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Introduction 
 

In this essay, I offer an answer to the following question: “Why should one study religions and 
spirituality or religious and spiritual phenomena?”  Several important reasons recommend the 
neutral, non-religious, descriptive, or phenomenological academic exploration, examination, and 
analysis of religions, religious communities, or religious traditions, specifically, and human 
spirituality, more generally.  Many scholars and numerous academic departments that dedicate 
themselves to this field of studies have identified the same or similar reasons and factors as well.1  
Although the discussion that follows most certainly contains many if not most of the major reasons 
and factors that strongly encourage a neutral, non-religious, descriptive, or phenomenological 
academic exploration, examination, and analysis of religions and human spirituality, I do not claim 
to present an exhaustive list.  I offer eighteen reasons, however, that strongly recommend studies 
of religions and spirituality or religious and spiritual phenomena. 

 
 

I.  Begin with Facticity and Universality of Religions 
and Human Spirituality 

 
One should study religions, other religious and spiritual phenomena, and human spirituality more 
broadly precisely because these phenomena exist throughout the world, in all human cultures, and 
in all periods of human history.  The geographical and historical universality of religious and 
spiritual phenomena indicates their vast importance in human life, community, and culture.  Thus, 
in order to understand humans, their communities, their motivating values and traditions, and many 
other features of their cultures (such as art, music, architecture, among numerous other examples), 
one must understand human spirituality and its many expressions, including specific religions, 
religious communities, as well as other religious and spiritual phenomena. 
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II.  Learn That Religious and Spiritual Phenomena Emerge 
from and Shape Human Culture 

 
Studies of religions, other religious and spiritual phenomena, and human spirituality more 
generally will increase awareness of and understanding about how these phenomena help to 
produce, emerge from, and shape all features of human culture.  Human cultures constitute entire 
or “whole ways of life” or systems: patterns of behavior, customs, food, language and other modes 
of communication, acquired and accumulated knowledge, educational processes and patterns, 
forms of social organization, institutions, material artifacts, arts, music, technologies, ideas, values, 
symbols, style, mood, characteristic attitudes of human groups toward themselves and their world, 
worldview, and ethos, among many other human processes, patterns, practices, and products — 
including spiritualities and religions.2 
 
Vilmos Csányi has shown that anthropologists generally identify three major overlapping spheres 
of culture: (1) “social culture” or “the interrelationships of people”; (2) “material culture” or “the 
production and use of artifacts”; and (3) “mental culture” or “those ideas not manifested in the 
other two [spheres of culture].”3  P. C. Mundinger also has developed a more specific, yet 
complimentary and broadly-applicable, socio-biological definition of culture that emphasizes the 
relationships of culture and biological processes as well.  Mundinger defined the notion of 
“culture” as “… a set of populations that are replicated generation after generation by learning — 
an overt population of functionally related, shared, imitable patterns of behavior (and any material 
products produced) and, simultaneously, a covert population of acquired neural codes for those 
behaviors.”4  Even more specifically, Edward Farley, a theological anthropologist, has described 
culture as “the traditions that govern beliefs and behavior,” “[the] aspect of a social system or 
society” that provides a society “with its sense of direction” and that “carries its values through a 
deposit of symbols.”  Moreover, according to Farley, societal “subsystems and institutional 
vehicles” carry culture and serve “… to legitimate, [to] maintain, and [to] transmit the traditions” 
of culture.5 
 
Religious and spiritual phenomena, including religions themselves, constitute elements of human 
culture more broadly.  Moreover, as a vision for all of reality and a way of human life, a religion 
expresses itself in all basic features of human culture, especially as reflected in the three large and 
overlapping spheres of human culture that Vilmos Csányi identified: (1) social culture; (2) material 
culture; and (3) mental culture.  On the one hand, in order to understand the depth-dimension of 
human culture, one needs to study religions, spiritualities, and other religious and spiritual 
phenomena.  On the other hand, in order to understand the multiple cultural features of religious 
and spiritual phenomena, one needs also to study and to understand the multiple features of cultures 
themselves.  Humans produce religions, spiritualities, and other religious or spiritual phenomena 
as aspects of their cultures: in other words, cultures produce those phenomena.  Additionally, 
though, religions, spiritualities, and other religious and spiritual phenomena, with all of their own 
cultural features, also influence and shape the larger cultures that gave birth to them and from 
which they emerged. 
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III.  Encounter Sources of Many Historic and Contemporary 
Human Conflicts 

