diagrams 
the flow of ritual action between the two realms of sacred and profane, and in doing 
so creates the image of a wave-like pattern of interaction between the two. Tachikawa 
adds complexity to this basic image by suggesting that movement between some of the 
various oppositions can take place within the realm created by the relation between the 
terms of another opposition. He suggests, for example, that movement from the state of 
impurity to that of purity can take place within the realm of the sacred, as for instance 
in the transformation of a deceased person from corpse to spirit (impure to pure) within 
the sacred confines of a funeral ceremony.
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In the case of Japanese rituals, Tachikawa suggests that the Mahāyāna equation of 
nirvāṇa and saṃsāra has created overlapping categories in the ritual system. He then 
looks more closely at the actions involved in a Japanese homa (J. goma 護摩), noting 
that there is a fundamental division between preparatory rites and offerings as such. An 
overall concern of the essay is to demonstrate the way in which individual, subjective 
experiences are synthesized into collective ones. This is an important theme for consider-
ing the role and efficacy of many public and political rituals, such as those examined by 
Chaulagain in the next section.

Textual Studies

The second set of essays have texts per se as their central focus. As discussed earlier, the 
use of textual sources in many cases requires that scholars ask new questions of already 
familiar texts. In the previous section, Grether introduces the Avesta into our consid-
eration of the sources relevant to the historical study of the homa, and in this section 
textual sources from the Vedic, Puranic, and Buddhist traditions are added.

Lubin

Timothy Lubin’s study, “The Vedic Homa and the Standardization of Hindu Pūjā” 
looks at the period of transition from the Vedic to Brahmanic eras, when the classic 
fire offerings required the establishment of three fires. These three fires are found 
in all of the solemn rites: the householder (gārhapatya) fire, located on the western 
side of the ritual enclosure, the southern (dakṣiṇāgni) fire, which functions to ward 
off evil influences, and the offering (āhavaniya) fire, on the eastern side of the ritual 
enclosure. The presence of these three serve to distinguish the solemn (śrauta) rites 
from the simpler, or one might say streamlined, rituals that only require one fire. 
Lubin renders these latter, that is the gṛhya rites as the “homely” rites. Also known as 
the domestic rites, these take place in the home rather than in a separate ritual enclo-
sure and employ only the “household fire.” This is not the cooking fire in the kitchen, 
but rather a special ritual fire, maintained in a household chapel. Also important in 
contrasting the solemn rites from the homely rites is the reduction of the number of 
ritual officiants needed. The solemn rites can be seen as forming a range of increasing 
complexity, from the simple, one-day-long offering of soma,116 the agniṣṭoma, up to 
the twelve-day-long ritual called “the piling up of Agni” (agnicayana)—each requir-
ing a corresponding increase in the number of officiants. In contrast, only one offi-
ciant is needed for the domestic rites, with the householder himself serving as the 
ritual sponsor (yajamāna).

The transition from solemn to domestic rites is important in the historical transfor-
mation of Brahmanic ritual, and as Lubin explains, required a new rationale to legiti-
mize these simpler ritual forms. This ritual record evidences a changing socioeconomic 

 

 

 



 Introduction j  25

situation, which Lubin sees as involving a shift from a model of authority based on lead-
ership within a nomadic band to one based on leadership in an established household.

Sugiki

Tsunehiko Sugiki gives us a detailed study of sexual symbolism in early Buddhist tan-
tras, that is, from about the ninth to thirteenth centuries. The internalization of ritual 
action is of particular importance in this discussion, and as indicated earlier there are 
differing conceptions of what internalization means. Sugiki specifically notes the three-
fold typology offered by Abhayākaragupta—mental, internal, and supreme.117 Although 
elsewhere in this volume authors discuss the different kinds of homa ritual, such as, 
the fourfold categorization of pacification, prosperity, bewitchment, and subjugation, 
Sugiki notes that the internal forms do not follow this kind of categorization—thus 
indicating that while the external fire ritual can be categorized according to external 
goals, internalized fire rituals seek other kinds of accomplishments, such as the power of 
gnosis to “burn up” delusions.

Through careful textual analysis, he has arranged these texts in a progressive sequence. 
Understood in this fashion, Sugiki’s ordering demonstrates the progress from sexual 
yoga as practiced physically to its symbolic internalization as what he calls a “psycho-
somatic” process, that is, subtle body yoga.

