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Religion is a basic institution that shapes a civilization. Qur ancestors, |ike
oursel ves, had nmany questions about phenonena that they did not understand. W see
this in children, as young as three, who ask "why?"

The basic definitions of religion always mention belief, belief there are gods or a
god (divine source) that govern human society. These deities require sacrifices and
prayers if they are to intervene on a person\222s or a society\222s behal f. This belief
provi des confort, explains catastrophes, and nmandates behavi ors that please the

deity. Most religions forbid nmurder, a specific personal crime, different from

killing animals for food or sacrifice, killing in warfare, or executing for crimes by
a |l eader or a comunity.

Beli efs can affect behavior; for exanple, the belief that bad actions are punished in
an afterlife can pronote what the culture believes to be good behavior. Human bei ngs
have | ong known that bad behavior is not always punished in this world.

Bel i efs can seem ngly explain why a vol cano erupts (angry god or gods) and that a
sacrifice (usually a virgin girl or child) can tane the anger of a god. Since
eruptions always end, this belief is considered true.

Rel i gion plays an inmportant role in creating conmunity solidarity, providing rituals,
feasts, and such activities as marriages and funerals. There is no human society that
we can think of that does not have religion as one of its nobst inportant
institutions.

Al though there is no single religion for all human societies, all religions
(particularly today) have attributes in common. They all have professional |eaders
(priests, rabbis, nullahs, mnisters) whose role is to lead the followers in rituals,
promot e val ues, and preside over major comunity events.

Al of today\222s religions have played a role in architecture, creating styles of

edi fices for congregational worship and activity. Some of the world\222s nost beautifu
bui | di ngs were designed for these functions, but also serve as nodels of nan\222s

hi ghest artistic val ues.

Al'l of today\222s religions have been beneficial when they provide charity, kindness,
protection of the poor and handi capped, and confort to the bereaved.

Even in antiquity, religious belief tamed people\222s instincts to kill strangers. Al
early religions have tales about hospitality to a stranger who might possibly be a
god in disguise.

However, religions al so have a dark underbelly. Polytheistic religions practiced
tolerance to other nulti-god faiths, practices that were reciprocated. Mpnothei sm
however, had one unfortunate byproduct:

anti pathy toward other beliefs.

There was an interesting internediate stage in the creation of nonothei sm
henot hei sm in which the nonotheists recognized other faiths but forbade themto
their own believers. In ancient Judaism for exanple, the foll owers were adnoni shed
that they nmust not adopt the practices of their neighboring idol worshippers, but it
was not |ong before the ancient practice of genoci de of polytheists began. This was
short lived, fortunately.

The anci ent G eeks and Romans took this practice of genocide to other purposes:

| ong-standi ng enem es or commercial rivalry. They both commtted genoci de agai nst the
Phoeni ci ans.

H story provides exanpl es of the best and worst influences of religion on hunman

devel opnent. At best, religion offered stories that honored wonen (the Hebrew bible
stories of Ruth and Naom and wonen judges); reverence for notherhood (the Virgin
Mary in Christianity and the Prophet Mohamuad\222s first wife and daughter in Islam.

At worst religion invented the "inquisition," legalized torture of suspects of
incorrect piety. Both Christianity and Islamfollowed this unfortunate direction
Al so at worst, religions practiced horrors agai nst any deviant spinoffs:
Protestanti sm Sunni-Shiites, and even Buddhist cults.

The worst underbelly of religion is the failure to evolve as human know edge has.



Many religions are trapped in some earlier age, like bees trapped in anber. Many
today persist in belief that wonmen are the property of nen and owe themtota
obedi ence, which conflicts with nodern cultural evol ution

The worst inheritance fromreligious history is "belief," the acceptance of an idea
with no process of reason or verification. The "belief" that a COVID vaccination
transforns one into a Zonbie or that it inplants conmputer chips testifies to the
persi stence of religion\222s worst underbelly. Belief is not an alternative to truth.
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