 
One also should study religions, other religious and spiritual phenomena, and human spirituality 
more broadly, especially from a neutral, non-religious, descriptive, or phenomenological 
academic exploration, examination, and analysis of these phenomena, because many of the major 
historic and contemporary conflicts among people have arisen from extreme religious and 
spiritual differences.  Studies of the histories of religions, religious communities, and spiritualities 
reveal the origins of many differences and the sources of major historic and contemporary 
conflicts, often differences that have originated from unfounded fears, biases, or misplaced zeal.  
As a result, such studies can help to increase understanding, not only about other religious or 
spiritual perspectives, but about the depth-dimension of human history more generally, therefore, 
also to begin the process of overcoming historic and contemporary conflicts through deepened 
inquiry, persistent dialogue, and expanded understanding. 

 
 

IV.  Identify Need for Multiple Approaches 
 

Through studies of religions, other religious and spiritual phenomena, and human spirituality 
more generally, one discovers multiple dimensions of these phenomena, expressions of all 
dimensions in human experience, histories, and cultures more broadly.  For that reason, such 
studies proceed from multiple disciplinary or methodological perspectives: history, literary 
studies, psychology, sociology, philosophy, theology, anthropology, archaeology, economics, 
political science, gender studies, as well as several other methodological perspectives.  As a result, 
one learns through such studies about the need for multi-disciplinarity and interdisciplinarity in 
studies of religious and spiritual phenomena, in order to discern and to understand the many 
different facets of such phenomena.  One method will help to disclose knowledge and 
understanding about one facet, for example, of a religion or a religious phenomenon, but will not 
succeed in helping to discern all features of a religion, in the same way that a microscope, while 
enormously useful, will help the researcher learn about different features of the universe than an 
equally useful telescope will provide. 

 
 

V.  Discover Differences between Advocative 
and Neutral Studies 

 
One also should study religions, other religious and spiritual phenomena, and human spirituality 
more broadly, especially from a neutral, non-religious, descriptive, or phenomenological 
methodological orientation, because such studies will teach one about the differences between 
advocating for a religious or spiritual perspective and describing or teaching about that 
perspective.  When one studies religious and spiritual phenomena of any kind from a specific 
religious, spiritual, or even philosophical perspective, one does so as an advocate for, an apologist 
for, or a defender of that specific viewpoint or value-orientation.  As another version of this 
advocative orientation, similarly, when one studies religious and spiritual phenomena of any kind 
from an antagonistic religious, spiritual, or philosophical perspective, one does so as a polemicist 
against such phenomena, also proceeding from a biased perspective, a point of view that already 
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presupposes the erroneousness, falsity, or dis-value of religious and spiritual phenomena prior to 
any study of them.  When one examines and analyzes religious and spiritual phenomena from a 
non-advocative and non-antagonistic perspective, however, conducting such studies from a 
neutral, non-religious, descriptive, or phenomenological methodological viewpoint, one more 
clearly can perceive the biases in both advocative (religious or apologetic) and antagonistic (anti-
religious or polemical) perspectives. 

