Religion: Meaning, Definitions and Components of Religion

Like marriage, family and kinship, religion is another important social institution. It is also one of the earliest institution of human society. Since ancient days’ religion has been influencing human life and human society both primitive and modern. Each and every aspect of human life and human society bears the influence of religion. It is very difficult and almost impossible to trace the exact origin of religion.

Religion

Different scholars put forth divergent view about its origin. Still one-thing is sure that when the mysteries and perplexities of life plagued man’s mind at that moment he thought of some super natural and super-sensory power which marks the origin of religion. However, as an institution religion plays an important role in society and imparts beliefs and patterns of behavior.
Since the days of its arrival man has been intrigued by questions such as why and how this world was created and what is birth and death when he fails to get an accurate answer to all his questions he began to believe on the existence of some supernatural power which marks the origin of religion.

Meaning:

Explaining the origin of the term religion Madan and Mazumdar says that the term religion is derived from two root words such as ‘Leg’ means to gather, count or observe and ‘Leg’ means ‘to bind’. Accordingly, religion is a belief in supernatural power or it refers to the performance of practices which binds together or links human beings with the unseen super power. Religion is related to the mysteries of human existence.

Religion is a belief in God. In other words religion is the human response to the apprehension of something of power, which is supernatural and supersensory. It is the expression of the manner and type of adjustment effected by the people with their conception of the supernatural.
Belief and rituals are two main component parts of religion. Beliefs are a charter for rituals. Rituals consist in the observance according to a prescribed manner of certain actions designed to establish liaison between the performing individual and the supernatural power. Religion involves a set of symbols invoking feelings of reverences or awe are linked to rituals practiced by a community of believers.
Religion is a complex Phenomenon. It includes a complex of emotion feelings and attitudes towards mysteries and perplexities of life. But the meaning of religion in a strict sociological sense is much wider than that of the meaning used in religious books and scriptures. In a strict sociological sense religion is defined as “those institutionalized systems of beliefs, symbols values and practices that provide groups of men with solutions to their questions of ultimate being. Thus religion comprises of systems of attitudes beliefs, symbols which are based on the assumption that certain kinds of social relations are scared or morally imperative and a structure of activities governed or influenced by these systems.

Definitions:

(1) According to Maclver, “Religion as we understand the term implies a relationship not merely between man and man but also between man and some higher power.”
(2) According to Emile Durkheim, “Religion is a unified system of beliefs and practices relating to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden.”
(3) According to Ogburn, “Religion is attitudes towards superhuman powers.”
(4) According to J.M. Frazer, “Religion is a belief in powers superior to man which are believed to direct and control the course of nature of human life.”
(5) According to A.W. Green, “Religion is a system of beliefs and symbolic practices and objects, governed by faith rather than by knowledge which relates man to an unseen supernatural realm beyond the known and beyond the controllable.”
 (6) According to H.M. Johnson, “Religion is a more or less coherent system of beliefs and practices concerning a super-natural order of beings, forces places or other entities.”
(7) According to Malinowski, “Religion is a mode of action as well as a system of belief and a sociological phenomenon as well as a personal experience.”

Thus, different scholars define religion according to their own view but it is very difficult to agree upon a universally accepted definition that will satisfy everyone. Because religion is a very complex phenomenon.

COMPONENTS OR BASIC ELEMENTS OF RELIGION
According to Anderson and Parker religion mainly consists of four primary components such as:
(1) Belief in Supernatural Power:

in some supernatural power i.e. powers outside of man and the present world. The supernatural powers are believed to influence human life and conditions.
(2) Man’s adjustment to Supernatural Powers:

It is another component of religion. As man is dependent on these supernatural powers hence he must adjust himself to the powers. As a result every religion provides for some external acts or rituals such as prayer; Kirtans Utterance of hymns etc. Non-performance of these rituals regarded as sinful.
(3) Acts defined as Sinful:

It is another component of religion. Every religion defines some acts as sacred and some other as sinful which suppose to destroy the harmonious relationships between man and god.
(4) Method of Salvation:

It is another component of religion. Man needs some method by which he can attain salvation or Nirvana or by which harmony between man and god will be re-established by the removal of guilt or bondage. Because every religion consider salvation as the ultimate aim of life. But besides the above components religion may have some other components which are as follows.
(5) Belief in some sacred things:

Every religion believes on some holy or sacred things which constitute the Centre of religion. These sacred or holy things are symbolic. But this belief based on faith. For example, Cow is sacred for Hindus.
(6) Procedure of Worship:

It is another component of religion. Every religion has its own specific procedure of worshipping. The follower of religion worships the supernatural power either in the form of a statute or in a formless manner.
(7) Place of Worship:

Every religion has its own definite place of worship in which its followers offer their prayer to the supernatural power. For example, Church for the Christians, Hindu Worship in a Temple, and Mosque for the Islamic religion.
ANALYSIS OF MAJOR TYPES OF RELIGION IN NIGERIA

While there are many religions in Nigeria, this African country is primarily divided between the two most dominant world’s religions, Islam and Christianity. It is hard to name the exact proportion. According to some estimates, this ratio is 53% to 45% or 50% to 49%. The difference is not that high. Let’s talk about the different types of religion in Nigeria to understand better the citizens of the highest populated country in the whole of Africa. 

With over 180 million people, Nigeria accounts, not only for Christianity and Islam but also other types of religion. Since the country has over 371 ethnic groups and more than 520 languages, it is understood that one single religion cannot unite such a diversity of beliefs, ethnicities, cultures, and philosophies. 

List of religions in Nigeria 

Different parts of our country support different religions. Here is a full list of all the types of religion in Nigeria: 

Christianity 

· Protestant 

· Anglican 

· Catholic 

· Orthodox Christians 

· Other Christian church’s branches 

Islam

· Sunni 

· Shia 

· Sharia 

· Sufi 

· Mahdiyya 

· Ahmadiyya 

· Izala 

· Quraniyoon 

Other Religions 

· Hinduism 

· Atheism 

· Traditional religion and beliefs 

Christianity in Nigeria 

A lot of Christians originated from the Southern part of the country. This religion is popular among: 

· Yoruba people

· Igbo people (mainly the Eastern area) 

· Ijaw people (the Southern area) 

· Some of the Middle Belt’s areas 

Most Christian citizens here are Protestants. Protestantism was introduced and started to gain popularity in Nigeria in the 1990s. What are the most recognized churches among local Protestants? This list definitely includes the Church of Nigeria with over seventeen million followers. It also includes the Nigerian Catholic Church that has nearly nineteen million members as well as the Nigerian Baptist Convention that boasts of several million followers. About 25% of all Nigerian Christians attend the Catholic church. 

Some citizens are followers of the Orthodox Church. Others are believers of different self-determining branches such as Presbyterians, Pentecostals, evangelical, apostolic, Aladura and other movements. 

Islam in Nigeria 

This religion was originally presented to local population back in the eleventh century. It first gained ground in the Northern part of the country. Islam slowly found its way into the Middle Belt. Later the religion also became recognized in some of the South-Western regions. The religion still dominates in the North. It also has a large number of supporters among different cultural groups:

· Hausa 

· Part of the Yoruba people

It is true that Nigeria boasts the biggest Muslim population in Western Africa. Here, the religion is spread across different local sects. Many followers belong to Maliki school of law (Sunni) but some belong to Shafi’i madhab. A lot of Sunni believers participate in religious movements. They support Mouride, Qadiriyya, and Tijaniyyah – all these traditions are parts of what is called the Sufi orders that mix the religion with dancing and singing. 

There are many minority movements that follow Shia, Sharia, Izala laws and messianic traditions of Quraniyyun, Mahdiyya, and Ahmadiyya. Most of these movements are not popular across the country. For example, Shia followers (about three million people) can be found mainly in Sokoto State while many Northern communities are followers of the Kala-Kato group. 

Some movements release their own newspapers. For example, the Ahmadiyya group has established the newspaper ‘The Truth’ that is published once a week. This source of religious mass media was the first one to represent Islam in Nigeria. 