Subtle body yoga requires learning control over the symbolic physiology of subtle 
winds (prāṇa), that circulate through the three channels (nadis), which themselves pass 
through lotus-shaped centers (cakras). This subtle, or esoteric physiology serves to distin-
guish different sorts of internalization. Psychosomatic internalization differs both from 
a visualized performance of the homa per se and from a symbolic equation of medita-
tion as a fire that purifies one’s emotional and cognitive obscurations (kleśa). While the 
latter understanding of the goal of practice is at play in the works Sugiki examines, the 
purification is understood in a more literal sense as the fire reaching up into the head and 
activating the “great bliss” cakra (mahāsukhacakra).

Gray

David Gray continues the examination of textual sources for understanding the homa by 
turning to an important homa ritual manual (vidhi) attributed to one of the Buddhist 
mahāsiddhas, Kāṇha (also known as Kṛṣṇācārya). This manual is itself part of the 
Cakarasaṃvara tantra cycle of textual materials. Internalization of the homa forms an 
important part of the ritual practice described by Kāṇha, as also found in the contribu-
tions by Skorupski and Sugiki in this volume.

Also introduced here is a detail that itself provides a key to tracing the dynamics of 
change for the homa. That is the issue of the categories of rites. In this case, we learn that 
there are three categories, while as reflected in other essays in this volume there are also 
sets of four and five categories. While across the tantric tradition these often overlap, 
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there may be other, more divergent systems of organizing tantric rituals yet to be iden-
tified. Finally, we note that Kāṇha also makes one of the assertions found repeatedly 
throughout the tantric traditions, that is, that without homa there can be no success.

Halkias

Georgios Halkias examines another homa ritual manual (vidhi), this one related to an oth-
erwise little known buddha, Aparimitāyus. Like the more familiar and similarly named 
Amitāyus, one of the buddhas important to the Pure Land tradition, Aparimitāyus can 
provide the benefit of longevity. Although little known today, Aparimitāyus was a very 
popular buddha at various times in Buddhist history because of the desire for longevity, 
and he is found in both Tibetan and Chinese traditions.118

As with Skorupski, Halkias gives us some insight into the way in which Brahmanic 
homas were rejected by early Buddhism, but then adapted back into the tradition later. 
This was not the rejection of ritual per se, as some modernizing interpreters would have 
it. Instead, it is a rejection of the performance of ritual as a means by which monks would 
earn their livelihood, that is, a means other than mendicancy, and one associated with the 
taking of animal life. The logics of the symbolism of external and internal again play a role 
in this process, with the interpretation of the internal dimension as a kind of meditation. 
This association between external ritual performance and internal meditations provided 
a rationale making the performance of ritual acceptable within a Buddhist context.

While many of the same terms for various kinds of rituals recur throughout the lit-
erature, the number of kinds of rituals varies between different textual traditions. Here, 
for example, in contrast to the three kinds of homas as found in Gray’s study of Kāṇha’s 
ritual manual, we now find a set of four different kinds of homas identified in relation 
to Aparimitāyus. Authorship of this manual is attributed to the Queen of Siddhas, an 
epithet given to several different legendary figures.

Wallace

Vesna Wallace’s study looks at the homa in relation to the Kalācakra cycle, a tantra widely 
accepted as the culmination of tantric Buddhist development in India, and held to be 
the most important tantra by the Gelug tradition, that headed by the Dalai Lama. This 
is a close study of the ritual requirements and practices for the homa in the Kalācakra 
tradition, providing the kind of detail—such as implements, offerings, color symbolism, 
and the five functions that the rite can fulfill—that is essential for comparisons that lead 
to knowledge of the dynamics of ritual change and adaptation.

Important to the study of the Kalācara tradition is the commentary by Vimalaprabhā. 
Wallace indicates that Vimalaprabhā makes the same distinction between internal and 
external noted by Halkias. Internal and external are distinguished by the goals that the 
two kinds of homas can attain—internal homas facilitate attainment of the “supreme 
indestructible gnosis” (paramākṣara-jñāna-siddhi), while external homas are of use in 
more mundane attainments, such as purification and merit-making. It is worth noting 

 

 


