
 

 

RELIGION AND DAILY LIFE 

The impact of religion in the everyday lives of modern people and how they relate to 

religiosity or spirituality are questions that have been frequently raised and are of primary 

importance in the anthropological agenda. However, in the near past, sociologists lost focus 

from them by assuming that people have other affairs and interests by which they orient their 

existence. But, such is not always the case.   

In the late modern world, there is a growing inclination towards ‘de-differentiation’ that 

questions several assumptions articulated so far, the most notable among them being Jose 

Casanova’s firm belief that, “The differentiation and emancipation of the secular spheres 

from religious institutions and norms remains a modern structural trend (1994: 212).” 

However, towards the end of the twentieth century, a whole range of factors emerged 

together to suggest that policies based on the notion of institutional separation might 

undergo a re-examination. In such, the provision of welfare will be taken as an example.  

Health 

The subject of health can be accessed through a discourse on birth and death, which are 

often considered as the most sacred moments of human existence. Questions arise whether 

birth and death should be defined exclusively in medical terms, or whether they have a 

religious dimension to it; and the extent to which are they conditioned by the environment in 

which they take place; and finally, who has the controlling power. Modernist answers about 

these sacred moments are increasingly paving the way for even more rattling questions, in 

an environment where institutional boundaries are indistinct. Here, it must be noted that de-

differentiation is both an individual and institutional matter. The concept of ‘well-being’ 

occupies a central position in this discussion, in which body, mind and spirit all play their 

respective roles.  

Gender and Age 

For several decades, gender has been a topic that was largely ignored, until recently, it 

started drawing adequate attention. In this regard, the difference between men and women 

in terms of their religious lives also commands curiosity and is quite rightly doing so. This 

shift in priorities of the discipline is equally essential. With respect to age, a similar shift has 

taken place that opens a new avenue of possibilities concerning mainly religious change. 

This can be considered in terms of the individual (the life cycle) or in terms of society 

(generational shifts), or both; but either way, the discussion on age leads to the question of 

death and the rapidly emerging sociological activity enveloping it. Death, and the questions 

of existentialism that it brings forth, have greatly resisted the secular. There is probably no 

reason why this should still not be the case in late modernity.  

 

Differentiation and De-differentiation: A Study 

Welfare and Religion in a European Perspective (WREP)  

There are various points of differences between Europe and America in terms of religion. 

Firstly, in the former, exists a state church; while it is absent in the latter. Moreover, in the 

United States, there is no state as such in the sense that is understood in Europe. Also, 



 

 

while the Europeans look up to the state for support in times of need as it is deemed 

responsible for their welfare as a distinct and separate area of activity, in case of the 

Americans, this is not the case. But even in Europe, the process occurs differently in 

different societies, which leads to distinctive welfare regimes. These differences can be 

recognized and categorized by social policy specialists. For a sociologist of religion, it may 

become clear that the patterns that emerge mirror the differences as observed by David 

Martin in his work on secularization.  

A comparative project on religion and welfare in eight European societies exemplifies the 

different situations regarding these issues in various parts of the continent. For instance, in 

Nordic countries, the Lutheran churches propagate the doctrine of ‘two kingdoms’, which 

assigns a particular role to the state regarding the organization of social welfare. In this part 

of Europe, welfare is delivered by the state relatively easily. On the contrary, France has a 

more bitter process as the state claims for itself both the functions of welfare as well as the 

moral authority, hitherto belonging to the church. Hence, a situation of conflict arises, in 

which the boundary between state and church is firmly policed in welfare and other areas. In 

Catholic Europe, Catholic social teaching has been influential through the concept of 

subsidiary. Welfare should be ceded to the lowest effective level of society i.e. the family. 

Hence, the responsibilities of women as traditional providers of welfare supported by 

churches, and the state filling the gaps left by the family and the church contradicts the 

situation in Northern Europe. A similar situation can be found in Greece, though it is framed 

by Orthodox rather than Catholic theology, thereby bringing with it a separate body of social 

teaching. Britain, on the other hand, depends the most on the voluntary sector.  

The goal of separating welfare from the hold of the church, thus creating an autonomous 

sphere with its own institutional norms, is achieved or semi-achieved in many different ways. 

However, it is clear from all the case studies in the WREP project that the Europeans are of 

the opinion that the state should take up the responsibility of doling out welfare to them. The 

churches still carrying out this function, according to them is not ‘how it should be’. The 

respondents are realistic and if the situation is not perfect, the church will be there to fill the 

gaps. As such, their contributions are welcomed even in societies where the welfare state is 

well developed.  

However, towards the end of the twentieth century, several factors have emerged 

simultaneously to question several of these assumptions. Some of these were external. 

