
What is Religion? 
 
From the Latin word “religio” meaning awe or fear one feels in the presence of a spirit or 
god. 
 
Definition: Set of beliefs having to do with the gods, through which one is taught a moral 
system. 
 
Six elements of religion: 
 

1. Usually deal in some way with people’s relationship to the unseen world of spirits, 
ancestors, gods, and demons. 

 
2. Usually have a developed system of myths about the unseen world and rituals 

designed for communing with or appeasing the spirits. 
 

3. Usually developed a system of organized rituals, temples, priests, and scriptures.  
 

4. Usually have ideas that explain what happens after death 
 

5. Usually have a developed code of conduct or moral order. 
 

6. Usually have attracted large followings. 
 
Religion is universal – all societies have developed some sort of religious tradition 
 
Ethnic Religions: Religions that a person is born into –  

1. Can be interchangeable with ethnicity 
2. Don’t seek converts and people have little/no chance to convert.  
3. Usually small, homogeneous groups. (Judaism, Hinduism, Shintoism) 

 
Universal Religions: Religions that seek converts  

1. Look to convert people - usually easy to join.  
2. Larger, heterogeneous groups 
3. Often wide variances in practices and rituals depending on culture 

 
 
 
 
 



 
Religion is an integral part of culture – often serve as a symbol of group identity – especially 
in ancient cultures 
 

 Religion is often evident in the landscape of a culture – eg. Buildings, cemeteries, 
land division, etc. 

 
 Religion is often manifested in a society’s values, morals, ethics, traditions and laws. 

 
 Religion often influences (mandates?) social structure of a society 

 
 Religion often gives meaning to specific places 

 
 Adoption of a religion can change a society, but societal values and symbols will be 

incorporated into religious practices. 
 
 
Religious Impact Continuum  
 

Religion varies in its cultural role: 
 
Some cultures are dominated by religious beliefs, morals and traditions 
Eg; Afghanistan (Taliban), Iran, other historical theocracies 
 
Some cultures have elements of formalized religion as part of their beliefs and 
traditions, but attempt to  
  
Some cultures reject religions in favor of secular value systems. 

 


