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Dissertation Proposal: Religion 

Religion has always been something that fascinates me, neither of my parents or family are especially religious but I attended a Church of England primary school and throughout most of my school life I was exposed to religion. While most religion is almost always seen in a good and holy light, there is so much more under the surface, including truly dark horrors committed in the name of their gods. The idea of Gods is something else that makes religion such a captivating topic, especially this idea of the old gods beloved by now dead religions and how other religions adapted to subtlety include them in their own religion.

 “Sin” – 
A sin as described by the bible is “an act of transgression against divine law”(Oxford dictionary, 2019) other religions have more specific definitions as to what a Sin is such as in Judaism a sin is anything that violates the 613 commandments, and in Islam anything that goes against what Allah says is a sin. The punishment for committing a sin is eternal damnation, but according to the bible its perfectly normal to sin, as long as you recognize your sins and repent, then you will be forgiving and saved by Jesus Christ. This idea that you could commit all kinds of atrocities and then simply acknowledge it and be instantly forgiving seems to almost contradict most of the Christ’s teachings as if all you need do is repent after each seen, what reason would you have to not sin, what reason is there to follow Christ’s rules in the first place. In Buddhism however there is no real concept of sin as they believe every being, god or man, is subject to laws, and every action has an inevitable effect in a chain of causes. Buddhists do still have five heinous crimes that are thought to bring about immediate disaster – Injuring a Buddha, Killing an Arhat, Creating schism in the society of Sangha, Matricide, Patricide, there is also know act of repent in Buddhism. In some religions the idea of sins and eternal damnation are used to almost scare people into believing and behaving, especially when it is taught at a young age “Religions apply themselves before all else to getting these tender years into their possession” (Schopenhauer, 2009), because if your told from a young age that if you do certain things then you’ll end up in hell, you’re much more likely to believe it, “ If, in earliest childhood, a man has certain principles and doctrines repeatedly recited…..and at the same time the possibility of doubt is never so much touched on….the impression will be so profound in almost every case the man will be almost incapable of doubting his own existence so that hardly one in a thousand will then possess the firmness of mind seriously and honestly to ask himself is this true?”(Schopenhauer, 2009) and it’s this aspect of religion that resembles that of brainwashing and that often gives religion a bad image, but in truth this practice of repeated teachings at an early age is done because of its effectiveness, a child is much more susceptible to faith and religion than a grown man is. Perhaps the most well known sin is the ‘original Sin’ committed by Adam and Eve in the bible, it tells of how Adam and eve disobeyed god and ate the forbidden fruit from the tree of knowledge in the garden of Eden. This sin supposedly was past down from Adam into all of mankind corrupting us and making us more susceptible to evil and straying from gods path, in some branches of Christianity, baptism at birth cleanses us form this sin but we are still weekend to evil, in others this sin can never be washed away, and in the past some have even said that this original sin destroyed our free will, this idea contradicts the idea of free will however as Adam; while yes tempted by the snake, chose to disobey god and to disobey the rules, a clear act of free will, so unless gods punishment was to destroy our free will, this teaching doesn’t make sense. Michelangelo Buonarroti is perhaps one of the most famous and highly regarded artist of all time. His work in the Sistine chapel showcases his beautiful gift for art, and among the paintings and murals there, one depicts the ‘Original sin’ and the banishment of Adam and Eve (FIG 1, Buonarroti, M, 1508 -1512). This painting shows the serpent tempting and giving Adam and Eve the apple, then it show them being forced out of Eden for their betrayal, the simplicity behind the scene is something unique to Michelangelo, it makes the painting work not just on it’s own but almost like an illustration for the bible itself, and you can feel the guilt of the sin in the faces of Adam and Eve as well as the wrath of god through the angel and the sword.           

“Worship” –
 The word worship means “the feeling or expression of reverence and adoration for a deity.”(oxford Dictionary, 2009), it’s a word that comes with many bad connotations and often has a feeling of control. This idea of control is something that has always had an uneasy relationship with religion, having complete devotion and loyalty from thousands of people can be seen as a very dangerous thing. While religion does not have such a control on the people these days, it has in the past and this control has been corrupted numerous times for the greed and power. When looking back at more ancient civilisations and there beliefs, the power of worship lead to the practice of animal sacrifice and human sacrifice, this however differs from the more recent corruption as these atrocities were not committed for greed or power they were committed out of sheer belief that that was what the gods wanted and they held that over their own lives. Cults are probably the most common way worship is corrupted in the modern world. Religious and non-religious cults have been around since the Greeks and their hero cults. The more modern and main stream understanding of a ‘cult’ is a social group defined by its unusual religious, spiritual, or philosophical beliefs. One of the most well know cults of the modern era was ‘Peoples temple’, created by Jim jones in 1955 his vision was to spread a message of Christianity mixed with, communist and socialist ideology, and racial equality. Jones’s cult boasted around 20,000 members at its peak, but its often thought more likely to have been around 2,000 to 3,000. The reason this cult is so well know is due to the tragic events that occurred November 18th 1978 in Guyana, when Leo Ryan a U.S Congressman visited investigating claims of abuse within ‘Jonestown’ (The settlement Jones had set up in Guyana two years prior), several members the cult tried to leave with Ryan but were murdered at a local airstrip by temple security guards. Following this attack, that evening Jones had his followers drink cyanide laced grape flavour drink, 918 people died from this including 276 children. During the aftermath of this event surviving members in the U.S told of their fears of a hit squad targeting them, and in 1979 a U.S Congressional aid claimed there were “120 white, brainwashed assassins out from Jonestown awaiting the trigger word to pick up their hit”. While this is a more extreme example it show us just how dangerous devotion and worship can be, all of those people believed in what jones was telling them and some were willing to kill for him, and in the end his own personal beliefs meant mass suicide, wether his followers agreed or not they weren’t given the choice. Most religions believe the act of Worship is something reserved only for god and that to worship anything else is a sin, “Claiming to be wise, they became fools, and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man and birds and animals and creeping things…They exchanged the truth about God for a lie, and worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator”(Chris Collins, 2014). Here it talks about people worshiping the created rather than the creator something that many might see logical as they praise what they know to be true and honest, something that can’t have multiple representations but is more fact, such as the tree that bears them fruit, all the animals that give them food, or even each other, but supposedly in the eyes of religion none of this is worthy of praise or worship but instead man should only look to ‘The Immortal God’ and give all worship there. In this modern era it is true that there are many things we worship that aren’t worthy; money, power, fame, this things all lead to corruption and often tragedy but is it so wrong to worship the things that gives us purpose and life?, is it wrong to worship loved ones? In Hinduism cows are seen as sacred so they are cared for and beloved, but they are still not worshiped, this idea of animals being sacred is common amongst several religions, but the animals are almost never worshiped. In 1985 contemporary artist Andre Serrano released his work “Piss Christ” (FIG 2, Serrano A, 1985), It depicts a plastic crucifix submerged in a glass tank filled with the artist piss, naturally this created massive controversy and outcry in the media, with many calling it blasphemy and sacrilege. Serrano, a Catholic himself never thought his work would cause so much controversy and never saw it as blasphemy saying, “I had no idea Piss Christ would get the attention it did, since I meant neither blasphemy nor offense by it. I've been a Catholic all my life, so I am a follower of Christ” (Andrew Nunes, 2017). While it’s easy to see how some people would take offence to the work the true meaning behind it far from blasphemes. Serrano never gave much meaning to his work keeping it as ambiguous as he could be, he did suggest that it alludes a cheapening or commercializing of religious figures (mainly Christian) in contemporary culture. His work relates to the idea of worship as it plays on the idea of something sacred and something worshiped has been made cheap and almost common and is no longer treated with the respected it is supposed to have. 