European nations have been subjected to swings in the global economy and from 1970s 

onwards, almost all these nations have faced an economic crisis and a fall in the level of 

employment. Demographic profiles were altering leading to an increase in both the numbers 

and proportions of elderly people. These trends shook the belief of the Europeans not only 

regarding the adequacy of welfare services but more radically, about the financing of these 

services. A major question arose as to whether the proportion of economically active is 

sufficient to support those who are economically dependent. The marked prolongation of 

education in the post-industrial economy added to the woes. It was no longer feasible for 

most European societies to meet the obligation of welfare the way it was met in the post-war 

period.  

As a reaction to these shifts, there was a notable change in political philosophy – a reversal 

from the notion of the state being the provider of welfare. The most striking reaction took 

place in Britain in 1980s. The Thatcher government not only incited radical reforms, but also 



 

 

developed an ideology to legitimate such changes. The debate, however, refrains from being 

solely ideological. If the state becomes unable or unwilling to provide the citizens with a 

comprehensive system of welfare, it is then clear that the churches will have to play a major 

role in such changes.  

If we observe the initial find-outs of the WREP project, we will see an interesting theme – the 

factors present at the time of the initial differentiation of responsibilities are still present as 

the new situation emerges. Differently put, the process of de-differentiation is as culturally 

specific as its predecessor. Thus, the possibility of a comparatively easy recommencement 

of the welfare role by the churches in some parts of Europe becomes a difficult one. For 

instance, in Italy or Greece, due to an incomplete separation of powers, the line between 

state and church remains fluid. It can alter with the demand of the situation. In France, on 

the contrary, due to the strong hold of the secular state, the researcher involved in the 

French case, had a hard time persuading the public authorities to co-operate in the project 

dealing with religion. In Finland, due to the recession caused by the collapse of the Russian 

market, in the early 1990s, there was a significant rise in the welfare role undertaken by the 

churches with a simultaneous rise in their popularity.  

A broader study, as a successor to the WREP project, will help us know more about such 

conditions in Europe as it will extend its work to include, firstly, the minority religions in the 

continent, especially to the Muslim population; and secondly, the hitherto communist nations 

of Europe where the state and church occupy different positions.  

Health and Healthcare in Modern Societies 

Health and healthcare is another example of differentiation and de-differentiation. St. 

Bartholomew’s and St. Thomas’, which were originally religious foundations, have become 

centres of cutting-edge medicine, primarily funded by the state in the twentieth century. Birth 

and death, the moments of human existence considered sacred, will be taken as the starting 

point in the debate about health and healthcare.  

Childbirth 

In the pre-modern societies, childbirth was a risky procedure. It still is in certain developing 

countries of the world. Almost every churchyard or parish register in Europe hold evidence 

showing a striking number of young women who have lost their lives during childbirth. For 

many women, preparation for birth implied preparation for their own deaths. It does not come 

as a surprise, then, to know that childbirth was surrounded as much by religious rituals as by 

medical knowledge. The religious rite of ‘Churching of Women’, in which the Almighty was 

thanked for safe deliverance from ‘the great pain and peril of childbirth’, offers evidence of 

this fact. With the advancement in medical sciences, especially the combination of antibiotics 

and safe surgery, this scenario was transformed. This is an excellent example of the 

‘modern’ solution, i.e. the application of scientific knowledge in solving a problem of human 

existence with great effect. At present, in the West, the death of a mother due to childbirth is 

a rarity. Such a revolution in the lives of women is a huge relief.  

The second version of the story is more ambiguous and focuses on the progressive loss of 

control of the women herself, who complain that the experience of childbirth is hardly 

different from the assembly line found in a Fordist factory. The ‘post-modern’ response 

emerged as a reaction to this. In it, women, mostly from the middle class, regain their control 



 

 

demanding to give birth at home instead of hospitals and to prioritize them and their babies 

instead of the routines of hospitals or the requirements of the medical profession. Such re-

appraisals have become an important body of literature in which comparative research plays 

an interesting role.  

Abortion 

A set of questions have emerged from beneath these shifts regarding how the moment of 

birth should be understood in late modernity and who is to be the decision-maker; and 

whether this event is medical, administrative, moral, deeply personal, or sacred or all of 

these. It is interesting to note that these are the very questions that have come forth in the 

debates surrounding abortions in the United States. The importance of this issue for the 

American political class and for the various lobbies that pressurize the decision-making 

process cannot be denied. A more immediate reaction from the sociological point of view, is 

the gradual re-location of the abortion debate in the American understanding from an issue 

of justice for all women irrespective of their socio-economic class, to an issue that has 

become central to the ‘right to life’ movement. This, in turn, reflects the changes that have 

occurred in the American society as a whole, where moral rather than socio-economic 

issues have began dominating the scene.  

