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‘Burning an effigy. Kissing the picture of one’s beloved. That is obviously not based on the belief that it will have some specific effect on the object which the picture represents. It aims at satisfaction and achieves it. Or rather: it aims at nothing at all; we just behave this way and then we feel satisfied.’ – Wittgenstein. What bearing, if any, do these observations have for our understanding of religious belief?
Religious belief can be understood as a cognitive assent to a series of propositions, such as ‘I believe in the resurrection of the dead’. Such statements are held to be true by the believer and represent a metaphysical commitment. Considering such propositional commitments, it would be reasonable to conclude that religious belief is more than aiming at ‘satisfaction’. Feelings of satisfaction may arise as a secondary consequence of religious commitments; however, this is not their principal foundation.  
Conversely, the non-cognitivist will argue that religious belief is to be understood as a disposition or preference for a religious way of life; rather than a commitment to a set of supernatural propositions. Under this construal, religious belief is chiefly an activity with practice as its foundation. Theoretical foundations for religious belief are secondary, if not superfluous to our understanding of them. 
 Whilst religious belief is primarily non-cognitive and represents an expressive response to existential questions, it is not devoid of rational content. The religious paradigm is formed by a unique conceptual framework. This framework shapes one’s approach to life, morality and death. However, this way of ‘seeing the world’ is primarily emotional and ineffable in nature. The ineffable manifests itself in feelings of dependence and union with what one considers the divine. 
Furthermore, the non-cognitive nature of religion is often accompanied by a rational justification. It is at this point religious expressions seek support from reasoned argument and begin to make cognitive claims. For example, attempts to deduce an ‘Uncaused Cause’ from observation of causation within the world. 
Religious belief seeks no “specific effect” (Wittgenstein, 1999, p. 123) but instead points the adherent towards an ultimate value or “system of reference” (Wittgenstein, 1984, p.64).  Religious practice communicates a religious disposition rather than attempts to seek specific goals. This system of reference shapes the behaviours of the adherent and the absence thereof forms equally the behaviours of the non-believer. However, these behaviours are principally expressive. Religious actions, such as prostration, seek to communicate and engage in a specific language-game rather than achieve a desired goal, such as propitiation. This is particularly true when those ‘goals’ are believed to have already been achieved. The veneration of the cross, for example, seeks to participate in the symbolism of atonement, rather than achieve it. 
Wittgenstein’s comments on religious belief, from his Remarks on Frazer’s Golden Baugh (1993), demonstrate his objection to Frazer’s scientific reading of religious belief. Religious belief, interpreted scientifically, is understood as an empirical judgement about the existence of the supernatural. Frazer maintains that religious hypotheses are scientifically incorrect. Frazer applies this interpretation to both primitive and organised religion, both of which share the belief that nature can be manipulated through supernatural intervention. For example, the belief that totem worship brings about auspicious consequences in the form of a successful harvest or rainy season. 
Frazer’s understanding of religious belief is applicable to theological realism and forms of religious belief which claim that the universe has a supernatural cause.  A scientific reading of religion can also offer an interpretation of belief systems which view God as active in the world through miracles and divine intervention. However, we should not simply dismiss these beliefs as failed hypotheses. 
Wittgenstein rejects this account of religious belief on the supposition that such a patently false belief would fail to motivate the many that it clearly does; religion cannot be primarily understood as a desire to control events because these outcomes are often unachieved. Wittgenstein’s judgement seems premature; it must be at least part of the inclination towards a religious form of life to aim at specific effects – achievable or otherwise.  It would be patronising to suggest, for example, that the committed intercessor is intentionally making vacuous requests of the deity whilst being fully aware of their futility. However, we would be justified in asking what it is that continues to motivate such belief and such behaviour when one’s requests are repeatedly unfulfilled. The theist is likely to consult some form of subsidiary argument, such as the inscrutability of God, in response to such failed requests. 
Clack (1999) describes Wittgenstein’s interpretation of religious belief as a form of expressivism – a commitment to value. Such expressions may indicate a commitment to the virtue of self-sacrifice through a preference for Christian archetypes, for example.  However, under this construal religion is at the risk of degenerating into an ethical system. Theists would generally object to the interpretation that religion is a set of reified values. Here we can make a distinction between those beliefs which are life changing and those which are primarily theoretical.  What is clear is that religious belief is ‘life changing’, however, there are other belief systems which function in this way. For example, the belief that one’s partner loves you will undoubtedly shape one’s actions.
