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Four ‘Modes’ of Religion

We have seen that in principle, practically any religious tradition
contains within itself sufficient variety to occupy a normal student
during a normal lifetime, but that parallel studies between one
tradition and another are both useful and necessary, even when
those traditions may sort under the same textbook heading. But
religion is not one simple thing, nor does it fulfil one single function.
As well as the customary geographical and historical divisions
between one ‘religion’ and another, it is therefore advisable to keep
in mind the possibility — indeed the certainty — that wherever we
look in the world of religion, different needs are being met and
different functions fulfilled.

It is not always easy to convince people that religion is, in fact,
multi-functional. All too often the talk among intellectuals has been
of ‘the essence of religion’ — a single powerfully compelling idea
which is taken to be absolute and final, a sentiment, a notion, an
attitude which is self-authenticating and without which religion
cannot exist. Philosophically or theologically speaking, the
discussion about ‘Essences’ is not without its point. Functionally
speaking, however, the discussion has to be carried on in different
terms. It is less a matter of what function or functions religion might,
or ought to, fulfil when it is at its best, than of the possible range of
functions which it actually fulfils under varying circumstances.

To the functional question, many of the existing textbooks have
very little to contribute. Commonly they divide up their material
tribe by tribe, country by country, culture by culture, and follow
cach separate path as it winds its way through its own history. In
terms of straightforward chronicle, this is reasonable enough.
Without the kind of elementary historical knowledge which this kind
of study provides, whatever else there may be to the study of religion
is bound to be at best elusive, and may at worst be totally
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104 Understanding Religion

identification with its values, along with such outward symbols as
dress, taboos, language and scales of values.

Those for whom the organisational mode of religion is the most
important (and one suspects that in fact these are Iegiole), are o.ftcn
content with the words ‘we believe ...” Direct personal inquiry into
the foundations of faith and beliefs is uncommon, partly because it
may appear to threaten the solidarity of the group on the or,le hand,

“and the individual’s place in the group on the other. ‘Heresy’ (wrong
beliefs) and ‘syncretism’ (mixed beliefs) are both da.ng‘ers to be
avoided, for the same reasons. Ethical conduct will again very o-ften
follow the lines which the group accepts as a mark of identification,
and there is a very real fear of stepping out of line.

All these characteristics are to be seen very clearly in the case of
migrant communities, who retain their identity in a new a.nd
sometimes perplexing environment partly by means of the collective
values which membership in a church, synagogue, mosque or temple
provides. Otherwise they are as dominant in everyday western
religiosity as they are in the ‘primal’ or ‘tribal’ context. But they are
little understood and even less appreciated by the intense and the
intellectual.

The ethical mode: the circle of duties

For something like two centuries now, western religion has been
overwhelmingly concerned with matters of ethical Cf)nduct,
sometimes to the virtual exclusion of all else. Not that the ethical was
previously unimportant: on the contrary, the gods have always made
demands of men and women in respect of the way they must behave
toward one another. But the process of secularisation (to be
discussed more fully in our next chapter) has led to this resuilt
among many, that even when the gods have been expelled from the.n‘
sanctuaries, the laws which they once were believed to have laid
down continue in force. o

In ‘primal’ and ‘archaic’ societies, law is almost inevitably
inseparable from religion (prompting some.scholars to wonder
whether religion might not have begun chiefly as a matter of
‘supernatural sanctions’ lending authority to precept).. To the
question, ‘Why act in a particular way?’ the ﬁnal answer will always
be, ‘Because God (or the gods) has decreed 1t". The gods and their
messengers are the law-givers, the priests their interpreters. But laws
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such as these commonly operate only within a well-defined
community. On the inside, the strictest standards obtain: to those
outside, one may behave without restraint (as the Dark Ages
discovered in face of the Huns, Goths, Vandals and Vikings). We for
our part speak of universals in the moral sphere — human rights,
freedoms and justice ~ and whether or not we are prepared to
consider the possibility of ‘universal religion’, often assume that
there must be some form of global morality, to which all ought to
conform.

In modern Western terms, therefore, where a narrowing of the
frontiers of religion has taken place, it has very often involved the
weakening of the first three functional modes of religion and a great
emphasis on religion’s ethical mode and function. Where the
‘essence’ of religion is discussed (and this applies to other religious
traditions as well as to Christianity), the final result is often that this
is taken to consist largely in an attitude of love, respect, compassion
and helpfulness to human beings as such, virtually irrespective of the
communities to which they may happen to belong. Other important
consequences follow ~ for instance, that the religious believer is
expected to be committed to non-violence, if not to absolute
pacifism, and that the practicalities of religion are closely related to
programmes of social action.

It is here that a serious difficulty arises for today’s student, for the
simple reason that in human history very few religious traditions
have ever thought in these terms. As we have pointed out, in the vast
majority of cases, strict ethical standards have been operative only
within the community of believers. Over against ‘the others’, on the
other hand, no ethical restraints need apply. ‘Holy’ or ‘just’ wars
have been assumed to be inevitable and in some cases indeed
desirable if individuals and groups can be identified as aggressors —
and human nature being what it is, there are always aggressors to be
found somewhere. At times, this age-old attitude has divided co-
religionists (between 1914 and 1918, all the major belligerents save
Turkey were outwardly ‘Christian’ countries, praying for victory
apparently to the same God), which fact may incidentally serve as a
brake on the text-book assumption that, at the time, Christianity
was one religion, in the terms discussed in our last chapter. But we
cannot pursue this line of reasoning further on this occasion.

To the religionist whose chief categories are ethical, almost all the
other functional modes of religion tend to be pushed to the periphery
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