
463Chapter 12.   Religion: The Meaning of Sacred Meaning

Contributing to Our Social World: What Can We Do?

At the Local Level

•• Campus religious foundations or ministries: Most col-
leges and universities, including many of those 
not affiliated with a religion, have religious groups 
on campus. If you are not already a member and 
would like to join such an organization on your 
campus, contact a student representative or faculty 
sponsor, attend a meeting, and become involved. 
Most of these organizations participate in various 
types of outreach work, including volunteering for 
soup kitchens, food pantries, or thrift stores for the 
poor. If you attend a religiously affiliated college or  

university, you will find many and varied ministries 
to choose from.

At the Organizational or Institutional Level

•• College-based religious organizations. Many religious cam-
pus organizations such as the Newman Foundation 
(Roman Catholic; http://newmanfnd.org), InterVarsity 
(Christian; www.intervarsity.org), Muslim Students 
Association (MSA; http://msanational.org), and Hillel 
Foundation (Jewish; www.hillel.org) are branches of larger 
organizations. You can find out more about them and how 
to start or join a chapter by going to their websites. 

Key Points

•• Religion makes our most important values sacred, oper-
ating through three interconnected systems: (1) a mean-
ing system, (2) a belonging system, and (3) a structural 
system. (See pp. 424–425.)

•• We become committed through these three systems, 
by our attachment to a reference group that becomes 
a belonging system, by making investments in the 
organization (the structural system), and by holding 
as real the system of ideas (the meaning system). (See 
pp. 425–427.)

•• At the micro level, symbolic interaction theory illumi-
nates how the meaning system works, with an interac-
tion of myths, rituals, and symbols coming to define 
reality and making the values and the meaning system 
sacred. Rational choice theory focuses on the costs and 
benefits that influence the decisions individuals make 
about religious commitments, but it also examines how 
religious organizations go about seeking a “market share” 
in the competition for members. (See pp. 427–434.)

•• At the meso level, religious communities usually have a 
mutually supportive relationship with other institutions—
the family, the political system, and the economy. Religious 
organizations themselves can evolve into one of several types 

of structures (or even bureaucracies): ecclesia, denomina-
tion, sect, or new religious movement (NRM). (See pp. 
434–446.)

•• At the macro level of analysis, functionalists main-
tain that religions can serve as a kind of glue to help 
solidify the country and can meet the basic needs of 
the populace. In contrast, conflict theorists focus on 
the ways in which religion reinforces conflicts and 
inequalities in society, whether socioeconomic, racial, 
or gender. (See pp. 446–453.)

•• In the United States and Canada, secularization is domi-
nant at the meso and macro levels but does not seem to 
be happening much at the micro level. This is the source 
of tension in societies. (See pp. 453–460.)

•• At the global level, religion can be involved in issues 
of war and peace (sometimes unwittingly undermin-
ing peace) and is currently experiencing interface with 
the world of technology and the World Wide Web. 
(See pp. 456–460.)

•• Finally, homosexuality, same-sex marriage, and ordi-
nation of gay or lesbian clergy are examples of reli-
gious policy issues causing considerable controversy. 
(See pp. 462–464.)

Discussion Questions

1. What are some ways that religion and government are 
interdependent and interrelated in the United States?

2. If you are a person of faith and affiliated with a religious 
community, how did you become so? If you are not, 
why is that so? How did your family members and peers 
influence your views toward religion?

3. What motivates you to work hard and try to succeed 
professionally? Think about how Weber perceived the 
relationship between the capitalist economic system and 

thoughts about sacrifice and work. Does it relate to your 
answer to the first part of this question? Why or why not?

4. Do you think religion is more of a unifying or divisive 
force in (a) the United States and (b) the world today? 
Why? Do you have many friends from different religious 
groups? Why or why not?

5. What do you think might happen to society if religions 
did not exist? Why? How would an absence of religion 
impact you personally?