“Faith” – 
Faith is the life blood of religion without faith then the religion dies and is forgotten, to worship a god(s) requires faith and belief in what they stand for, whole wars have been fought and millions have died because of faith. Throughout history we see the true power of faith, we see how some use faith for good (the stories of Moses and freeing the slaves) and others use it for greed and power, its also how some people survive day to day, and what keeps them alive. Perhaps on of the best examples of people’s faith being used is the ‘Crusades’. In medieval times the Turks were conquering all of the middle east and reaching beyond as far as Spain, after constant fighting with the Christian Byzantines the Turks were on the verge of victory so emperor Alexios I called for aid from the pope. Pope Urban the 2nd then declared a holy war against the invading Turks offering penance for the any past sins if the Christian knights of Europe banded together to drive them out and re take the lost Christian cities such as the holy Jerusalem. These holy wars lasted for years and thousands died all in the name of religion, as both sides had faith that this was the right thing to do, this was what god wanted, no matter the cost. The idea that all it took to convince thousands of men to travel miles away from home and wage war in an unknown land was that they would be safe from damnation, is something truly fascinating and shows exactly how powerful faith and belief can be, it also shows how dangerous faith can be, as the Muslim armies of the Turks sought to convert the European world to there faith as they believed it was superior, causing two devastating crusades. For Christians and many other religious followers the act of faith is something that gives them security and peace, it’s the idea that no matter what happens they are safe in god’s hands, as long as they remain completely devoted and obedient to him. This obedience to a belief and a higher power is something that can be easily corrupted and used, as many followers believe that if it’s what god wills then it must be right no matter the consequences, so if someone claiming to speak gods wishes demanded his disciples wage war on someone, there faith in god would give them escape from any kind of reasonable doubt, and any feelings of wrong doing, because it’s what the lord wants “Members gave proof of their religiousness and of their worship of their goddess Kali by treacherously murdering their friends and traveling companions whenever the occasion offered”(Schopenhauer, 2009). This photograph by Adi Nes an Israeli photographer depicts, Israeli solders re-enacting the famous last supper scene from the bible (FIG 3, Nes A, 2008).  This representation of such an iconic scene works on many different levels, firstly you’ve got the title ‘The last supper’ which works especially well in regard to solders as it could literally be any of these men’s last meal, and talking about his photograph Nes said “ The moment you serve as a soldier, you choose to give yourself over to the society, to the army, to someone else. You have to take the possibility you're going to die” (Leah Sinclair, 2015). This act of giving yourself to a society and being completely devoted to them is not unlike religion and giving yourself to Christ, obviously the army and religion have been one in the same in the past for instance; as I spoke of earlier, the crusades
  

In summary each of these words have helped me to explore in more depth the work I plan on researching and creating for my dissertation. Through looking at the origins of sin in a religious context I’ve come to see how different branches of the same church all have different interpretations of sin’s and of the original sin committed by Adam and Eve, I’ve also looked at how art represents this sin. Worship is one of the largest parts of religion and it can lead people to all doing all kinds of things, whether it be ritual sacrifice or mass suicide, and the ideas of false gods and idols is something I intend to explore further. Perhaps the most important word in religion, Faith is the start and the end of all religion, whole civilizations lived off faith, it’s started wars, and ended them, an unfathomable amount of blood has been spilt all in the name of faith, yet faith has also kept people alive, through misery and despair people turn to faith to save them and keep them sane and in many cases it has, but faith is also the most corruptible part of religion and can be used the terrible things. Faith is what I will explore most in my dissertation. 
For my dissertation I will be exploring the question; what is religion? And how does a religion die? Do the gods that were once praised by hundreds still exist, or do they die with the religion? And is religion still needed in this modern world or is an ancient practice slowly being forgotten at humanity moves on?  
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