Religion has long played many roles in our existence from positing a sense of purpose to providing hope for a better future in this life or the next. Additionally, there are many societal aspects such as how religion can unify people of similar beliefs and strengthen a sense of group identity. Although research into religions have often been used in strong favor or opposition of faith, there has been a move in a more scholastic direction in which researchers strive to understand the influencers that impact religions as well as how religion affects individuals and societies. At times, this task can be problematic when it comes to terminologies, conclusions, or methodologies and some of these issues indeed may always present a challenge. However, the study of religion in today's age has acquired a level of tact from which it could be justifiably hailed as an academic subject that will continue to grow. Certainly, religion is a phenomenon that has become engrained in our world and plays a major part in humanity’s development. Because of this, the field of religious studies has great potential to teach us fundamental principles of the human mind and how we view ourselves and others.
The fact that religious scholars are attempting to be more neutral in their work is an indication that the topic is developing more of an academic status. For example, while there are many important non-religious writers such as Karl Marx or Ludwig Feuerbach who are still revered for their in depth analyses on the ways in which religion is influenced by social and psychological factors, a more recent mentality towards their reductionist beliefs asserts that they oversimplify the issue.1 In effect, their works make religion appear to fulfill only basic needs like comfort or social acceptance and nothing more. Highly influenced by their own lack of faith and a more pessimistic view on how religion changes societies, it is obvious that there was an agenda to their studies in which exposing the flaws of religion was the goal. On the other hand, scholars such as Jean Bodin and Max Muller set out to shed light on what they felt was the ultimate religious truth such as the Natural Religion of deism.2 Today, religious study has taken a more phenomenological turn in which it is stressed that researchers set judgment aside and merely try to describe and understand that which they observe and with whom they interact.3 During this process, all of the information that they gather is to be treated with respect.4 Phenomenologist W. Bede Kristensen states that this sort of unbiased thinking towards religions is essential in order to "get their inner meaning.5" 
In being more objective, religious scholars are much more free to use methodologies that examine religion from multiple perspectives. According to Mircea Eliade, attempts to explain the essence of religion by the means of everyday concepts like physiology or economics causes researchers to miss "the one unique and irreducible element in it - the element of the sacred.6" This is not to say that scholars need to eliminate their research of outside factors that can play a role in a religion's development. Instead, a more balanced way of looking at the situation is required. Scholars are thus to understand that, while studies like sociology and psychology do have great functions in religion, they exist alongside deeper aspects like personal conviction and religious experience - elements that need to be addressed just as much.7 As A.R Radcliffe-Brown notes, people are prone to taking their norms (including religion) for granted and achieving a firmer grasp of why they think and act in such a way involves a careful analysis that examines the situation from many perspectives. As he puts it, "The meaning of any element of culture can only be defined when the culture is seen as a whole of interrelated parts.8" Modern religious research is thus more ready to accept anthropological, psychological, social, and other such data and hypotheses about religion that can bring great insight to it. Even science, long deemed the antithesis of faith, has become of more use to even devoutly religious scholars who now see science as “divinely-inspired.9” 
[bookmark: _GoBack]When it comes to the researchers themselves, it is important to note that scholars have largely come to accept that both studies into one’s own belief and that of others, while having their own inevitable shortcomings, can help improve our understanding of religion, the elements that go into its construction, and its part in our existence.10  Debates about “inside” and “outside” research have not been settled as issues such as subjectivity, lack of understanding, and cross-cultural sensitivity are constantly highlighted.11 Nevertheless, the matters is becoming less about which a is better method and more about finding strategies to conduct oneself efficiently. For insiders and outsiders alike, a proper attitude towards one’s work is critical. Radcliffe-Brown's support of looking at a culture from many angles requires "one who can take an objective view of it" and, although the idea of completely ousting any personal feelings towards religion may never happen, scholars are becoming aware that this approach is necessary regardless of whether or not they are investigating the religion to which they belong.12 The idea of "hermeneutics of suspicion" has been gradually lending a hand to researchers.13 This technique calls for them to acknowledge all factors that can be found in religious observance and be completely ready to accept that certain facets of religion may "turn out to be a sociological, anthropological, or psychological phenomenon.14" This stands in stark contrast to the ideas of reductionism or comparative theology which tries to rank religions in a hierarchy ranging from primitive to advanced.15 Being more distrustful of a religion does not force the inside or outside researcher to dismiss it, but rather allows for a more open mind which can help produce more in depth conclusions.
Religious studies is a field that has been constantly evolving since its conception and will most definitely continue to play more of an academic role in the world. The topic of religion is indeed a sensitive one and many issues that make the task a struggle for researchers may continue indefinitely. Still, it remains an area that should be investigated, because of its longstanding influence on humanity. As religion develops more of an academic position in which researchers use more objective mindsets and approaches that seek to understand rather than condemn or glorify, it is rational to believe that the result of such work will be more intellectual output that provides tremendous insight into religion and how it relates to our lives. Whether or not one believes in religion or has a negative or positive attitude towards it, it cannot be denied that it is a major part of our existence and, for this reason, it is crucial  that examinations of this phenomenon must continue.
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