
RELIGION AND COMMUNITY

An Introduction to Religion in Contemporary Society



THE AIMS OF THIS SECTION

This section asks you to consider the diversity of 

ideas about the influence of religion ni society.

You will have to consider the following:

ò The definition of religion

ò The concept of secularisation and is six main 

elements

ò The reasons for the emergence of fundamentalism

ò The causes and characteristics of fundamentalism



CAN YOU NAME THIS FAMOUS ATHEIST?
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HAS SCIENCE KILLED RELIGION?





FAITH

òAny faith is a personal and group experience of 

the metaphysical reality described in various 

ways as: the Sacred, the Divine, the 

Transcendent, God, Allah, etc. etc.

òFaith is NOT Religion



EXAMPLES OF THE FAITH EXPERIENCE:

Dag Hammarskjold, in Markings:

"Somewhere along the line, I said 'yes' to Someone or Something --and that has 

made the difference......we die on the day when our lives cease to be illumined 

by the steady radiance, renewed daily, of a wonder, the source of which is 

beyond all reason." 

Hammarskjold was a Swedish diplomat and author and was the second Secretary-Generalof 

the United Nations. He served from April 1953 until his death in a plane crashin September 

1961. He is the only person to have been awarded the Nobel Peace Prizeposthumously.

U.S. PresidentJohn F. Kennedycalled Hammarskjºld òthe greatest statesman of our centuryó

Specifically FAITH experience has been variously identified in the following ways: 

ò the awareness of the holy, which evokes awe and reverence

ò the sense of being at one with the divine, linked with òground of beingó

ò the encounter with a reality òwholly otheró

ò the sense of a transforming power as a presence. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Diplomat
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Author
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations_Secretary-General
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations_Secretary-General
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations_Secretary-General
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aviation_accidents_and_incidents
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nobel_Peace_Prize
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/President_of_the_United_States
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/President_of_the_United_States
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_F._Kennedy


ÅFaith involves a stance toward some claim 
that is not, at least presently, demonstrable 
by reason. 

ÅFaith is a kind of attitude of trust or assent. 
As such, it is ordinarily understood to involve 
an act of will or a commitment on the part of 
the believer. 

ÅFaith involves a belief that makes some kind 
of either implicit or explicit reference to a 
transcendent source.



RELIGION

A religion is anINTERPRETATIONof the Faith  Experience 

é INTERPRETATION expressed in an authoritative tradition 

(oral or written texts) sacred places, symbols, rituals and an 

authoritative leadership (apostles, priests, bishops, 

shamans, imams, rabbis, lamas, and scholar-monks).

RELIGION IS NOT FAITH



PYRAMID

Question you have 
about the lesson

Things you 
have been 

reminded of 
today

Things 
you have 
learned 

today



WHO HAD MORE HITS ON YOUTUBE?

Richard Dawkins

Or

Alistar McGrath?

160,702

55,354

1.What can we learn from these figures?
2.What are we measuring?
3.What else do we need to know before we can 

interpret these numbers?
4.Are these figures consistent and exact?



TASK

ÅWrite down 5 things you associate with religion.  Compare 
your list with someone else's.

Consider the following examples of behaviour and decide which ones are instances 

of religious behaviour:

ÅPraying in your home

ÅReading the Qurõan

ÅSitting in a yoga position.

ÅUsing crystals for healing.

ÅSomeone using FengShui in their home.

ÅWaving a scarf at a football match and singing the team song.

ÅTaking a revered cuddly toy into an exam.

ÅAttending mass on Christmas Eve.

ÅThrowing salt over your shoulder.

Discuss your decisions with your partner.



WRITE DOWN IN YOUR OWN WORDS A DEFINITION 

OF RELIGION.

òWrite a definition on your post-it 

òCompare your definition with the person next 
to you

òEITHER choose the best definition OR write a 
new definition combining the best elements 
of each

òNow share your definition with another pair, 
and repeat the process



READ THE DEFINITIONS OF RELIGION ON PAGES 

67-68 OF YOUR TEXT BOOK FROM PEOPLE WHO 

HAVE STUDIED RELIGION IN SOCIETY.

ÅCopy each definition into one of the 
spider diagrams on your worksheet.

ÅPlace comments and notes around the 
outside, using the comments in the text 
on pages 67-68.



ANALYSING STATISTICS

ÅRead side 1 of the Mori poll on 
Religious belief carefully.
ÅAnswer questions 1 -8 on the 
sheet.
ÅCompare answers with a  partner 
and think about how well you 
interpreted the statistics.



STOP!...WAIT A MINUTE MR POSTMAN

On your post -it write down 3
of the main changes in religious 
belief between February 1998 
and August 2003 from your 
HW research on the Mori poll.



SUMMARISING

ÅSelect 30 -40 important key words/phrases.
ÅIn pairs discuss your choices and select the 10 most 
important words/phrases which summarise the key 
information in the text.
ÅWhat are the final 10 ðletõs decide on a class list.  
ÅWrite out the 10 on your sheet.
ÅNow use one colour to tick those linked to religion and 
another colour to tick those linked to secularisation.
ÅWrite out a summary of the key information using the 10 
words/phrases only.  Put the text away.
ÅNow swap with a  partner and read their summary.  Use 
the text to find 3 points you think would improve the 
summary and add them.



DEFINING RELIGION

One example of the 

sacred for Hindus is the 

cow.

Think of 3 other examples of sacred things from 

different religions.

Consider what having sacred things does for people.



DEFINING RELIGION ACTIVITIES

Read òDefining Religionó handout carefully and focus 
on inclusive and exclusive definitions.

Letõs test your understanding of these definitions.  
Read the definitions of religion on the sheet and fill in 

which sort of definition it is underneath ðdonõt 
complete the sentences yet..

