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ABSTRACT: This article discusses the role of religion in today’s society. Starting
from a summary review of interdisciplinary literature on the topic, the study
continues with an exploration of the complex ways in which religious beliefs,
practices, and institutions intersect with various facets of contemporary life. From
shaping cultural norms to influencing political landscapes, the paper examines the
evolving impact of religion on social cohesion, identity formation, and ethical
frameworks. By navigating the complex interplay between tradition and modernity,
the research aims to contribute nuanced insights into the ongoing dialogue
surrounding the role of religion in fostering or challenging social harmony.
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Introduction

Religion has played a profound and enduring role in shaping the fabric of human societies
throughout history. Its influence extends across cultural, ethical, and political dimensions,
moulding the collective consciousness of communities and individuals. As societies evolve,
so too does the intricate relationship between religion and the various facets of contemporary
life. This paper embarks on an exploration of the multifaceted role of religion in today's
society, navigating the dynamic interplay between tradition and modernity, and examining
the impact of religious beliefs, practices, and institutions on social cohesion, identity
formation, and ethical frameworks.

In understanding the contemporary role of religion, it is essential to contextualize
this study within the broader historical narrative. Religion has been an integral part of
human societies from their inception, influencing cultural norms, ethical principles, and
political structures. However, as the world undergoes rapid transformations, including
globalization and technological advancements, the role of religion is subject to change.
This study seeks to address gaps in our current understanding by delving into the nuanced
ways in which religion continues to shape and be shaped by the complex tapestry of
contemporary society.

The purpose of this paper is twofold. First, it aims to provide a comprehensive
review of the literature, drawing on interdisciplinary perspectives from sociology,
anthropology, psychology, and religious studies to construct a holistic understanding of
the relationship between religion and society. Second, it seeks to contribute valuable
insights into the ongoing dialogue surrounding the role of religion in fostering or
challenging social harmony. By examining the historical evolution of this relationship
and exploring contemporary manifestations, this research endeavours to shed light on the
diverse ways in which religion continues to be a potent force in shaping the world we
inhabit.
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Research on Religion in Society

The literature on religion and society spans a vast and interdisciplinary terrain, reflecting the
complex and dynamic relationship between these two spheres of human experience. Scholars
from fields such as sociology, anthropology, psychology, and religious studies have
contributed rich insights, offering diverse perspectives on the multifaceted ways in which
religious beliefs, practices, and institutions intersect with societal structures. Historical
analyses have traced the evolution of this relationship, illuminating the roles religion has
played in shaping cultural norms, ethical frameworks, and political landscapes across
different epochs. Contemporary research builds upon this foundation, exploring the impacts
of globalization, technological advancements, and cultural shifts on the role of religion in
modern societies. By navigating this expansive body of literature, scholars aim to unravel the
complexities inherent in the interaction between religion and society, providing a nuanced
understanding of the forces that shape human communities and individual experiences. The
literature review serves as a comprehensive roadmap, guiding us through the diverse
scholarly conversations that contribute to the ongoing dialogue on the profound and evolving
role of religion in shaping the fabric of societies.

Religion and Society in Historical Perspective

The historical interplay between religion and society constitutes a rich tapestry that has woven
its influence across epochs and civilizations. From the ancient river valleys to the sprawling
empires and into the complexities of the modern era, religion has been an integral force
shaping the very foundations of societal structures. The examination of historical perspectives
on religion and society provides a crucial lens through which one can discern the intricate
relationships, power dynamics, and cultural nuances that have defined human communities.
Thus, any attempt at researching the role of religion in society would begin with tracing the
evolution of religion over time, aiming at unveiling the enduring impact of religious beliefs,
rituals, and institutions on the collective conscience of civilizations. Such a historical
exploration not only would illuminate the diverse manifestations of religious influence but
also would set the stage for comprehending the contemporary dynamics that continue to be
shaped by the echoes of the past.