 
 

VI.  Identify and Suspend Biases 
 

Studies of religions, other religious and spiritual phenomena, and human spirituality more 
broadly, again especially from a neutral, non-religious, descriptive, or phenomenological 
academic exploration, examination, and analysis of religions and human spirituality, help one to 
develop the important ability to identify one’s own biases or assumptions and, at least temporarily, 
to set them aside, to bracket them, to suspend them, or to hold them in abeyance.  In this way, one 
begins to learn how to examine the facts themselves, rather than one’s own assumptions about the 
religious and spiritual realities or phenomena that present themselves to perception, observation, 
and examination.  Such studies, as a result, help to provide the possibility for dispelling prejudices, 
biases, and misunderstandings about various religious and spiritual phenomena that quite often 
religions, religious communities, or religious people themselves have perpetuated about the 
religious or spiritual perspectives of other people or even of themselves. 

 
 

VII.  Distinguish Categories of Study from the Realities Themselves 
 

One also should study religions, other religious and spiritual phenomena, and human spirituality 
more broadly, especially from a neutral, non-religious, descriptive, or phenomenological 
methodological orientation, because such studies will help one to perceive the differences between 
the categories on the basis of which one studies religious or spiritual phenomena and the empirical 
realities of those phenomena themselves.  The concepts with which people popularly describe 
religious and spiritual phenomena, as well as the analytical categories and criteria that scholars 
employ in their academic studies of such phenomena, provide conceptual frameworks through 
which to isolate specific cultural phenomena as religious or spiritual phenomena, through which 
to focus descriptive and analytical attention.  Such studies of spiritual and religious phenomena, 
however, can help one to discover the significant differences between those categories of analysis 
and the religious and spiritual phenomena themselves.  Without proceeding with a neutral, non-
religious, descriptive, or phenomenological examination of religious or spiritual phenomena, 
people often do not perceive the differences between the empirical realities of religious or spiritual 
phenomena and the categories that people have used to identify and to classify them in daily 
discourse or even that scholars employ to study them more analytically. 
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VIII.  Perceive Need for Religious and Cultural Literacy 
 

Studies of religions, other religious and spiritual phenomena, and human spirituality more 
generally will increase both religious and cultural literacy.  As numerous teachers about religions, 
religious communities, spirituality, and other religious or spiritual phenomena know, many of their 
students do not know or understand many of the basic features, histories, or developments of their 
own religious or spiritual communities, traditions, or heritages.  In other words, increasingly, 
especially in the United States, as a result of many factors, demographic studies increasingly 
indicate a profound illiteracy among the general population about religions and spirituality.6  The 
neutral, non-religious, descriptive, or phenomenological academic exploration, examination, and 
analysis of religions, religious communities, or religious traditions, specifically, and human 
spirituality, more broadly, therefore, will increase religious literacy for the dedicated student, even 
religious literacy about one’s own religious community, tradition, or heritage.  Such studies of 
religious and spiritual phenomena, consequently, will similarly increase literacy about the depths 
of the larger cultural contexts as well. 

 
 

IX.  Dispel Fears, Discourage Conflicts, and Encourage Peace 
 

One also should study religions, other religious and spiritual phenomena, and human spirituality 
more broadly, especially from a neutral, non-religious, descriptive, or phenomenological 
methodological orientation, because such studies will help to dispel fears about various religious 
or spiritual perspectives that one has received from one’s own community, traditions, or heritage, 
to discourage conflicts among religions, or between religious or spiritual communities, and 
between religious or spiritual perspectives, and to encourage efforts toward peace.  Eliminating 
the fear of other people or communities by learning more accurately about their values, traditions, 
and practices will encourage openness, tolerance, respect, and even appreciation for the diversity 
in other religious or spiritual perspectives.  Finally, such understanding, tolerance, respect, and 
appreciation can contribute to peace-making among peoples with different religious perspectives: 
whether internal to a religion itself, as between Shiite and Sunni communities in Islam, or between 
Muslims and Buddhists, Muslims and Hindus, or Muslims and Christians, among numerous other 
religious and spiritual communities. 

