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·
DEFINITION   Religion is the codification of values in a society; religious beliefs and behaviors are learned.  Religion provides reason for life and death, systematizes life experiences, and symbolizes the transition from birth to death in symbolic “rite of passage” such as those that a society celebrates at birth, puberty, marriage, and death.

·
VALUES OF A SOCIETY:  Religion defines and codifies values for individuals and groups. It also ranks those values as what is most important to the individual and group for future survival and group welfare.

·
BELIEFS: Individuals and groups have specific beliefs concerning life, sustenance, families, right and wrong, etc.  Religion provides a secure basis for those beliefs by providing supernatural guidance and support.

·
BEHAVIORS: Ideal behaviors for both individuals and groups are set by all religions to show individual how life should be lived.  It also provides social penalties and enduring consequences when individuals do not do ‘what is right’ in the sight of God and Man.

·
INSTITUTIONS: Institutions provide a group setting for religious practices, creation and maintenance of group symbols, and teaching of children.  This ensure continuity of the groups’ values as well as coherence in group beliefs and practices. Institutions are also largely responsible for sanctioning individuals or groups that engage in unacceptable behavior.

·
LEADERS: Religious groups often have both formal and informal leadership.  The formal leaders are generally associated with institutions such as religious schools, theological discourse, supporting symbols, and debates concerning types and forms of sanctions. Informal leaders often provide ways of adapting to new social or environmental conditions. Messianic leaders are common during times of crisis and generally signal a significant change in some aspect of religious practice for the group.   This is often in conjunction with a ‘revitalization’ movement or ‘revival.’

·
CODES: The codes, books, or writing of a religion are generally considered sacred. That implies a supernatural origin and a duty to follow the code insofar as possible. Most ‘codes’ whether the Quran, Bible, or Torah, provide general principles rather than specific rules and are therefore, subject to interpretation over time.  Individual and group behaviors are to conform to the ‘intent’ and ‘content’ of the sacred Scriptures.

·
JUSTICE: The three religions, Islam, Christianity, and Judaism, have specific rules and procedures to ensure both individual and social justice.  There is an injunction in the Old Testament, for example, that states: “He who has contempt for the poor, is a reproach to his Maker.”  Social justice can be effected through individual acts of kindness and generosity and organized religious/ social activities through the House or Place of worship and/ or through the Leaders and Institutions of the religion.  The important point is that the three “religions of the Book’ take social justice very seriously and have active agendas for rectifying social injustice.  Appropriate treatment of the poor is mandated by all three religions.

·
GENDER RELATIONSHIPS: All three religions maintain spiritual equality before God. They all differ in social treatment of gender differences. Christianity has changed over time to provide women with more social equality.  Both Judaism and Islam tend to maintain a public-private sphere.  Women’s place, therefore, is equal spiritually, but separate socially.  In effect, this gives women voice in the home but little or no voice in the public domain. Clothing (dress for both men and women) in all three religions is to be publicly “modest.”

·
HISTORY: cultural0 and religious changes over time. The major world religions have remained constant insofar as basic beliefs and prescribed behaviors are concerned. However, specific adaptive behaviors change over time.  Illustrations would include hair styles, or shaving for males, appropriate clothing, types of transportation, music forms and art work.   

·
DEMOCRACY: If democracy depends on enlightened self interest and the ability to make decisions in groups, most peoples in the world have strong democratic impulses and traditions. The idea that any traditional religion, (such as Islam) is contradictory to modern democratic processes and institutions is counter-factual.  Most ethnic groups have internal preferences for self-rule and resistance to externally imposed tyranny. The specific institutions (such as a constitution, presidency, or independent judiciary) may not mirror those of  the United States, but decision-making by groups in their own self-interest is the norm, not the exception.