One reading of religious belief, espoused by Clack (1999), is to see it as entirely emotive. Under this construal religious ritual is a non-cognitive expression of feeling, manifest in actions such as kissing an icon. What this reading fails to account for it the relationship between the “descriptive and emotive meaning” (Phillips, 2003, p. 192) involved in religious belief. D. Z Phillips give the example of Morning Prayer – the emotional response, prayer, is predicated on the fact that the sun has risen. Similarly, the non-cognitive expression of religious belief, such as censing the alter, is consequential of the cognitive claim that ‘God exists’.
Whilst religious belief should not be exclusively understood as a set of empirical or analytical propositions, it is not appropriate to view religion as having no rational basis. Whilst religious belief is not subject to verification or falsification in the same way that a scientific hypothesis is, nor does it rely exclusively on a priori reasoning, there are justifications for claiming that God exists, just as there are for adopting non-theism. It would be unwise to conclude that there are no reasons for religious belief or “infer that […] passionate commitment is all that the belief signifies” (Hyman, 2004, p. 7).   The rational justifications for religious belief would include a defence of God’s existence with reference to the ontological argument – “God is that than which no greater can be conceived” or belief that the universe requires an ultimate explanation and that this is best fulfilled by an omnipotent consciousness.  Furthermore, these justifications may not be accompanied by any form of behaviour or achieve any satisfaction in those who adopt them, especially if one’s conception of God is punitive. 
Clack (1999) suggests that religious belief, such as ‘burning an effigy’, has a cathartic effect, motivated by psychological processes. D.Z. Phillips (2003) provides a useful critique of this construal, arguing that it underestimates the intention involved in religious ritual. In viewing religious practice as a purely emotional response, one fails to recognise the intention of those who engage in religious practice and little distinction is made between religion and other emotional responses – “it would make fleeing before a bull a religious act” (Phillips, 2003, p. 188) . Whilst Phillips is right to make this distinction, it is arguably part of religious belief to engage in actions which one feels satisfy human desire and it may well be that this desire is instinctive to human nature, much like fleeing before a bull. Catharsis may result from the human instinct to seek and discover meaning in the world and this must be at least part of the inclination towards religious belief. 
Religious belief, according to a Wittgensteinian account, is primarily ceremonial rather than rational. This ritual response can be interpreted as a preference for a religious “language-game” (Wittgenstein, 2009, p. 41), religious language games function as a series of rituals and symbols, which are specific to the religious community. For example, the Eucharist in Christianity is a ritual commitment to the body and blood of Christ; these rituals would be interpreted differently to those outside of the Christian language game and their meaning may be lost altogether when transferred to a secular context. 
However, whilst the celebration of religious rituals may not seek to achieve “satisfaction”, and this is not the origin of their existence, it would be fallacious to suggest that we just “behave this way”.  This behaviour arises, to use the Eucharist as an example, out of unique metaphysical claims about the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. Whilst the meaning of such actions does not become redundant when excised from a metaphysical system, one could conclude that their meaning has changed or diminished.  The intention of someone who kisses the picture of a deceased relative, whilst maintaining the finality of death, may be going in for something substantively different to someone who engages in the same activity when assured of their beloved’s post-mortem existence. 
Similarly, these two motivations for acting frame two ways of engaging in religious practice. Some will enter religious practice to achieve specific goals, such as salvation, others will engage in religious rituals as an end in themselves. These motivations are not mutually exclusive. However, the ritual is usually prior to the existence of such goals. Humans are a “ceremonial animal” (Wittgenstein, p.g. 129) and religious rituals are passed on from generation to generation. In most cases, religious inculcation begins with ritual before it is accompanied by theory, for example, rites of passage at infancy before catechesis in adult life.  
Historically speaking religious rituals are relative to specific communities and their evolution reflects the desires and goals of the society from which they emerge. However, it remains unclear as to which evolves first – the shared goals or the shared ritual. Wittgenstein maintains that language, including religious language, is pre-rational. It arises out of a response to stimuli, for example pain-language. This response then gains rationalisation in the form of explanation. For Wittgenstein, religion is instinctive; it as an integral part of human activity. The divinisation of religious symbols (e.g. bread and wine) are derived from one’s dependency upon them. Ritualism can be seen in quasi-religious acts, such as leaving flowers at a graveside. The activity is an emotional response, it is not predicated on reason. If we accept that ritual is inherent in human nature, it would be difficult to distinguish religious practice from other ritual behaviour. However, one need not conclude with Clack (1999) that the cultural origins of religion require that belief in God must be “surrendered” (p. 129).  