Throughout history, religion has been a cornerstone of societal structures, providing
a moral compass, fostering community cohesion, and influencing governance. As aptly
discussed by Woodring (2020), ancient societies often integrated religious beliefs into
their daily lives, with rituals and practices shaping social norms and individual behavior
(see also the studies in Versnel 1981; Bodel and Olyan 2008; Bommas et al. 2012). We
argue that understanding the historical roots of this symbiotic relationship is crucial for
contextualizing the contemporary role of religion.

As societies progressed, so did the complexity of religious influence. From the
theocratic governance of ancient civilizations to the pluralistic landscapes of modernity,
the evolution of religious influence reflects broader societal shifts (Rotaru 2023, 62-79).
This evolution includes changes in the perceived authority of religious institutions,
alterations in religious practices, and adaptations to an increasingly interconnected global
community.

Possible Approaches to the Study of Religion

Contemporary scholars recognize the need for interdisciplinary approaches to grasp the full
scope of religion's impact on society. Sociology, anthropology, psychology, and religious
studies contribute unique lenses through which researchers examine the multifaceted nature
of religious beliefs, behaviors, and institutions. This interdisciplinary framework allows for a
more nuanced understanding of how religion intersects with various aspects of contemporary
114



RIVIS-TIPEI: The Role of Religion in Contemporary Society

life. Each discipline brings valuable insights to the study of religion. Thus, sociology explores
the role of religion in social structures and institutions (Barman 2022, 24-31; Clarke and
Byrne 1993, 148-72), anthropology delves into the cultural dimensions of religious practices
(Gellner 1999, 10-41), psychology investigates the individual and collective psychological
aspects of religious belief (Clarke and Byrne 1993, 173-203), and religious studies provide a
comprehensive understanding of diverse religious traditions Clarke and Byrne 1993, 79-97).
Integrating these perspectives would enhance our ability to analyze the complex interplay
between religion and society.

Religion has historically also served as a catalyst for community formation,
fostering a sense of belonging and shared identity among believers. This sense of
communal unity often extends beyond religious practices to influence social and cultural
norms. Thus, understanding how religion contributes to social cohesion provides valuable
insights into the foundations of societal harmony. Religious principles, for instance, have
frequently played a role in establishing social norms and maintaining order. By examining
the impact of religion on social stability, researchers can gain a deeper understanding of
how religious institutions contribute to or challenge existing societal structures. This
examination is crucial for deciphering the intricate balance between religious freedom
and social cohesion in contemporary contexts (see articles in Van Der Braak et al. 2015).

Religion and Cultural Dynamics

Religious values have long been instrumental in shaping the cultural norms of societies
(Beyers 2017, 1-9). Whether influencing artistic expressions, moral codes, or interpersonal
relationships, religions play a pivotal role in defining what is considered acceptable or taboo
within a culture. Researching this relationship would entail careful exploration of the intricate
ways in which religious beliefs influence and contribute to the rich tapestry of cultural
practices, cultural values, and the reception of religious beliefs within the society (cf. Abdulla
2018, 102-15).

Moreover, the rise of globalization (Rotaru 2014, 532-541), which ushered in an
era of increased interconnectivity that challenges traditional cultural boundaries is also
relevant to this discussion (cf. Mécelaru 2014b, 67—78). This phenomenon prompts an
exploration of how religions adapt to, resist, or reshape cultural dynamics in a globalized
world. Whether through the assimilation of global trends or the preservation of distinct
cultural identities, understanding the interplay between religion and cultural shifts is
essential in deciphering the contemporary landscape (Macelaru 2014b, 67-78).

Considering the above, it is important to note that religion plays a pivotal role in
shaping individual and collective identities (Macelaru 2014a, 169—74). Personal beliefs
often intertwine with broader religious narratives, contributing to a sense of purpose and
belonging (cf. Macelaru 2016, 131-38). Additionally, religious affiliations can serve as
markers of group identity, influencing social interactions and shaping the way
communities perceive themselves and others. The intertwining of religious identity with
other identity markers, such as ethnicity and nationality, adds complexity to the process
of identity formation. Examining these intersections provides insights into how
individuals navigate the multifaceted aspects of their identities and how religious
affiliations interact with and sometimes influence broader societal constructs (cf.
Macelaru 2011, 167-73).

