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Lectori salutem. 

We write these words humbled by the developments 

of recent months. When word was sent, back in 

April, that Sci Phi Journal would be an award finalist at 

EuroCon, the annual gathering of the European SF 

family, it was more than we had ever thought possible 

for our exceptionally nerdy sub-genre: speculative 

philosophy (or òsci phió). 

Indeed, weõd have been happy to make the journey to 

Luxembourg simply to commune with like-minded 

(and, even more so, with contrarian) readers and 

other members of fandom, and render our homage 

unto the eventual laureates. 

You may then imagine our astonishment when, at a 

dramatic moment during the ceremony, the 

announcement came for the Best SF Magazine award 

and the Sci Phi logo appeared on the mighty overhead 

screen, emblazoned over the grand auditorium. The 

conférencier had to call us out twice before we were able 

to arise, such was our surprise. 

 

 

 

Unbeknownst to us, over the course of the 

convention weekend, the assembly of the European 

Science Fiction Society (ESFS) had voted to elevate 

Sci Phi Journal into the òhall of fameó of European SF. 

In the tapestry of our continentõs speculative 

literature, where much of each countryõs output and 

nominations are (understandably) specific to their 

linguistic island, it was a rare moment to have an 

award bestowed upon an English-language magazine, 

published in Belgium, cross-nominated by Hungary, 

and run by a ragtag crew ranging from Malaysia to 

Spain. 

 

Thus, in line with the sentiment we sought to express 

in our improvised acceptance speech, we hope for 

this award to be the pylon of a bridge. One little piece 

in a chain of many links to bring Europeõs 

fragmented literary and publishing landscape closer 

together. And a source of encouragement for the 

endeavours of authors and thinkers, who seek to tell 

timeless (rather than timely) stories, for whom 

speculative fiction is more than just literary 

entertainment or public activism, but rather an epic 

tool for philosophical enquiry. 

To avail ourselves of an oft abused word: we feel that 

this once-in-a-lifetime award òvalidatesó the editorial 

approach that Sci Phi Journal stands for. A respect for 

classic rhetorical standards; carefully guarded 

intellectual independence; and a commitment to keep 

our little bit of literature unshackled from the 

fashionable agendas of the day. 

Much to our delight, the journey doesnõt end here. At 

the start of summer, Dustin Jacobus was shortlisted 

for a 2022 Utopia Award in recognition of his work 

on our cover art, in addition to another nomination in 

the non-fiction category (citing Eric Huntingõs essay 

òOn Solarpunkó). 

Onward, then! Let us carry the torch further still into 

the twilit corridors of the Library of Babel!   
 

Speculatively yours,  

the SPJ co-editors & crew 

Ϥ 

https://www.sciphijournal.org/index.php/2022/04/11/sci-phi-journal-wins-2022-european-award-for-best-sf-magazine/
https://www.esfs.info/2020-2/
https://www.esfs.info/2020-2/
https://www.android-press.com/2022-utopia-award-nominees
https://www.sciphijournal.org/index.php/2021/09/30/on-solarpunk/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Library_of_Babel
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By The origin of the book is unknown, or at least as 

unknown as any other volume in the Great Library. 

Its original location, too, is unknownñas the first two 

pages are missing entirely. These would, of course, 

have supplied the exact coordinates of its original 

Shelving. 

Unknown as well is the book's discoverer and how 

the volume came to be found, unclaimed and hard-

used, in a second-hand rag shop in the Lower City. 

What is known about the Voice, for so it has come to 

be called, is that it has never failed to accurately 

answer a question asked of it. Since the Voice came 

into Imperial possession eight hundred years ago, 348 

questions have been asked (officially) of the tattered 

book. No answer has ever proven to be false. 

Every generation new theories and claims as to the 

nature and the secret of the Voice are put forth. Each 

is carefully weighed for its merit and embraced or 

discarded accordingly. Occasionally a theory is so 

promising that an expedition is sent into the 

immeasurable tracks of the Great Library in the hope 

of finding the source of the Voice and (though this is 

never spoken of) its successor. Occasionally, a fraud 

or a heresy is put forth that is so flagrant that an 

execution is held. 

