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Humans have also been permanently marking the skin with tattoos in order 
to harness healing forces or protective powers for thousands of years. These sacred 
tattoos refer to both the symbols of a religious belief system and the production of 
a magical outcome. In this way, they are similar to religious language and writing, 
which both speak of a belief system while invoking the power of the belief system 
(see Box 10.2).

Sacred tattoo designs are placed on the body for magical protection and power. 
The Thai, Shan of Burma, and Khmer of Cambodia share the tradition of sak yant, 
or yantra tattooing. Buddhist monks or yantra specialists apply the designs on 
young men, who wear them for protection. Traditionally the tattoo was applied 
with inked bamboo needles tapped into the skin, but today it is more often 
applied with long steel needles. A code of conduct accompanies the yantra tattoo 
by which the wearer should abide, including Do Not Steal, Do Not Lie, and Do 

BOX 10.2 Talking About: Religious Speech

Religious traditions offer both a linguistic 
origin of life itself and a divine origin of human 
language. For instance, in the biblical story of 
Genesis, the creation myth of both Christianity 
and Judaism, “God said ‘Let there be light,’ and 
there was light” (Genesis 1:3). It’s language that 
brings life to the heavens and earth. Then, on the 
sixth day of creation, God made Adam and Eve 
and bestowed upon them the power of speech. 
In a later passage, the Tower of Babel incident 
causes God to split the single human language 
into many different languages. According to this 
tradition, divine events caused the origin and 
development of all human languages.

Religious speech comes in many forms and is 
used in many different circumstances. Of course, 
religious speech is connected with the five func-
tions of faith-based belief systems that were 
explored at the beginning of this chapter. Much 
religious speech is ritualistic, such as daily or 
weekly meetings at a temple or mosque. Some is 
spontaneous, such as a blessing or curse uttered 
in the course of everyday conversation. Some 
may be private, such as the meetings between 

a Zen Buddhist practitioner and their sensei. 
What seem to be most important are the context 
of the utterance and the intent of the speaker. 
As long as these two conditions are right, the 
actual content of religious speech often is not as 
important.

For individuals, communication with supernat-
ural beings and forces takes a wide variety of 
forms. It may be done aloud, such as chanting 
or spell casting, or silently, as in meditation or 
prayer. Spirits may speak through an individual 
when called upon, in a practice called channel-
ing, giving a medium the power to speak sacred 
words.

Individuals may also use words or sounds known 
as mantras to reach a state of unity with the 
divine. One of the most widely practiced is the 
Sanskrit mantra “Om mani padme hum.” This 
mantra is chanted in the Mahayana Buddhist 
tradition in Tibet, as well as anywhere else this 
tradition has taken root. While the individ-
ual sounds have meaning, an important part of 
the chanting of a mantra is the resonance of the 
sacred sounds themselves.
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