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Functions of Religion
Religion refers to a socio-cultural structure of chosen practices and behaviors, sanctified areas, morals, prophecies, and ethics, among others which connects humanity to supernatural, spiritual or transcendental features. Sosis (2004) explains that religion is a structured ideas system regarding spiritual reality or the supernatural. It includes the beliefs about the nature and character of supernatural powers as well as the teachings or traditions that explain these supernatural powers. It further identifies the rituals, which are envisioned to influence or direct these powers for a group's benefit. Supernaturalism refers to a belief system that concentrates on any belief, which transcends the observable, natural world. This paper will focus on the functions of religion and what religion does for human societies.

Functions of religion and what it does to society

Religion plays a crucial role in shaping the way society behaves and react to different aspects. It also gives answers to difficult questions and provides comfort to those who are facing problems. There are various functions of religion including education and discipline, cohesion and support, revitalization and euphoria as well as an explanation.

Religion provides social cohesion as well as support to individuals in societies. Social cohesion aids in maintaining social unity via shared beliefs and rituals. It unifies individuals based on shared beliefs and a common sense of identity (Sosis, 2004). Through religion, those who have particular beliefs come together and identify themselves as one. The group rituals that those who have come together perform, strengthen their ties in that they believe in achieving their objectives if they remain united. For example, when a member of a particular united group based on shared beliefs needed some assistance, members of that group came together and contributed money to help the person in need. Other rituals that are performed together in institutions of worship such as mosque, churches and temples among others include reciting a prayer in God's honour and performing namaz. Rituals were also performed on major occasions such as marriage, birth and death. That shows how they were united and how their ties were strong. The social cohesion among the groups promoted unity among communities and brought positive social behaviours. Religious bonds surpassed personal and divisive forces in individuals who had diverse interests and aspirations.

Religion also offers meaning and answer any existential questions. It provides explanations to the unexplainable and reduces the fear and anxiety in the face of the unknown (Sosis, 2004). People may have difficult questions regarding certain phenomena. Religion, according to Durkheim offers answers to such difficult questions, and therefore, reduces anxiety and fear of the unknown. For example, it explains the question of why humans are living and what happens after death. It also offers comfort to people by explaining the reasons bad things occur to good individuals. For example, Durkheim states that religion explains that the will of Yahweh, Allah or God makes things happen. It also serves as a way of challenging political authority when things are not going in the right way. For example, Hebrew prophets were social commentators who challenged the government to make reforms and function properly. In the bible, Jeremiah is an example of how religion serves as a means to challenge political authority, in the years preceding the Babylonian Exile.

Religion offers education and discipline to assist in maintaining conformity and control within society. It is a means of social control that teaches people to behave appropriately. Religious teachings are offered to believers to make them behave according to their beliefs. Therefore, a particular community with common beliefs adopts similar behavioural characteristics, which are acceptable within the communities. For the individuals who do not conform to the teachings, defined punishments are given to them to ensure they change and behave appropriately. Due to the teachings that it offers to believers, religion can be used in justifying the dominant social orders as well as challenging the existing social order. For example, there are five precepts of Buddhism. Those believing in that faith are required to not; harm other people, steal, engage in sexual misconduct, take intoxicating drinks or drugs that cause heedlessness and give a false speech (Sosis, 2004). All these are aimed at helping in maintaining conformity and control within society.

Religion also offers revitalization and euphoria as well as functioning as an identity source (Sosis, 2004). The constant repetitions of rituals and practices lead to a renewal and revitalization of the belief system. For example, the repeated rituals that are performed when a child is born, have led to those believers having faith in their belief systems. Once a child is born, the rituals must be performed for it to be a complete process. Most of the revitalization rituals involve rhythmic music. For instance, there are specific songs or music for specific functions. They are repeated over and over until they become the norms within communities. Individuals gain a sense of identity due to religion. 

Religion functions as a social change agent. It supports the status quo in its priestly functions while inspiring significant change in its prophetic function. It can make persons outdo social forces (Sosis, 2004). That means that people may act in ways that are not prescribed in social order so long as it is appropriate in religion. For example, Mahatma Gandhi died because of maintaining spiritual beliefs that were against the social order at the time. Religion gives individuals a steadfast foundation of social criticism that eventually leads to being the centre for social change. An example of a social change that occurred as a result of religion is the protestant ethic and the spirit of capitalism. It aided in the development of capitalism spirit in various European countries. Another example of social change as a result of strong beliefs is when Martin Luther fought for the rights of blacks in America.

Sosis (2004) explains that religion functions as a means of legitimizing power. It may be used in explaining, justifying or rationalizing the exercise of power. Therefore, it strengthens the interests of individuals who are in power. It is strong in legitimizing power as even in societies that are not so much into religion believe in the legitimacy of political power when religious leaders pronounce themselves. It is believed that power comes from God or Allah or the god of a particular belief. Therefore, religious leaders have a significant influence when making pronouncements regarding political power.
Conclusion

Religion as an organized system of ideas about spiritual reality or the supernatural offers emotional, moral and psychological support to the society. It also educates society on good morals and how to correlate with each other. That strengthens a community since they get similar beliefs and ways of coexisting amongst each other. Those who do not comply with the teachings are disciplined accordingly. That makes most of the believers to adhere to what they learn regarding their religions. Religion is also essential as it explains the tough questions that humans may be having. Getting those answers relieves a person and may reduce anxiety in people making them function properly. As an agent of social change, it inspires people to behave appropriately and respect each other. When things are going morally wrong, religion can trigger a change to ensure things are done in the right way.
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