The Library of the Voice, many times larger than the 

Imperial Palace, has become a small city in its own 

right. The history of every question asked of the 

Voice is completely documented within those wallsñ

who asked the question and why, what answer the 

Voice gave, and what actions were the result of that 

answer. Scholars have spent their lives analyzing the 

phrasing of a single Response, trying to catch a 

glimpse of the Eternal Mind behind the Great 

Libraryñand therefore, by extension, the purpose 

behind Creation itself. 

That such a Reason exists is an article of faith among 

the godly. While every possible combination of words 

can be found somewhere in the infinite depths of the 

Great Library, only divine providence can explain the 

Voice's omniscience and how it found its way into the 

hands of the Imperium. 

Or so says the Church. 

The Library of the Voice contains entire wings of 

apocrypha, heresy, and outright fakeries. There are 

fragments of false lore so persuasive that they have 

spawned followers of their own among the army of 

librarians who tend the stacks. Illegal studies and 

heretical rites are said to take place in long-unused 

corridors and neglected alcoves. It is whispered that 

there are whole sections of apocrypha that have been 

lost, or hidden away until the time is right for their re-

emergence. 

The Hand Which Burns, the arm of the Church 

responsible for maintaining the purity of the faith, is 

always busiest among the faithful. 

And The Voice Will Not Say 

 
Dave Henrickson 
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Each year the College of Guardians gathers to 

propose and debate new questions. Years can pass 

before a question is judged ready to be put to the 

Voice. It is not enough that the answer must be of the 

utmost importance. The question must be phrased in 

such a way, and be of such a nature, that the answer 

will be useful and readily understood. Most of all, the 

answer elicited must be concise, for with each 

Response the end of the book, and its wisdom, grows 

nearer. 

There is only one subject which the Voice is silent 

uponñand that is the Great Library itself. No 

question concerning the origin of the Voice, the 

source of its divination, the purpose of the Great 

Library, or the location of any other such volume has 

ever received an answer. Surely this is another proof, 

the Church argues, of the divine nature of the Voice. 

Others who might have a different opinion on the 

subject remain prudently silent. 

Three times since the discovery of the Voice great 

armies have marched upon the Imperium to seize the 

book or destroy it. (Either because its power is real or 

because it is not.) Three times the Voice provided the 

precise information necessary to repel the invaders. 

The last time, as a warning to others, an additional 

question was askedñand the Kingdom of Kesh 

quickly ceased to be. Since then the Voice has been 

left in peace. The Imperium's neighbors bide their 

timeñand the remaining, unread pages of the book 

grow thinner with each generation. 

There are those who wish to ask the Voice what will 

happen when the last page is turned, the last passage 

read. Some say that the last page should be read now, 

so that there will be time to prepare for whatever end 

is in store. Others insist that the last page should 

never be read for, if the Voice comes to an end, then 

the Imperium's end will surely follow. 

Still others maintain that the Imperium is doomed if 

the end is not read, for the location of the next Voice 

must be specified in the very last passage. If not, then 

for what purpose was the Voice given to them? To 

hoard the remaining pages of the book, they further 

add, is to prove one's lack of faith and therefore 

deserving of the destruction all would avoid. 

Such issues are debated endlessly on the floor of the 

College. Expeditions are sent into the infinite reaches 

of the Great Library to no avail. Prophets and 

prophecies arise, flourish, and fade into dust. Men and 

women sit upon the throne, tormented by doubt or 

buoyed by certainty, while the Imperium totters 

toward an unknown future. 

Except, perhaps, to the Voice. And the Voice will not 

say. 

 

~ 
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Motopia 

 

Gheorghe Sņsņrman 

Introduction by Mariano Martín Rodríguez 

Translation by Jean Harris 

 

Born in 1941, in Bucharest, Romania, Gheorghe 

Sņsņrman spent his childhood and attended high-

school in Cluj. He studied architecture in Bucharest 

and after graduation was employed as a journalist, 

mainly specialising in articles on architecture and 

popular science. Politically compelled to abandon 

public writing, he left CeauĹescuõs Romania in 1983 

and settled in Munich, Germany, where he currently 

lives. 