Are there any radical movements? They are a part of Islam here as well. Different extremism sects often call themselves the followers of Maitatsine. These movements exist separately from the orthodox Islam religion.
Traditional Religion in Nigeria 

The Nigerian traditional religion is mainly ethnic. This is not a scriptural tradition since there is no creed like the Koran or Bible. It is mainly oral. Just a lot of other African people,Nigerians believe in spirits, magic, supreme powers, one super god etc. They practice various rituals, believe in symbols, organize festivals, and retell myths. 
Many Nigerians follow the moral and ethical rules of traditional beliefs. This tradition started long before the introduction of Christianity and Islam. It is focused on providing well-being right here right now. It doesn’t promise an afterlife like some other religions do. 
Traditional religion followers believe that if they violate taboos and different social norms, they could bring illnesses and hardships to their community. Different rituals are believed to bring back the harmony of life and human well-being.
A lot of Nigerians honor ancestors through ceremonies and rituals. Many of them prefer visiting traditional healers instead of doctors when illnesses occur. A lot of citizens, by the way, follow the traditional religion along with one of the world’s major religions (Islam, Christianity etc). 
Other Religions 

There are many religious movements in Nigeria besides Islam, Christianity, and traditional beliefs. Several thousands of Nigerians follow Hinduism. Immigrants brought this religion manually from India. Most believers are in Lagos, which was once the most important city in the country and is still a big African financial center. 
There are also people who believe in Chrislam. It’s a mix of Islam and Christianity that is based on both the Quran and Bible. Some citizens follow the Grail Message, Ogboni etc. 

The Elements of Religion

A conventional social scientific view understands religion as a group's collective beliefs and rituals relating to the supernatural.

LEARNING OBJECTIVE

Identify the different elements that comprise religion

KEY POINTS

Sacred refers to collective interests within different religious practices. Profane acts include individual concerns that are not part of religious rituals.

Emile Durkheim argues that religion is composed of the sacred elements of social life. However, many see this definition as too broad, since there are many collective interests that most do not consider religious.

Ritual is an everyday practice that resembles symbolic meaning in different religions.

Other social scientists view religion as any attempt to answer existential questions. Many also consider this too broad a definition.

A third social scientific perspective views religion as the collective beliefs and rituals of a group relating to the supernatural. Though not without criticisms, this categorization most closely adheres to the traditional and popular view of what constitutes a religion.

TERMS

sacred

Set apart by solemn religious ceremony; especially, in a good sense, made holy; set apart to religious use; consecrated; not profane or common; as, a sacred place; a sacred day; sacred service

profane

Not sacred or holy, unconsecrated; relating to non-religious matters, secular.

supernatural

Above nature; that which is beyond or added to nature, often so considered because it is given by God or some force beyond that which humans are born with. In Roman Catholic theology, sanctifying grace is considered to be a supernatural addition to human nature.

EXAMPLE

The Torah and Bible are considered holy books and are treated with reverence and respect and are considered sacred books in their religions.

FULL TEXT

Emile Durkheim argues that religion is comprised of the sacred elements of social life. Durkheim also identifies collective interests and group unity as part of the sacred, whereas individual concerns fall into the profane category. This distinction makes sense when we think about western religious traditions where, for example, the Torah and Bible are considered holy books treated with reverence and respect. Problems quickly emerge, however, when we think about nationalism or consumerism. Under Durkheim's distinction, both nationalism and consumerism would be considered sacred practices.

The reverence afforded to the U.S. constitution, cars, shoes and former presidents clearly constitutes the sacred and thus religious, though the vast majority of U.S. religious practitioners would disagree that they are members of multiple faith traditions. As a result, some have argued Durkheim's distinction is not sufficiently narrow to capture the essence of religion. If we want to examine the difference between collective and individual interests, Durkheim's distinction steers us in the right direction .

Religious Symbols

Symbols for Major Religions of the World

Other social scientists view religion as any attempt to answer existential questions, i.e. "is there life after death" and "how does the universe work and what's my role in it." This categorization of religion highlights its functional role as serving specific social ends. In doing so, however, this perspective also attracts criticisms for being overly encompassing. Many branches of scientific investigation, for instance, would be considered religious, and even atheism would fit into the frame of attempting to answer existential questions.
A third social scientific perspective views religion as the collective beliefs and rituals of a group relating to the supernatural. If we simply focus on beliefs relating to the supernatural, this too may be broad enough to include atheism. However, when belief and rituals of a group relating to the supernatural are coupled together, the scope seems appropriately narrowed. Though not without criticisms, this categorization most closely adheres to the traditional and popular view of what constitutes a religion.