Thus, there is an intricate relationship between religion and culture, which
contributes to the dynamic and evolving nature of cultural practices and identity
formation within the context of contemporary society. These are nuances that must be
examined if we are to gain a deeper understanding of how religion continues to be a
significant force in shaping the cultural landscape of the modern world.
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Ethics and Morality

Another area of exploration pertains to the role religion plays in providing a framework for
ethics (see Arli and Pekerti 2016, 770-85). Unquestionably, all religious traditions offer
comprehensive frameworks for ethical decision-making, providing adherents with moral
guidelines and principles. Research in this area would entail the examination of diverse
ethical teachings across various religions, shedding light on the values that shape individual
and collective behavior. Only by understanding such moral foundations will we fully
appreciate the profound impact religion has on the ethical landscape of a society (cf. Sofjan
2013, 57-68).

Of course, while religious ethics, being bound to different religious frameworks,
exhibit considerable diversity, we ought to recognize that there are also shared principles
that transcend individual faith traditions (cf. Schilbrack 2002, 295-312). Thus, research
in this area ought to explore both variations and commonalities in ethical teachings. Only
in this way, a nuanced understanding of ethical pluralism within and across religious
communities becomes possible. Only such an analysis would represent a real contribution
to the broader conversation on the interplay between religious values and ethical
considerations in contemporary society. The intersection of religious ethics with differing
perspectives often leads to ethical conflicts and controversies. Thus, a consideration of
instances where divergent ethical stances within and between religious communities give
rise to moral dilemmas, both at the individual and societal levels, would provide insights
into the complexities of navigating ethical landscapes shaped by religious beliefs.

In addition to the above, it is necessary to observe that religion is a key participant
in contemporary ethical debates, influencing discussions on issues such as human rights
(e.g., Macelaru 2012a, 39-52; Macelaru 2012b, 83-90; Rotaru 2019, 208-215; Rotaru
2013, 210-215; Rotaru 2015, 595-608; Rotaru 2016, 160-173), bioethics (e.g. Gregory
2009, 46-55), and social justice (cf. Thakur 1996, 29-50). Understanding the role of
religion in shaping these debates is essential for comprehending the broader ethical
discourse in modern society. Thus, the need for exploring how religious perspectives
contribute to and sometimes challenge prevailing ethical norms.

To conclude, the study of the intricate relationship between religion and ethics
ought to be a part of the research on the role of religion outlined here. By unraveling the
moral frameworks provided by different religions, examining variations and
commonalities, and critically assessing the challenges and controversies that emerge from
differing ethical stances, we can deepen our understanding of the profound impact that
religious beliefs have on shaping ethical considerations in the complex tapestry of
contemporary society.

Religion in the Political Landscape

Throughout history, the relationship between religion and politics has been complex and
multifaceted (cf. Thakur 1996, 85-96). In ancient times, many a time societies have embraced
a form of theocracy — a model where religious leaders or institutions wield political power.
A good example of such stance is provided by the Ancient Israelite society (cf. Macelaru
2022, 126). The examination of such historical instances of theocratic governance, although
olden, is important — it can provide insights into how religion and political structures have
intertwined to shape societal norms and institutions (e.g., Frankfort 1948).

Beyond ancient theocratic models, however, in modern times, we have both, in
Europe, a continuation of the historical “Church-State symbioses and the typical social
and cultural Christian hegemony that gave our Vieux Continent the label of
‘Christendom’” (Mécelaru 2014a, 169) and societies which have sought to separate the
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religious and political realms, promoting the idea of secular governance (see Monsma
and Soper 2009). This separation is often rooted in the desire to create a space for diverse
religious beliefs and ensure the protection of individual freedoms. That is why a good
understanding of the historical evolution of this separation (e.g. Feldman 1997) is crucial
for contextualizing contemporary debates surrounding the role of religion in politics.