Sņsņrman made his debut as an author of fiction in 

1962, when he won the first prize at a SF short-story 

contest organized for seven East-European countries. 

He then began to write science fiction stories and 

soon acquired his current status as one of the main SF 

writers of his generation in Romania. A story in the 

volume Chimera (1979), òFuga lui 

Algernonó (òAlgernonõs Escapeó in English ð whose 

title paraphrases that of Daniel Keyesõs famous novel 

ð) brought the author the Europa Award at the 5th 

EuroCon convention (1980). After 1989, he resumed 

publishing fiction in his native country, which he 

continues to this day. His two latest books are the 

critically acclaimed novel on the appearance of Jesus 

of Nazareth in current Munich titled Adevņrata 

cronicņ a morĪii lui YeĦua Ha-Nozri (True Chronicle 

of the Death of Jeshua Ha-Nozri, 2016) and a 

collection of dystopias beginning each by a different 

letter collectively spelling out the word òutopiaó titled 

Alfabetul distopiilor (Alphabet of Dystopias, 2021). 

This last volume can be read as a science fiction and 

narrative counterpart to his best-known work, 

Cuadratura cercului (Squaring the Circle, 1975). This 

masterful collection of descriptions of imaginary 

cities, set in fictional past, present and future venues 

or in dream-like symbolic and fantasy worlds was 

written without the author having read Italo Calvinoõs 

book Le città invisibili (Invisible Cities, 1972). Both 

books are, indeed, quite different, since Calvinoõs is 

rather a collection of prose poems only vaguely 

portraying the life in his invented cities and hardly 

belonging to speculative fiction, while Sņsņrman 

focuses on the relationship between his citiesõ physical 

features and their impact on the posited societies and 

the lives of their inhabitants. This speculative 

dimension, which is often critical towards 

humankindõs psychological, social and political follies, 

explains why the book had clashed with the 

communist censorship prevalent at the time, which 

cut out one quarter of its contents. The unabridged 

original work appeared in Romanian only in 2001, 

when it had already been translated into French in 

1994. It was translated into Spanish by myself in 2010. 

Since I knew that one of my favourite writers of 

speculative fiction, Ursula K. Le Guin, could read 

Spanish, I sent her a copy. She liked it so much that 

she decided to translate into English the cities that she 

liked best, roughly two thirds of those in Sņsņrmanõs 

volume, based on my Spanish version and with my 

subsequent revision of her translation with an eye on 

the Romanian original. Some of the missing cities had 

been translated into English by Jean Harris, but they 

have remained unpublished until today. Thanks to the 

kind permission of both Sņsņrman and Harris, Sci Phi 

Journal is able to bring to light in English two further 

cities among those untranslated by Le Guin.  
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For the present issue, weõve chosen òMotopia.ó It is 

the description of a city where motor vehicles are so 

important and prevalent that they have even fused 

with humans into a new nature/machine hybrid 

species with terrifying results. This is written with the 

objective style of a non-fiction report, which makes all 

the more harrowing the description of the city and the 

consequences of certain societal choices. Although its 

subject can be seen as topical, we should not forget 

that it is above all a superb piece of speculative 

literature, as well as of fictional non-fiction. It also 

shows what Sci Phi Journal stands for as regards the 

art of writing, and why Sņsņrman is one of our 

acknowledged masters in the literary field.  
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MOTOPIA  

 

It is not known with certainty when exactly it 

appeared, or when it began to expand, or what force 

fueled its expansion. Few dare approach the difficult 

subject of its future though many fear that nothing 

can stop its growth. Motopia is a city in a state of 

explosion. But is it, really, a city? 

