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organization may be caught up in some of the 
dysfunctions that can plague any organiza-
tion: goal displacement, the iron law of oligar-
chy, alienation, and other problems discussed 
in Chapter 5. In any case, the three systems—
meaning, belonging, and structure—usually go 
together, as illustrated in Figure 11.1.

Thinking Sociologically
Think about the meaning, belonging, and structural 
systems of a religion with which you are familiar. 
How do these elements influence—and how are 
they influenced by—the larger social world, from 
individual to national and global systems?

BECOMING PART OF  
A FAITH COMMUNITY: 
MICRO-LEVEL ANALYSIS 
We are not born religious, although we may be born 
into a religious group. We learn our religious beliefs 
through socialization, just as we learn our language, 
customs, norms, and values. Our family usually deter-
mines the religious environment in which we grow up, 
whether it is an all-encompassing message or closer 
to a one-day-a-week commitment. We start imitating 
religious practices, such as praying before bed or say-
ing grace before dinner, before we understand these 
practices intellectually. Then, as we encounter the 
unexplainable events of life, religion is there to provide 
meaning. Gradually, religion becomes an ingrained 
part of many people’s lives.

It is unlikely that we will adopt a faith not practiced 
in our society. For instance, if we were born in most 
parts of India, we would be raised in and around the 
Hindu, Muslim, and Sikh faiths. In most Arab countries, 
we would become Muslim; in South American coun-
tries, we would likely become Catholic or evangeli-
cal Christian; and in many Southeast Asian countries, 
Buddhist. Although our religious affiliation may seem 
normal and typical to us, no religion has a majority 
of the people in the world as its adherents, and we  
may in fact be part of a rather small minority religious 
group when we think in terms of the global population. 
Table 11.1 on page 296 shows this explicitly.

Learning the meaning system of a religious  
group is both a formal and an informal process. In 

some cultures, religious faith pervades everyday life. 
For the Amish, farming without machines or the use 
of electricity is part of their Christian teachings, which 
affect their total lifestyle. Formal teaching in most reli-
gions takes place primarily in the temple, church, or 
mosque. The formal teaching may take the form of 
bar or bat mitzvah classes, Sunday school, or parochial 
school. Informal religious teaching occurs when we 
observe others “practicing what they preach.”

Again, the meaning (believing) and belonging sys-
tems are linked in important ways. Most people do 
not belong to a religious group because they accept 
its belief system, at least initially. Rather, they come to 
believe because they want to belong and are social-
ized to feel they are an integral part of the group 
(Greeley 1972; Roberts and Yamane 2012). Research 
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FIGURE 11.1  Three Components of Religion

The bat mitzvah, shown here, is an initiation ceremony into the 
faith for Jewish girls.
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