Wittgenstein rejects the suitability of traditional proofs for God’s existence and views these as attempts by theists to “furnish” their faith with an “intellectual analysis and foundation” (Wittgenstein, 1984, pg. 85). Wittgenstein is right to suggest that these proofs rarely motivate an individual to religious belief and instead function as a means of rationalising an already existing faith.  However, it would be unwise to conclude that there is no rational content involved in religious belief. The theist will defend their religious commitments and deploy some form of theodicy when faced with the problem of evil. 
It is here that Frazer’s understanding offers insight into religious belief as a scientific hypothesis. However, this is non-applicable to pre-scientific religion, which did not share the same notion of scientific truth. A scientific understanding of religious claims is a product of modernity: God’s existence functions as a scientific hypothesis. For this to be the case, God’s existence would need to be subject to verification or falsification. 
Furthermore, Clack (1999) identifies Wittgenstein’s tendency to classify religious belief as a form of ‘blind faith’. Belief in God is not subject to doubt in the way that other hypotheses are. Wittgenstein maintains that this is not true of belief in God because theism is not founded on tentative evidence. This fails to recognise that agnosticism is an inherent part of religious belief. Furthermore, theism is often lost when belief no longer ‘achieves satisfaction’ – evidenced in those who abandon their faith because of personal suffering. 
What is clear is that theoretical arguments for the existence of God fail to fully articulate religious belief. Proofs for God’s existence provide abstract reasoning for belief in the divine but fail to communicate the life forming nature of religious commitment. Religious belief is a relationship with an ultimate reality – relationships are not predicated on reason; they are formed through experience. Religious experience is what makes it possible to adopt a religious language game, to engage fully in religious devotions, such as seeking absolution, one needs to have imbibed religious concepts: sin, atonement and redemption. The religious life is not possible without a form of religious socialisation. 
Furthermore, the non-theist may find themselves persuaded by such arguments for an Unmoved Mover but be unable to commit themselves to a religious form of life. The probability of God’s existence may be secured on intellectual grounds without resulting in religious activity. This is perhaps because the non-theist views an unmoved mover as a metaphysical explanation rather than as a creator or because they are unwilling to submit to worshipping an omnipotent consciousness. One would not embrace religious activities (praying, fasting, genuflection etc.) purely on the basis that God exists – these actions are motivated by a desire to participate in an expression of one’s commitment to a system of ultimate value. Thus, it is conceivable to suggest that there is something beyond the rational involved in religious belief. 
Religious belief engages in actions and patterns of behaviour which are expressive, this does not render them meaningless but shows theistic belief to be life forming in a way which is impossible to measure by the effects it achieves. To claim that God exists is more than an intellectual statement and expresses a way of seeing the world which cannot articulated scientifically. The ineffable nature of religious commitment manifests itself in religious symbolism. It offers an interpretation of the world beyond naturalistic accounts. This construal may lead us to conclude that religion is a system of optimal value. 
If our conception of religious belief were a system of ultimate value, we would need to extend this definition beyond what has been traditionally understood as theism. One would need to conclude that all value systems share the same underlying disposition or tendency to behave this way. Thus, the non-theist may be making claims that can be construed as ‘religious’ belief. To claim that ‘God exists’ represents a commitment to a religious form of life, similarly, an alternative form of life is evinced in the claim ‘God does not exist’. These non-empirical commitments lead to a divergence of practice, but not necessarily belief.  This is if we accept, as Wittgenstein did, that practice shapes belief and that the theist and non-theist are participating in separate forms of life. 
There is something of the religious life that lies beyond the remit of rational proofs and areas of religious practice that one would not be motivated towards on intellectual grounds. The veneration of a religious relic, for example, functions as a means of participating in a form of engagement with an ultimate value which one would not be motivated towards on rational grounds. National flags offer a non-religious example to illustrate this act of participation. The patriotic act of saluting the American flag, for example, does not seek to bring about any effect, but is motivated by a desire to express commitment to American values. 
However, one could identify possible unintended or secondary effects of religious or non-religious acts of devotion. For example, saluting the flag may achieve social approval or be a means of gaining access to public office. Similarly, religion may be motivated by upbringing and conformity to societal expectations. 
It is also true that religious acts may be performed on a perfunctory level, such as, the cleric who has lost their faith, but continues to fulfil their religious duties. However, Wittgenstein’s construal of the origin of such obligations would continue to explain the primary function of religious belief – to aim for satisfaction, even when that satisfaction is no longer achieved. This is where Wittgenstein’s contribution to religious belief has its limitations; Wittgenstein fails to distinguish between the theist and non-theist who engage in the same practices. His focus on the external life of the individual undermines the importance of the personal convictions of those who opt for a religious form of life. 
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