Imagine an area with clearly marked limitsñthough 

here figures can be only approximateñof a circle with 

a diameter of c. 100 kilometers. The perimeter of this 

circle is made up of over 100,000 gigantic machines 

[with bulldozing action, inter alia], placed one next to 

the other and engaging in a slow radial motion toward 

the exterior. To the extent that the machines move 

away from the center, intervals of free space begin to 

form between them, at which time other machines fill 

the gaps at the forefront of activity. These genuinely 

and completely automated moving factories prepare 

an offensive. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hills and slopes are leveled; depressions are filled to 

the extent that even the steepest mountain is reduced 

to a perfect, horizontal plane. Forests are transformed 

into timber and cellulose, the vegetable earth of the 

planes is removed and compressed into certain 

desiccated lakes, the rivers are turned into covered 

canals and the whole body of fauna is assigned an 

industrial value. The machines do not simply execute 

a simple leveling operation, though; a fabulous 

network of roadways takes shape in their wake. This 

lattice of multi-leveled highways ramifies in tens of 

directions that intersect in a stupefying lace of 

concrete and asphalt. Above and below ground 

parking lots, garage towers with tens and tens of 

levels, and warehouses locked by enigmatic metal 

gates all site themselves in the cells of this network. 

Several hundred meters above ground level, a bluish 

cloud floats over the city day and night, wide-spread 

and wrapping the entire horizon.  
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The existenceñat least the public existenceñof the 

humobiles begins at the gates of their warehouses 

from which they exit, hourly, in compact groups. It 

seems that only mature specimens with high tank 

capacity and many cylinders appear at these gates. 

Different subspecies distinguish between themselves 

only by the type and position of the heart, 

transmission, suspension and other such anatomic 

data. Each family is characterized by a certain auto-

body construction, individual differentials localizing 

themselves particularly at the level of line, color, 

number or headlightsñor else they limit themselves 

strictly to registration numbers. A common trait, 

about which all accounts agree, is the presence of a 

red eye, like a bleeding wound, on the top of the 

individualõs head, where it blinks hideously, without 

any intelligible sense. 

The humobiles manifest an irresistible vitality 

consumed particularly through apparently senseless 

travel at considerable speed within the highway 

network evidently destined for this purpose. This lack 

of sense is, in truth, only apparent: in reality this 

magic dance of speed supports the process of natural 

selection, which unfolds in specific ways. Only the 

most robust specimens with the most diabolical 

reflexes, well-adapted to the infernal rhythm of 

existence survive this demented race over the asphalt 

lanes. Any defect in the breaks or of the directional 

signaling systems involves terrible risks. The slightest 

deviation of the vertebral column is fatal. Special 

vehicles, of great tonnage, transport the cadavers to 

the vicinity of the warehouses, whereñafter a 

preliminary pressing into rectangular shapesñthey are 

recovered in a mysterious way, probably serving the 

complicated procreation of new hotrods. 

Outside the prolonged hours belonging to the fierce 

highway confrontation that is their daily struggle for 

existence, humobiles find brief respites within the 

confines of their parking lots. Silent, motionless, 

insensible to the approach of their rivals, the 

humobiles sack out in a peculiar torpor, often with 

their backs toward the gigantic screen where an 

oppressive film inspired by the hard life of the digging 

machinery plays interminably. When they are not 

consuming themselves on the highways, the Motopian 

families spend their nights in the tower garages, 

touched by a metallic sleep without dreams. 

The most horrifying detail of the life of Motopiaõs 

inhabitantsñand which makes the growth of the city 

so perfectly odiousñis their way of feeding 

themselves. In short anthropophagy is practiced here. 

Human beings are the humobiles main food. Lured 

from their traditional cities by false but well-directed 

propaganda, captured as a result of their proverbial 

naïveté, people who have been lured there are 

discharged in large numbers into the train stations and 

airports of Motopia, where they are flung directly to 

the starving hordes or transported in bulk to special 

warehouses, pompously called hotels and joined 

directly to the edifices in which the inhabitant families 

spend the night, to be served live for breakfast. 

