Components or Basic Elements of Religion

Religion, as a fundamental institution in human society, is a complex system of
beliefs, practices, and symbols. Sociologists and anthropologists like Anderson and
Parker have sought to break down this complexity into its core components. The
following is an in-depth exploration of these elements.

(1) Belief in a Supernatural Power:

This is the foundational element upon which all religions are built. At its core, this is
the conviction that reality extends beyond the empirically observable, natural world.
This supernatural power, often referred to as God, gods, spirits, ancestors, or an
impersonal force (like the concept of Brahman in Hinduism or the Tao in Taoism), is
believed to exist outside of and beyond the mundane human experience.

This belief stems from humanity's perennial encounter with questions that science

and reason alone cannot fully answer: the mystery of existence, the purpose of life,
the reality of suffering and death, and the vastness and power of the natural world.
The supernatural power is invoked to explain these phenomena. For instance:

« In Theistic Religions (like Christianity, Islam, and Judaism), this power is a
personal, conscious God who created the universe, is actively involved in its
workings, and to whom humans are accountable. This God is often seen as all-
powerful (omnipotent), all-knowing (omniscient), and all-good
(omnibenevolent).

« In Polytheistic Religions (like ancient Greek religion or modern Hinduism),
this power is distributed among multiple deities, each with specific domains,
personalities, and responsibilities, such as a god of rain, a goddess of love, or
a god of death.

e In Animistic Religions (common in indigenous cultures), the supernatural is
not confined to distinct gods but is seen as a spirit or life-force that inhabits
natural objects like trees, mountains, rivers, and animals. This creates a world
where everything is potentially alive with spiritual significance.

e In Non-Theistic Religions (like certain schools of Buddhism), the focus is less
on a creator god and more on an impersonal cosmic law, such as Dharma,
which governs the universe and the cycle of rebirth.



This core belief provides the framework for a religious worldview, shaping how
adherents perceive their place in the cosmos and their relationship to the ultimate
reality.

(2) Man’s Adjustment to Supernatural Powers:

Believing in a powerful supernatural force naturally leads to the human desire to
relate to it. Because these powers are seen as controlling aspects of human life—
bestowing blessings like rain for crops, health for children, or success in endeavors,
and inflicting curses like illness, natural disaster, or defeat—it is imperative for
humans to be in a right relationship with them. This is the essence of "adjustment.”

This adjustment is rarely passive; it is an active and often ritualistic process designed
to appease, honor, petition, or commune with the supernatural. Religion provides the
prescribed methods for this adjustment. Common examples include:

e Prayer: The most universal form of adjustment. It can be a silent meditation, a
spoken request for help, an expression of thanks, or a chant of praise. In Islam,
the five daily prayers (Salah) are a physical and verbal act of submission and
adjustment to the will of Allah.

« Sacrifice and Offerings: From the animal sacrifices of ancient Judaism to the
offering of food, flowers, and incense (Puja) at a Hindu temple, giving
something of value is a way to honor the deity, seek favor, or atone for
mistakes.

« Rituals and Ceremonies: These are structured, repeated actions that hold
symbolic meaning. A Kirtan in the Hindu tradition, involving the communal
chanting of hymns and names of God, is a powerful act of emotional and
spiritual adjustment. Christian sacraments like Baptism and Holy Communion
are rituals through which believers seek and affirm God's grace.

« Following Moral Codes: Often, adjustment is not just about ritual acts but
also about living a life that is pleasing to the supernatural power. Following
the Ten Commandments or the Eightfold Path is a form of continuous, life-
long adjustment.

The non-performance of these prescribed acts is often seen not just as a missed
opportunity but as a dangerous act of neglect or defiance, inviting the displeasure of
the supernatural.



(3) Acts Defined as Sinful:

If religion defines the proper way to relate to the supernatural, it must also define
what constitutes a breach in that relationship. This is the concept of "sin" or its
equivalent in other traditions. Sin is not merely a legal infraction but a spiritual
transgression that disrupts the harmonious bond between the human and the divine
(and often, by extension, the human community). It is an act, thought, or state of
being that is fundamentally out of alignment with the will or order established by the
supernatural power.