 
 

X.  Encounter Vast Range of Ideas and Possibilities 
 

Studies of religions, other religious and spiritual phenomena, and human spirituality more 
generally present students with a vast range of human visions of reality, values, practices, and 
ways of life.  Through such studies, students will discover and will explore diverse human 
possibilities for understanding and living in the world and with other people.  Studies of religions 
and spirituality will expand human knowledge and understanding for people, especially as people 
also seek purpose, meaning, and direction in their own lives. 
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XI.  Discover Points of Convergence among Different 
Religious or Spiritual Perspectives 

 
Studies of religions, other religious and spiritual phenomena, and human spirituality more 
generally, again especially from a neutral, non-religious, descriptive, or phenomenological 
academic exploration, examination, and analysis of religions and human spirituality, help one, 
not only to identify and to appreciate genuine differences among religious or spiritual 
perspectives, but also to identify and to appreciate points at which very different religious or 
spiritual perspectives converge.  Quite often, those who arrive new to studies of religious and 
spiritual phenomena come with the intention of learning about perspectives that they understand 
as vastly different from their own points of view.  Studies of religious and spiritual phenomena, 
however, often surprise students by disclosing points of deep convergence or points where very 
different religious or spiritual perspectives share some basic human values, aims, and aspirations.  
Such education can clear the way for cooperation and collaboration in goals and projects for the 
common good. 

 
 

XII.  Identify the Narrative Dimension of Human Life 
 

One also should study religions, other religious and spiritual phenomena, and human spirituality 
more broadly, because such studies disclose the power of stories in human life, societies, and 
cultures.  A religious and spiritual community, or most certainly a major religion of the world, 
maintains itself on the basis of one major story or one cycle of stories about the origins, purposes, 
and destinies for that religious or spiritual community or religion.  Moreover, as studies of even 
non-religious human communities also indicate, all human communities tell founding and guiding 
stories about themselves.  Studies of human life and community uncover a narrative dimension of 
human experience, which helps to account for the human love of stories.7  Studies of religions and 
other religious or spiritual phenomena help to demonstrate this claim through one category of 
human cultural phenomena.  For humans, stories, and especially the great religious and spiritual 
narratives, help humans to interpret the realities of the worlds that they have received and in which 
they find themselves, to guide their lives and behavior, as well as even to shape those realities, and 
to envision their meanings, purposes, and destinies. 

 
 

XIII.  Examine Essential and Historical Human Questions 
and Answers about Reality and Life 

 
Through studies of religions, other religious and spiritual phenomena, and human spirituality 
more generally, one encounters some of the most profound and fascinating questions and answers 
in enduring human concerns about the origins, purpose, meaning, and destiny of the universe and 
human life.  One discovers through studies of religions and spirituality ways in which humans have 
interrogated reality for themselves and have proposed epistemological, emotional, volitional 
responses to the questions that have emerged.  Increasingly in a profoundly scientific and secular 
world, many people who study religious and spiritual phenomena encounter such human questions 
and responses for the first time in their lives or at least encounter clear and profound articulations 
of such human questions and responses for the first time.  Although such religious or spiritual 
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questions and answers remain the subjects of observation, description, and analysis, students of 
these phenomena also experience opportunities to ponder such questions and answers for 
themselves. 

 
 

XIV.  Invitation to Life of Meaning and Purpose 
 

Also, because religions and spiritualities pursue the meaning and purpose of all reality, human 
life, and human community, studies of religions, other religious and spiritual phenomena, and 
human spirituality more broadly, introduce those who study these phenomena to these quests and, 
thereby, serve as invitations to join such quests.  Although the stated goals for studies of religious 
and spiritual phenomena relate primarily to academic knowledge about and understanding of these 
phenomena, one who studies these phenomena will discover specific religious and spiritual quests 
for meaning and purpose: such discoveries function as invitations to those who encounter them.  
Often, studies of religions and spiritualities awaken these quests for the first time, or even deepen 
such quests that already have begun, in those who study these phenomena. 