Satiated, bloated, with their bellies hanging within 

several fingers of the asphalt and leaning lazily on the 

curbs, the humobiles start to digest their prey. Their 

opaque, beveled foreheads hide their thoughts. With 

the exception of the few deponents mentioned 

aboveñand they are our true saviors, for the greatest 

danger isnõt so much the existence of Motopia as it is 

ignoring its existenceñno one else has returned from 

that lugubrious city. In parenthesis, let it be said, the 

phone calls and enthusiastic letters through which 

those who have arrived there express their supposed 

delight or announce their wholly improbable decision 

to remain in that city forever can only be counted as 

desperate acts extracted under menace of death, if 

they are not vulgar travesties, grotesque forgeries 

from whole cloth. 
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The survivors tell us hair raising things about the 

limitless cruelty of the humobiles, who, though they 

can only nourish themselves with live prey, often kill 

not for food but for pleasure. As the prisoners, 

meanwhile, start to become aware of the danger 

threatening them, they center their thoughts around a 

possible life-saving escape. And as pedestrian flight is 

the only solution, they try to leave the cells of their ill-

omened hotels. The refined sadism of the inhabitants 

shows its true measure only now: the exits are not 

even guarded. The humobiles knowñand their 

cynicism surpasses imaginationñthat over the course 

of those several tens of kilometers to the boarders of 

Motopia, travelling by night, when the level of traffic 

is reduced, and hiding by day, human beings will have 

to cross so many lanes of asphalt that only a miracle 

will allow them to succeed. Happily, several such 

miracles have taken place. But a huge number of 

fugitives have paid with their lives for these rare 

miracles. For allowing them hope and then surprising 

them in turn, hounded and hungry, the humobiles 

have crushed escapees relentlessly, gnashed them to 

bits in the most sinister way, and left their dead bodies 

to rot on the sites of their terrible executions, 

unburied, so that their bones will whiten on the 

asphalt, so that their terrifying brain cases will attract 

the attention of others and choke any thought of 

escape from the beginning. 

 

~ 
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Bunker Rules 

 

 

Tony Dunnell 

 

1) Maximum permanent capacity 100 114 125. No 

exceptions. Temporary capacity may exceed this 

number on a case-by-case basis. Refugee status is 

granted in some cases, but temporary shelter is 

temporary. No exceptions. Temporary residents with 

refugee status may apply for permanent residency 

through the council, capacity allowing. The councilõs 

decision is final.  

2) Respect the day/night cycle, unless assigned 

otherwise. It helps build community.   

3) All activities that create strong vibrations are strictly 

prohibited. You may talk, walk, cook etc. freely and 

normally. Activities such as running and the playing of 

loud music are monitored. Activities such as drilling, 

hammering, sawing, ball games etc. are strictly 

prohibited unless previously approved by the council.  

4) Respect the zones. All residents are allowed to 

move freely between the residential and communal 

areas (green) unless under quarantine or arrest. 

Entering red zones (utilities, waste, armory etc.) is 

strictly prohibited unless previously granted access.  

 

 

 

 

 

5) All residents are allowed to leave the bunker at any 

time and at their own risk, unless the immediate 

surface area is occupied (by unknowns or hostiles). If 

you wish to leave, either on a temporary or permanent 

basis, you must first contact a council member. Unless 

assigned to a surface mission, be aware that re-entry is 

at the discretion of the council and/or senior 

hatchkeepers.  

6) Any attempt to leave the bunker without prior 

permission, or any unauthorized attempt to open the 

main or secondary hatches, is punishable by death.  

7) Acts of physical or sexual aggression by bunker 

residents are punishable by expulsion or death, at the 

councilõs discretion.  

8) Romantic couplings must be approved and 

registered with the council. Before a partnership is 

approved, the couple must consent to the councilõs 

rules on procreation and pregnancy, if applicable (see 

amendments).    

 

.  
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9) All residents must accept the rules of passing (see 

amendments). Your bodies are your own up until the 

point of death, at which time the body becomes the 

property of the council, to use as it sees fit. 

Traditional religious practices do not apply and will 

not be considered.  

10) In the event of a passing, the council will decide if 

the vacated bunker space will be filled and by whom. 