Still, religion continues to play a significant role in shaping political ideologies and
movements (cf. Knutson 2013). Whether through the advocacy of specific moral values
or the alignment of religious communities with particular political agendas, the influence
of religion on contemporary politics is undeniable. Thus, religious institutions often serve
as catalysts for political activism, advocating for social justice, human rights, or specific
policy changes. Understanding how religious organizations engage in political activism
provides insights into the ways in which faith-based groups contribute to shaping political
landscapes. This analysis is essential for grasping the nuanced relationship between
religion and contemporary political dynamics. We argue therefore that an examination of
the interplay between religion and the political landscape is crucial for understanding the
role of religion in the contemporary world (Rotaru 2022, 585-595).

The Intersection of Tradition and Modernity

As a final point, an examination of the clash between tradition and modern life should also
be part of the research on the role of religion (cf. Arts 2000). It is undeniable that societies
undergo rapid transformations associated with technological advancements, globalization,
and cultural shifts. Within this context, religious traditions face both challenges and
opportunities. Such research will explore how religious traditions navigate the complexities
of the modern world, addressing questions of relevance, continuity, and adaptation. The
strategies employed by religious communities to maintain their identities in a changing global
context are reflected in how religious practices have evolved — including changes in worship
styles and the incorporation of technology into religious rituals. Thus, a study of such changes
will provide a deeper understanding of the dynamic ways in which religious practices evolve,
adapt, or resist change in response to the demands of the contemporary landscape. Through
such an exploration, we can contribute to a nuanced understanding of how religious traditions
persist and transform in the face of ongoing societal shifts.

Conclusion

In pondering about the multifaceted role of religion in contemporary society, this paper has
endeavored to indicate what such a research journey would entail. The exploration would
undoubtedly refer to historical perspectives, cultural dynamics, ethical considerations,
political landscapes, and the intricate intersection of tradition and modernity. Such an
interdisciplinary lens, we propose, can unravel the complex tapestry woven by religion and
its profound impact on various facets of human existence.

Regarding historical perspectives, one would examine the enduring influence of
religion on societal structures, from ancient theocratic governance to the evolving
dynamics of modern secularism. Furthermore, the contemporary approaches employed
by scholars across disciplines underscore the need for a holistic understanding that
encompasses sociology, anthropology, psychology, and religious studies, providing a rich
framework for analyzing the multifaceted nature of religious beliefs, behaviors, and
institutions.

The role of religion in fostering social cohesion and shaping cultural norms also
emerges as a central theme, emphasizing the power of religion to unite communities and
influence individual and collective identities. Similarly, the ethical and moral dimensions
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would illuminate the diverse frameworks provided by different religions and the
challenges arising from conflicting ethical stances, adding depth to the ongoing dialogue
on the interplay between religious values and ethical considerations.

Finally, the examination of the presence of religion in political arenas can reveal
the variegated historical entanglements, ranging from theocratic rule to the advocacy of
specific political ideologies and the active participation of religious institutions in
political activism. This touches upon the intersection of tradition and modernity,
unveiling the challenges and opportunities faced by religious traditions in adapting to the
rapidly changing global landscape.

As we conclude this exercise in mapping possible further research on the role of
religion in the contemporary society, it becomes evident that such an exploration would
have to deal with issues that are both dynamic and profound. Religion continues to be a
source of meaning, identity, and moral guidance for individuals and communities
worldwide. Its influence extends beyond the confines of sacred spaces into the realms of
politics, culture, and ethics, shaping the very foundations of societal structures. In
participating to the ongoing dialogue surrounding the role of religion in the modern world,
such research would contribute to further nuance the insights available, although it would
very likely remain a provisory answer to a complex relation. The intersectionality of
religion with diverse aspects of human existence underscores the need for ongoing
research and dialogue, fostering a deeper understanding of how religious beliefs and
practices both shape and are shaped by the complex tapestry of contemporary society.
Trough the map provided here, we hope to inspire further inquiry into the ever-evolving
relationship between religion and the diverse landscapes it traverses.
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