·
RULES OF WAR: All religions have specific rules for both individual and group violence.  There are penalties for murder in all traditions.  All religions have specific rules for group conflict, or war.  These are generally both tradition based and written proscriptions.  These often include the right of sanctuary, treatment of prisoners, treatment of women, children, and civilians, special tribunals for hearing complaints, and proscriptions against torture.  Traditional rules in the Middle East, for example, includes respect for trees (especially fruit trees) and prohibitions against poisoning any source of water. Rules of war are found in Sun Tzu, Clausewitz, and the Ramayana. Even when rules or codes are not written, there are specific prohibitions against certain kinds of behavior and penalties for disobeying those rules  found in all societies even those which seem ‘lawless.’ 

·
POPULATION BASE: It is important to ascertain (a) which segment of society practices a given religion. If the elites and monied classes practice a certain religion and the poor another religion, each may use religion to organize and systematize their grievances.  (b) whether the belief system is entrenched and what percentage of the population is ‘nominal’ and which are ‘true believers.’  To what degree to the people behave in accordance with their professed beliefs?  (Example: if there is a proscription against drinking alcoholic beverages, what proportion of the adherents of a given religion actually abstain from alcohol)

·
RELIGIOUS INTERACTION BETWEEN AND AMONG RELIGIOUS GROUPS : All groups have traditional ways of handling differences between individual adherents and at the formal institutionalized level.  These include:  conflicts between individuals that arise as a consequence of their religion practices, intermarriage, children, and rights of inheritance, and death rituals. Specific individuals are generally given the task of this kind of conflict management and communication. Most importantly, these traditional practices are generally characterized as peace-producing, or they would not have survived.  When conflicts arise between individuals of differing faiths, or when the religious institutions compete for the benefits of state/ government status and funding, these traditional practices and personages can be mobilized for enhancing peaceful interaction.

·
RELIGION AND THE STATE: What is the relationship between formal religions and the government?  Does one religion have official status? If so, what is the prescribed treatment for adherents to minority religions? In most countries, a single religion is found to be the religion of the majority of the population and hence, is accorded ‘state legitimacy.’  In these cases, this religion will be supported in areas of formal education, holidays, public prayers by government officials, an overlap of religious and government symbols, (such as the official flag of the country) and support for the language of the religion’s code or Scripture.  In some cases, the religion’s values become the state’s values regarding education, provision of government goods and services, communication and transportation, living quarters, gender relationships, and treatment of outsiders.  These rules are often mirrored in the judiciary and judicial system.

·
MUTUAL STEREOTYPING AND HOSTILITY: It is important to know the assumptions that are the basis for hostile accusations against members of the opposing religious group.  Some assumptions may be based in unintentional ignorance; others may be based in intentional stereotyping.  If these stereotypes are known and used by state officials, the members of any minority religion will be at risk.

·
TERRITORY: All religions are associated with a geographical ‘place.’  Whether this place is one of actual geography, i.e. a river, lake, mountain, valley, or region, OR whether it is a mythical homeland, i.e. heaven or a mythical place, ‘territoriality’ is critical.  Place always has more ‘value’ than the specific resources of geography; it is symbolic of the birth and death place of a group. The place will always be associated with origin, identity, burial, blood, history, and symbolized in music and art as a gathering place for all of the people of a given religion or ethnic group. There are cases where adherents of a religion actually reside on their homeland; often members of a religion desire or mythologize a specific place for “right of return.”

·
ART, MUSIC, SYMBOLS : All religions have symbols that provide non-language in-group communication.  This includes: body marking, wearing of symbolic art, fetishes, colors, geometric design, ground markings, and  use of television and media for communication of in-group religious beliefs and practices are known.  Poetry seems especially important as it is a shorthand for communication. Music is a powerful symbol of religious practice and carries messages far and above the actual words, rhythm, instrumentation, or tune.

·
SACRED PLACES: This includes buildings for worship, sacred groves, rocks, mountains, mesas, burial places and cemeteries, schools, and any other place that has religious meaning for religious adherents.  There will always be specific behavioral rules for non-believers; in some cases, they are not allowed in the sacred place or in other cases, specific rules of dress and behavior are mandated.  