Applications are accepted. The councilõs decision is 

final.  

11) In the event of the passing or demotion of a 

council member, elections will be held to fill the 

vacated position. All bunker residents above the age 

of 18 are eligible to vote unless their voting rights 

have previously been revoked.  

12) Voting rights cannot be revoked in the (one) week 

running up to an election, unless the eligible voter has 

committed a serious and irrefutable crime (including, 

but not limited to, murder, rape, or an unauthorized 

attempt to leave the bunker (see 6)) during said one-

week period.  

13) All residents over the age of 15 can volunteer for 

surface missions.  

 

 

 

 

14) If insufficient volunteers come forward for a 

surface mission deemed òvitaló (see amendments), 

lots will be drawn among all mission-eligible residents. 

Refusal to abide by the results of the draw will result 

in permanent expulsion from the bunker. No 

exceptions.  

15) In the event of a breach by an unknown party or 

known hostile entities, martial law will be declared. All 

residents over the age of 10 must immediately report 

to the muster point outside the armory, where 

weapons will be assigned.  

16) During a breach, failure to follow the commands 

of council members or designated security officers is 

punishable by summary execution at the hands of the 

aforementioned. No exceptions.  

17) In the event of a breach, all hostiles, human or 

otherwise, are to be targeted and killed on sight. Acts 

of mercy are punishable by expulsion, at the councilõs 

discretion.  

18) Respect the mealtime schedule. It helps build 

community.  

 

~ 
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Religious Traditions Considered Through 

Science Fiction And Fantasy 
 

 

Andy Dibble 

 

 

 

 

 

Strange Religion: Speculative Fiction of Spirituality, Belief, & 

Practice, which I recently editedñpart of the Strange 

Concepts series put out by TDotSpecñwas 

conceived with the goal of helping readers engage 

with religion meaningfully through science fiction and 

fantasy. The reasons for this anthology are diverse. 

Some editors have reservations about publishing 

stories that engage with real religious traditions 

because they worry such content will offend segments 

of their readership. I and other editors at TDotSpec 

wanted to give a platform both to stories that dig into 

ideas that surround and comprise religion and stories 

that engage with religious traditions as they are 

actually found in the real world. There have been 

speculative publications dedicated to particular 

traditionsñWandering Stars (1974, Harper & Row), an 

anthology of Jewish science fiction and Mysterion, 

which publishes Christian speculative fiction, come to 

mindñbut I know of no anthology that aims to cut 

across religious traditions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Connecting Religious Traditions With Science 

Fiction And Fantasy 

 

One of the goals of Strange Religion is to synergize 

science fiction and religion, to help readers imagine 

religions of the future. òAl-Muftiyahó by Jibril 

Stevenson follows a Muslim man, who seeks to 

undermine an AI capable of settling all disputes 

involving fiqh, or Islamic jurisprudence. òThe 

Rebbetzin Speaksó by Daniel M. Kimmel is a series of 

Dear-Abby-style questions and answers that engage 

with points of halakhah (Jewish rabbinical law) in a 

future where humans have populated the solar system. 

òThe Fireflies of Todajió by Russell Hemmell centers 

on two womenñone Japanese, the other South 

Indianñwhose families have migrated to the Moon as 

they consider the meaning of a traditional Japanese 

water festival in a community that has to conserve 

water to survive. Set further in the future is òBefore 

the Evolution Comes the Smokeó by Terri Bruce, in 

which an orphaned woman performs rituals to gain 

access to AI witches in order to bring her parents 

back to life, and òBio-Massó by Mike Adamson, in 

which a jaded galactic tourist reassesses the value of 

his long life. 
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Countering Misconceptions About Religion 

 

Strange Religion is a counterpoint to some of the biases 

and misconceptions about religion found in 

speculative fiction. Thereõs a segment of speculative 

fiction that envisions religion on the model of 

Christianity or on a particular view of Christianity. 

This is where the mistaken notion that religions are 

òbelief systemsó comes from. Outside of Christianity, 

and especially Protestant Christianity, itõs much more 

common for religion to be about what you do or how 

you identify yourself than what you believe. 