Now complete the sentences to explain why they are 
either inclusive or exclusive definitions.



RESEARCH TASK

Read òReligion in the United Kingdomó by Vexen

Crabtree produced in 2007.

Highlight which statistics you find 

surprising/interesting.

Decide on a set of statistics from one of the 8 

provided, and present them as a chart or graph. Use 

the heading provided as a title for your chart/graph.  

In a paragraph indicate what these statistics suggest 

regarding the state of religion in society.



SECULARISATION

ò What is secularisation?

ò One of the best working definitions is given by 
Wilsoné

ò "the process whereby religious thinking, practice 
and institutions lose social significanceò

ò Throughout these lessons collect key information 
about secularisation and evidence for and 
evidence against the decline of religion to 
complete your mind map. Be prepared to voice a 
balanced opinion in the debate later!



Learning  Maps © 2007



SECULARISATION

òSociologist Peter Bergerõs 
definition: òBy secularization 
we mean the process by 
which sectors of society and 
cultures are removed from 
the domination of religious 
institutions and symbols.ó



SECULARISATION

Durkheim

As a functionalist Durkheim believed religion 

is about maintaining social cohesion

Durkheim was especially interested in the role 

of ritual

Collective worship brings people together

As societies develop new ways of doing this 

religion loses this role.



SECULARISATION

Marx
óreligion is the opium of the 
peopleé the sigh of the 
oppressedô

An ideological  tool of the 
ruling class to keep the 
working class 
subordinate

People put up with suffering 
in this life with the 
promise of better in the 
next

No role for religion in 
communism as there 
would be no oppression



SECULARISATION

Freud

Religion is an illusion

God takes the place of parents

In the future rationality replaces 

religion 



SECULARISATION

Weber

Religion answers important 

questions

Why am I here? Etc.

Science and rationality would 

replace religion as it will 

increasingly answer these 

questions



SECULARISATION

ò The debate about whether society is 

becoming less religious or not

covers a number of areas



SECULARISATION - DISENGAGEMENT

Some argue that religion has become 

disengaged from wider society

It has less of a voice in politics



SECULARISATION - DIFFERENTIATION

ò Religious institutions are specialising in 

the spiritual and have fewer links with 

other social institutions.

ò Family, school, social services have taken 

over the functions of the church.

ò Parsons (functionalist) sees this as a 

positive step and shows that religion is 

still important.



SECULARISATION - PLURALISM

ò The more religions there are the more watered down 

the message becomes.

ò Wilson sees the growth of sects as the last outposts 

of religion.

ò Whereas Greeley sees sects and NRMs as evidence 

of resacrilisation ïan increasing interest in spiritual 

things.

ò Ecumenicalism (churches coming together) is seen 

as a strength by some and weakness by others



SECULARISATION - DISENCHANTMENT

ò Many agree with Weber on this -

ò Science has replaced religion in 

answering many questions.

ò However some believe that many 

have become disenchanted with 

science and rationality and are 

looking for spiritual answers again. 

New religious movements (NRMs)



SECULARISATION- MEASURING SECULARISATION

Social Control Function

Religion is less significant in affecting 

peoples day to day lives.

But most people still admit to 

believing in God/The Supernatural.

The clergy not as powerful in the UK

as they were



SECULARISATION  - CLERGY AND 

POLITICAL ACTIVITY

Not as active in the UK

But are in other parts of the world e.g. 
- Latin America.

But politicians are often criticised for 
ónon-religiousôor ñimmoralò 
behaviour ïdoes this suggest a 
continuing importance in religious 
belief?



SECULARISATION - DOMINANT RELIGION 

IS CHALLENGED

The variety of NRMs 

and sects

challenging 

established churches 

is seen by Wilson as 

the last splutterings 

of religious 

importance.



SECULARISATION - DIFFERENT RATES OF 

DECLINE

In USA religion is still very 
strong and seems to be 
slowing down in decline
(even the Simpsons go to 
church!) 

In UK established religion is 
declining but Islam and new 
age movements(NAMs) and 
new religious movements 
(NRMs) are all growing.



SECULARISATION - ATTENDANCE 

PATTERNS

Fewer people go to church, fewer people marry 

in church  and fewer people have their 

children christened

- but most still have church funerals!

Why in the past was there greater pressure to 

attend religious services?

Å Religion more part of accepted culture.

Å Family traditions/authority.

Å Chapels built by employers.

Å Church as hub of local social life.



SECULARISATION - SURROGATE RELIGIONS

ò Religion in our society competes with 
other belief systems and activities -
more people can be found in the 
supermarket on Sunday than in church.

ò Bellah 1970 argues that in the US 
there is a form of civil religion which 
includes ideas on freedom, justice and 
quality. 

ò This unites people and acts to maintain 
social solidarity within groups.

Football is the 

new religion



SECULARISATION - SCIENCE

Science, medicine and psychotherapy are all potential 
replacements for religion in society today

Science

A common view is that science has replaced religion

It gives factual explanations

However, as many people seem indifferent to science

BSE, AIDS etc. have called into question so called 
ôexpertõ advice

Many people still seek ômagic and mysteryõ

Can you think of ways in which science and reason have 
helped solve human problems?



SECULARISATION - MEDICINE

Turner 1983 - people turn more to 
medicine than religion when ill

Medical and spiritual advice is often 
combined in tribal societies in the role 
of ôwitch doctorõ

But medicine still struggles with AIDS, 
Cancer etc

Many still turn to some form of prayer 
when medicine offers no hope.



SECULARISATION - PSYCHOTHERAPY

Lasch (1980) and Gelner (1985) see psychotherapy 
as having taken over the role of curing the inner 
self

Therapies help people to ôget betterõ

Now study your notes and come to a balanced 
conclusion ðis religion in decline??