The definition of what is sinful varies greatly between religions, reflecting their
different core values and beliefs:

e In Abrahamic Faiths (Judaism, Christianity, Islam): Sin is often understood
as an act of disobedience against God's revealed will. It can range from major
sins like murder and adultery to sins of thought, such as envy or pride. The
concept of "original sin" in Christianity posits a fundamental state of
separation from God inherited from the first humans.

e In Dharmic Religions (Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism): The concept closest
to sin is often tied to karma, the universal law of cause and effect.
Unwholesome or unskillful actions (papa or akusala), driven by greed, hatred,
or delusion, create negative karma. This isn't an offense against a personal
god as much as a violation of the cosmic order, which inevitably leads to
suffering and binds one further to the cycle of rebirth (samsara).

e In Tribal Religions: Sin might be defined as breaking a taboo—an act that is
so sacred and forbidden that it brings automatic spiritual pollution or danger
to the individual and the entire community. For example, a hunter killing a
totem animal sacred to the clan would be a grave transgression.

By defining sin, religion creates a clear moral map, outlining the boundaries of
acceptable behavior and the specific ways in which the ideal relationship with the
supernatural can be damaged.

(4) Method of Salvation:

If sin or karma creates a state of disharmony, bondage, or separation, then religion's
ultimate purpose is to provide a solution. This is the method of salvation, liberation,
or enlightenment—the path back to wholeness. This component addresses the
human longing for ultimate meaning, release from suffering, and a positive eternal
destiny. The goal is the "ultimate aim of life," as your text notes, and the method is
the practical path to achieve it.



The nature of "salvation" and the method to achieve it are defined by the religion's
understanding of the core problem:

In Christianity: The problem is sin and separation from God. The method of
salvation is faith in the atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ. Through his death and
resurrection, the barrier of sin is removed, and harmony between God and
humanity is re-established. This is a gift of grace, not something earned solely
by human effort.

In Islam: The goal is to achieve Jannah (Paradise) through submission to the
will of Allah (Islam). The method is a combination of sincere faith (/man) and
righteous deeds (Amal), following the Five Pillars and the guidance of the
Quran and the Sunnah (the teachings and practices of the Prophet
Muhammad). Salvation is attained by Allah's mercy, judged by one's faith and
actions.

In Hinduism: The ultimate aim is Moksha, or liberation from the cycle of birth,
death, and rebirth (samsara). The method is not singular but offers various
paths (yogas): the path of knowledge (Jnana Yoga), the path of devotion
(Bhakti Yoga), the path of selfless action (Karma Yoga), and the path of
meditation (Ragja Yoga). Each is a method to realize the true self (Atman) and
its unity with the ultimate reality (Brahman).

In Buddhism: The aim is Nirvana, the "blowing out" of the fires of desire,
hatred, and ignorance, which ends suffering and the cycle of rebirth. The
method is the Noble Eightfold Path (right view, right intention, right speech,
right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, right
concentration), a practical discipline of ethical conduct, mental discipline, and
wisdom.

This component provides the religion's ultimate hope and purpose, transforming it
from a mere belief system into a powerful, life-orienting path.

(5) Belief in Some Sacred Things:

Beyond the abstract belief in supernatural power, religion often anchors itself in
tangible, physical objects or places that are considered sacred, holy, or set apart.
These sacred things serve as a focal point for devotion, a symbol of the divine, and a
bridge between the mundane world and the transcendent realm. The relationship to
these objects is not based on their material value but on a deeply held faith in their
spiritual significance.



These sacred items are profoundly symbolic. They represent core beliefs, historical
events, or the presence of the divine itself. Their sacredness is often established
through stories of their origin, a connection to a holy figure, or a historical revelation.

e Religious Icons and Statues: In Hinduism, a murti (statue) of a deity like
Ganesha or Krishna is not just an idol but is believed to be a physical
manifestation of the divine, consecrated through rituals to become a vessel
for the god's presence during worship. Similarly, icons in Eastern Orthodox
Christianity are venerated as windows into the heavenly realm.

« Animals and Natural Objects: As your text mentions, the cow is considered
sacred in Hinduism, symbolizing non-violence, selfless giving, and the divine.
It is revered and protected. In many indigenous traditions, specific mountains
(e.g., Uluru in Australia), rivers (e.g., the Ganges in India), or groves of trees are
considered sacred dwelling places of spirits or ancestors.

e Relics and Texts: In Buddhism, relics of the Buddha (such as his supposed
bones or teeth) are enshrined in stupas and are objects of veneration. For
Muslims, the Quran is the literal word of God, making the physical book itself
a sacred object to be handled with the utmost respect and purity. For Jews,
the Torah scrolls in the ark of a synagogue are the most sacred physical
objects.