 
 

XV.  Enhance Understanding of One’s Own Tradition/s 
 

Studies of religions, other religious and spiritual phenomena, as well as human spirituality more 
generally, indirectly can help one to develop an enhanced understanding of one’s own tradition 
and heritage.  Even if one already participates in a religious or spiritual community or tradition 
and understands one’s own tradition well, sometimes studies of other religions or spiritual 
communities can alert one to facets of one’s own tradition or heritage: to facets of one’s own 
tradition that one may not have perceived previously; to weaknesses in one’s own tradition that 
dialogue with another and very different tradition or community could enhance; and even to 
strength’s in one’s own tradition that one may have assumed, but not explicitly recognized, prior 
to such studies.  Studying traditions (religious or otherwise) other than one’s own tradition often 
helps to illuminate one’s own tradition profoundly, shining light on hitherto un-perceived or 
uncritically-assumed-and-examined elements or components and on areas that require more 
profound development or examination. 

 
 

XVI.  Respond to Contemporary Interest in Religious/Spiritual Phenomena 
 

Studies of religions, other religious and spiritual phenomena, as well as human spirituality more 
generally, can prepare one to communicate knowledgably and wisely about these phenomena in a 
world where people express intense and extensive interest in such phenomena.  In the 
contemporary world, many people, whether or not they regard themselves as religious or spiritual, 
demonstrate much interest (often, however, with very meager or even inaccurate knowledge) about 
religions and spiritualities.  Studies of religions and spirituality can prepare one to address such 
intense and often passionate interests with knowledge, understanding, and wisdom about these 
complex phenomena, helping people, thereby, to move beyond misinformation, mere opinion, and 
even common biases or prejudices. 
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XVII.  Encounter Resources for Changing the World 
 

One also should study religions, other religious and spiritual phenomena, and human spirituality 
more generally, because such studies examine resources with which to improve the contemporary 
world.  Religions, spiritualities, religious or spiritual communities, and religious or spiritual 
traditions also contain many positive features and values, despite negative events and actions that 
originate from religious motives or on the basis of religious and spiritual claims or beliefs, events 
that have occurred historically and that continue to occur in contemporary global human society.  
Many of those religious and spiritual traditions advocate ways and means for improving the world 
and have done so for many centuries!  Studies of religious and spiritual phenomena will present 
those traditions as resources to address current problems, crises, issues, and needs in human life, 
experience, society, and culture.  Many of the previous reasons for studying religious and spiritual 
phenomena also contribute to improvement of the contemporary world, creating conditions for the 
possibility of collaboration among people of all religions or spiritualities in projects for the 
common good of the larger world and not merely for human life as part of the world. 

 
 

XVIII.  Develop Important and Transferrable Skills 
 

Finally, studies of religions, other religious and spiritual phenomena, and human spirituality more 
generally can help one develop important and transferrable skills.  As previous points in this essay 
have suggested, studies of religions, other religious and spiritual phenomena, and human 
spirituality more generally, especially from a neutral, non-religious, descriptive, or 
phenomenological methodological orientation, require some special attitudes, skills, and 
procedures: suspension of biases; empathy for the values, convictions, attitudes, and perspectives 
of other very different people and communities; careful formulation of questions and investigative 
procedures; careful perception, observation, and listening; skills for careful, fair, and appropriate 
comparison; ability to describe clearly, accurately, and coherently; skills for careful and 
responsible gathering and analysis of data; ability to re-construct various perspectives responsibly, 
critically, and yet constructively (in the sense of problem-solving); ability for cross-cultural study 
and understanding; among a variety of related skills and abilities.  Such skills and abilities, as well 
as the attitudes and values that motivate their acquisition, can make students of religious and 
spiritual phenomena “marketable” in many other professions or fields of study as well. 

 
 

Conclusion 
 

Although I have provided a lengthy list of reasons on the basis of which one should study religions, 
spiritualities, and religious and spiritual phenomena more generally, other scholars may identify 
many more important reasons as well.  These present reasons and factors in themselves, however, 
supply a solid basis for engaging in studies of religious and spiritual phenomena. 
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