To counter this misconception, Strange Religion 

includes stories that engage with a variety of religious 

traditions, including Islam, Buddhism, Judaism, 

Humanism, Chinese religion, Hinduism, and 

indigenous traditions. Additionally, the several stories 

that engage with Christianity help readers understand 

it from new perspectives. òDying Rivers and Broken 

Heartsó by Gabriella Buba centers on a Filipina witch, 

who identifies as Catholic. A Nigerian-Igbo man, who 

is also a convert to Protestant Christianity, brings 

charges of homosexuality against his American friend 

in an Igbo court of law in òThe Man Who Misused 

His Manhoodó by Chukwu Sunday Abel. òThe Devil 

is a Shape in the Brainó by Joachim Glage explores 

universal Christian salvation, drawing upon the occult, 

nineteen-century psychology, and cosmic horror. 

òThe Other War on Terroró by Michael H. Hanson is 

set in an alternative history where the United States is 

a Muslim nation and the terrorists are Christians. 

There are stories in Strange Religion with a theological 

bentñstories focused on clarifying or interrogating 

orthodoxyñbut the bulk of stories are about people 

acting, using the tools available to them, religious or 

otherwise, to bring about change in themselves, their 

communities, and the cosmos. 

Also from Christianity and modern secularism, we 

have the idea that religion is only the vocation of 

clergy or an activity limited to certain parts of lifeñ

what we do when we arenõt òrendering unto Caesar.ó 

But in many cultures and traditions, especially in the 

developing world, religion is integrated into every 

aspect of life. About half of all languages donõt even 

have a word for religion. Religious studies scholars 

have largely given up trying to define òreligion,ó and 

some following J. Z. Smith, believe the term shouldnõt 

even be used by scholars. 

To counter this misconception, we selected several 

stories that show people solving everyday struggles, 

that demonstrate religion isnõt just for certain times of 

the week: A software developer teams up with a rabbi 

on a metaphysical programming project in òFate and 

Other Variablesó by Alex Shvartsmanñbut his goal is 

to save his brother from addiction and drug dealers. 

In òSamsaraó by J. A. Legg, a Bangladeshi Hindu teen 

struggles with an absent father and demanding 

relatives as she grapples with a corporate tycoon 

seeking to reincarnate as her unborn child. òThe Life 

That Comes Afteró by Lauren Teffeau follows an 

overworked hospice nurse trying to protects a 

secretive organization from oversight by new 

administration. 

Some writers coming at religion from an atheist or 

secularist perspective, characterize religion as world-

denying, oppressive, doctrinal, backward, and the like. 

These labels fitñsome of the timeñbut when 

thinking about religion itõs crucial to keep in mind the 

tremendous diversity that characterizes the worldõs 

religions. Beyond what can be said about humans in 

general, itõs very difficult to say anything at all about 

religion in general. We can interrogate our concept of 

religion, but we should be careful about how and 

when we apply that concept to real people and 

communities. 
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To counter such labels, Strange Religion helps readers 

think about religion as scholars do. Following each 

story are discussion questions written by a scholar. 

These questions aim at wider themes in religious 

studiesñe.g. syncretism (borrowing between and 

merging of religious traditions), tradition vs. 

modernity, theodicy (justifying Godõs goodness in the 

face of evil), the afterlife, and othersñor the religious 

tradition(s) the story engages with. Sometimes these 

questions pry at weaknesses in the story and 

encourage readers to question a line of argument 

made by an author or draw in considerations the 

author may not have addressed. In a similar way, 

stories in Strange Religion sometimes take a critical or 

even humorous stance toward particular religious 

traditions, but criticisms are aimed at specifics and 

particulars rather than a product of the hasty 

characterizations we make about traditions before 

weõve acquired a depth of understanding. Criticisms 

of religious traditionsñor better yet particular 

movements, people, or actions within traditionsñdo 

not always have to be appreciated by religious 

insiders, but they have to account for what people are 

actually saying and doing. 
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