These sacred things create a tangible connection to the faith, reminding believers of
their spiritual commitments and providing a physical focus for their reverence and
love.

(6) Procedure of Worship:

While "adjustment" refers to the general concept of relating to the supernatural,
"procedure of worship" refers to the specific, codified, and often elaborate methods
by which this relationship is enacted. It is the ritual "grammar" of the religion. These
procedures give structure and form to the spiritual impulses of belief, providing a
consistent and recognizable way for the community to express its devotion
collectively and for individuals to connect personally with the divine.

The procedures can vary dramatically, reflecting different theological understandings
of the divine and the proper human posture before it.

e Ildol Worship (Iconic): In religions like Hinduism and Jainism, a key procedure
involves puja, which might include bathing the statue, dressing it, offering
food, waving lamps, and singing hymns. The worshipper engages with the



divine through the consecrated image, using all the senses. The procedure is
often elaborate, physical, and sensory.

e Formless Worship (Aniconic): In Islam, the procedure of worship is strictly
aniconic, meaning it forbids any depiction of God. The focus is on the absolute
oneness and transcendence of Allah. The primary procedure is the Salah, a set
of prescribed physical movements (standing, bowing, prostrating) and
recitations from the Quran, all performed facing the holy city of Mecca. The
worship is directed to God alone, without any physical intermediary.

o Liturgical Worship: In many Christian denominations (Catholic, Orthodox,
Anglican), worship follows a formal liturgy—a structured order of service that
includes readings from scripture, prayers, hymns, and a sermon. The Eucharist
or Holy Communion is a central ritual procedure, re-enacting the Last Supper
of Jesus.

o Maeditative Worship: In some Buddhist traditions, the central procedure is
meditation (zazen in Zen, or vipassand). The act of sitting in stillness and
observing the mind is itself the primary form of worship and spiritual practice,
aimed at cultivating insight and compassion.

These procedures, regardless of their form, serve to focus the mind, discipline the
body, and create a sacred space and time where the believer can encounter the
supernatural.

(7) Place of Worship:

The need for a sacred focus extends to physical space. While individuals can pray
anywhere, religions almost universally designate specific, consecrated places for
communal worship and ritual. These places are not just convenient meeting halls;
they are themselves considered sacred spaces, set apart from the ordinary world.
They are often believed to be where the divine dwells in a special way, where heaven
and earth meet, making them the ideal location for conducting the serious business
of relating to the supernatural.

The design, orientation, and features of these places are deeply symbolic and reflect
the religion's core beliefs.

o Temple (Hinduism): A Hindu temple (mandir) is designed as a microcosm of
the universe. The central shrine, housing the main deity's image, represents
the cosmic mountain at the center of the world. The architecture and
elaborate carvings are intended to guide the worshipper from the mundane
world toward the spiritual center. It is considered the dwelling place of the
god on earth.



e Church (Christianity): A Christian church is often designed in the shape of a
cross. The altar, where the Eucharist is celebrated, is the holiest part. Stained-
glass windows depict biblical stories, serving as a visual scripture for the
faithful. It is seen as the "house of God" and a symbol of the body of Christ
(the community of believers).

e Mosque (Islam): A mosque's most distinctive feature is the minaret, from
which the call to prayer is made. The interior is a large, open space, often
decorated with intricate geometric patterns and calligraphy of Quranic verses,
but never with images of people or God. A niche (mihrab) in the wall indicates
the gibla, the direction of Mecca, which all worshippers face during prayer.
The mosque is a place of prostration and communal unity before Allah.

« Synagogue (Judaism): A synagogue is a center for Jewish prayer, study, and
community gathering. The most sacred feature is the Aron Kodesh (Holy Ark),
a cabinet set in the wall that faces Jerusalem, which contains the Torah scrolls.
A perpetual light (Ner Tamid) burns above the ark, symbolizing God's eternal
presence.

These places of worship serve as powerful symbols of the religion's identity, anchors
for the community, and physical locations that facilitate the collective and individual
experience of the sacred.
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