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Why We Are Believers

Religion has impacted the way we live our lives since the beginning of time.  It has often been the deciding factor in a number of controversial moral questions.  Whether it’s the morality of abortion or racial equality, theologians have always based their judgments on the basis of their religion.  People devote a large amount of their life to their beliefs by going to religious activities such as church, prayers, and missionary work. Piety can also lead to extreme actions such as suicide, sacrificing, and the killing of others.  In 1963, Buddhist monks in Vietnam poured gasoline over their bodies and set themselves on fire as a protest against religious inequality.  During World War II, Adolf Hitler, a Catholic raised tyrant leader, executed millions of people because of their Jewish background (Murphy).  These are just a few instances that show the importance and impact of religion in our society. Why do people devote their time to a religion and base important decisions in their life on their beliefs?  Religion can give people answers to the meaning of their lives and giving them a sense of social acceptance.  Parents teach their children about their religious values and ideas at an early age, which plays a major factor in the child’s religious traditions when they become adults.


Pious individuals often times need to turn to their “creator” when they are in need of a plausible answer for an unexplainable phenomenon that can’t be determined by science. For example, the answer of how we were first created has been a question that has been a debatable topic for centuries.  Since we don’t have any concrete evidence on how we were created, people turn to religion for answers and they become content with the explanation that a higher being put the world together.  Even as scientific evidence such as evolution and artifacts from the past are being unraveled, people with strong religious beliefs will ignore these facts and still have faith in their beliefs.  The reason they shudder at new ideas that question their faith is because it is hard for a person to change an ideology they have strongly believed in for a long time.  Imagine if a doctor told you that you were really a member of the opposite sex, you would be in a state of shock and your first reaction would be to deny it.  This would be the same reaction you would have if there was evidence that your religious beliefs were flaw.  Religion allows a strong structure and foundation of an individual’s beliefs about unanswered questions. This is one reason why people are attracted to religion.


Besides wanting to know how society was created, people commit to a religion so they can be rewarded for performing good deeds.  People want to know that their good values and dedication to the community will lead to something great in their afterlife.  This could be the reward of going to heaven or being resurrected into a better being, depending on their religion.  Since heaven and other forms of afterlife have attractive qualities, people are willing to put effort into their religion and morals.  This idea is what I would call a “Santa Claus for grown-ups.”  Santa Claus only awards children with gifts who have been good and believe in him. Any child who has been acting up will be rewarded with coals in their stockings. This idea has the same implications as religion.  We can only have a great afterlife if we have good morals and are dedicated to our “creator,” but if we lack morality and dedication we may have an undesirable afterlife. This is another reason why religion is attractive to people and why people are willing to sacrifice their time to dedicating their life to faith.  
Even without a religion, a person can be rewarded for their good deeds through the satisfaction of helping somebody or improving the world. Some people don’t need the fantasy of a desirable afterlife to encourage them to become a moral individual.  Individuals who may believe that they should only worry about themselves and not the lives of others may need religion to keep their greed in check.  Their teachings would force them to become unselfish individuals because it would be a requirement for a desirable afterlife. Non-pious individuals can perform good deeds and be just as moral as a religious individual.
Sigmund Freud once said, “Religion is an illusion and it derives its strength from the fact that it falls in with our instinctual desires.(Freud)” Having a good afterlife is a common desire that humans want to achieve. Another desire a person would want is the desire to be sociably acceptable.  Humans have a tendency to adapt to their environment by trying to be like others.  For example, an overweight person may feel like a social outcast if they enter a gym full of muscular, physically fit athletes. The overweight individual would then have the desire to lose weight and train to become just like the other people in the gym.  Since 85% of the world population identify themselves with one form of religion, people will tend to adapt to the majority by picking up some kind of religion to prevent from being socially unacceptable (Miller).  They rather adopt a religion or at least pretend to establish a religion than be judged by society.  Even though religious individuals are judged too, people are more tolerant to religious individuals than atheists.  Atheists are commonly associated to people with a negative connotation because they can be seen as nonconformists in a society. They are often times blamed for heinous acts of violence because they lack of a god in their life.  As stated before, Adolf Hitler was Catholic but Christians have often labeled him as an atheist to blame his actions on his lack of faith (Murphy). Although pious individuals are often times judged, atheists are more acceptable to being judged in a negative way.

Not only does having a religion prevent an individual from being judged, it also allows them to have a companionship with other believers and their god.  Being involved with a group that has the same interest with you can create a sense of belonging. An individual may feel that they are not alone in their thoughts of religion and feel comforted by talking to others that have the same feelings.  Religious activities such as congregations, retreats, and group studies allow people to interact with other individuals and give them a chance to create new friends.  I know of several individuals that have become friends from childhood to present day because they attended the same church.  It is very easy to become friends with an individual who share a common ground with you. This is another reason why a person may establish religion in a social standpoint. 

Social acceptability is important and desirable but being acceptable in the eyes of your parents and ancestors is a major priority.  From the day we are born, our parents are the ones who care for us and give us the necessities of life such as love, food, and shelter.  Since they are our main caretaker, we put faith that they will teach us things that are beneficial to our living. If our parents told us that the Easter Bunny was real, we wouldn’t question their information for a second. We continued this trend until we hit puberty and we began to question our parent’s information.  Parents often raise their children with a specific religious background and the child’s faith is set in stone until they are old enough to question it.  Even when they are old enough to question their religion, it is hard for them to believe that their parents would choose an inappropriate religion.  This is why a person may feel that adopting a religion is a moral and appropriate decision in their life. They would also like to please their parent by conforming to their ideologies and don’t want to disappoint them. Imagine the scrutiny you would receive by your father if he was Pope John Paul and you were an atheist.  You would probably be considered a failure and a disappointment in the family.  The difficulty of questioning an idea that has been set in stone since birth is another reason why we adopt a religion in our life.

People go through great lengths to please their god/gods and they believe in extraordinary events that we wouldn’t normally accept in an ordinary situation. Muslims pray five times a day and go through 29 days of fasting to show their devotion to their religion. Christians believe that a carpenter is the son of God and has healing abilities.  Davidians believe that a man named David Koresh from Waco is the “Lamb of God” (Ross).  Exploring the human’s needs for their meaning of life, social acceptance, and upbringing helps us understand why people adopt a religion and have a strong devotion to it. 
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