An example of these shifts can be found in the tragic story of Terri Schiavo. In February 

1990, Schiavo suffered a cardiac arrest at the age of 26, which led to irreversible brain 

damage, following which she needed constant care and attention, first in a rehabilitation 

centre and then in a nursing home. In 1998, her husband petitioned the courts for the first 

time, asking that the feeding tube be removed as his wife was in a perpetual vegetative 

state. This was followed by a long and complicated series of events as different family 

members argued about the decision, as the case moved from court to court, and as senior 

political figures not only took an interest in the case but also became actively involved. It 

reached its climax in March 2005, i.e. after 15 years of the incident, when the legal options 

available to Schiavo’s parents were finally exhausted. The feeding tube was removed for the 

third and the last time leading to her death within a few days.  

Apart from the seemingly asserting quality of the case, what was equally intriguing was the 

degree to which it occupied a central place in the media and as a matter of political debate. 

As an example, in the final stages of the story, the Bush administration made a repeated 

attempt to transform the federal court ruling with the help of a 'private bill' in relation to the 

Schiavo case. It was so important that President Bush especially flew to Washington from 

Texas on Palm Sunday to sign the bill. The demand for granting "right to life" to Schiavo was 

put forward by church groups. It is evident that the vocabulary used reflects both religious 

and moral aspects of the case. Churches organized vigils and Schiavo became a 'martyr' - 

and the media increasingly depicted this on television. This led to the intervening of political, 

religious and moral issues, confusions regarding the public and private spheres resulting in 

the blurring of boundaries. 

This whole episode lies in the face of institutional separation, whether it is understood in 

terms of the distinction of powers in the United States, or of the institutional specialization 

related to modernization. An important point is that the Schiavo case is simply an American, 

unusually public and very debatable version of a much larger issue. The difficulty of modern 

societies coming to terms with moral questions which are put forward as medical techniques 



 

 

permit the continuation of physical life after the brain has stopped functioning or the 

sustaining of a premature baby on the one hand and a late abortion on the other has been 

portrayed through this case. In this context, TIME magazine has justifiably posted the 

question “the end of life. Who decides?”  in its dedication to the Schiavo case.  

The Route from Welfare to Well-Being 

The de-differentiation in terms of institutions is true in the case of individuals. An obvious 

connection can be established between material on the new age and self spirituality, keeping 

in mind, with respect to Heelas, that there are generational shifts in this field in accordance 

with those in the mainstream religions. The well-being of spirituality of modern consumer 

culture can be found in the last of our generations. As people shop for goods and services 

beneficial to body, mind and spirit, well-being becomes a lifestyle choice. Health-foods, 

beauty products, organic products of all kinds, spa treatments, alternative remedies, self-

help manuals and so on, have become a part of our daily lives- available with the click of a 

mouse. The de-differentiation of the person is a part of these shifts. There is no 

differentiation between the different aspects of body and mind, home and work and so on. 

What is important is the progress of the person in totality.  

Thus, we consult both a healer as well as a doctor. Boundaries diminish as growing number 

of alternative practices are both recognized by the medical profession, and paid for by 

private insurance. Healing and therapy merge so that we become more effective citizens or 

more effective capitalists- as our energies are directed towards economic as well as spiritual 

goals. Thus, the difference between the market and the spiritual world has become 

negligible. Spiritual goods can be purchased and sold like all other products. , a significant 

point being that women are more involved than men in this respect. It can therefore be 

asserted that the search for well-being is increasingly becoming similar to more conventional 

forms of religious life. 

The Issue of Gender 

At the outset of this portion it is important to state that this particular discussion is applicable 

only to the Christian West, not to the other faith communities present in both Europe and 

America, nor to the other parts of the world dominated by other religious cultures. This does 

not mean that gender differences are not significant for a proper understanding of these 

populations. They, however, take different forms and for this we need both theological and 

sociological understanding. 

With respect to the Christian West, the distinction between men and women is one of the 

most persistent findings in literature. It is true of practice, of self identification, of belief and 

so on, be it small or large, traditional or innovative Catholic or Protestant. Their early reviews 

can be found in Francis (1997) and Walter and Davie (1998). A more recent summary is 

contained in Woolever et al. (2006). Every commentator agrees on the importance of 

gender, whether their approach be quantitative (statistics) or qualitative (religious sources). 

This is equally relevant to those religions which initially appear to be hostile to many women. 

For example, Bernice Martin was exploring this point in the examination of the position of 

women in the Pentecostal communities of Latin America.  

Two important questions in this regard are- why is this so and why was the question brushed 

aside for so long? These increasingly confuse students engaged in the field making it difficult 



 

 

for them to grasp this fact. There is a positive example of the discipline catching up with 

reality. But it did take a long time for such a thing to happen. This is because of two reasons. 

The first is due to the churches, the second due to the limitation of sociology as a discipline. 

Within significant sections of the Protestant churches- a major debate concerning leadership 

took place in the second half of the twentieth century. A possibility occupied central position- 

whether women should become ordained priests or ministers, accepting the complete 

responsibilities of leadership. A prominent focus on leadership led to a paucity of attention 

regarding the position of women in not only the Protestant churches, but also the much 

larger Catholic constituency which were unsusceptible to change regarding priesthood. 

Gradually, it was revealed that the proportion of women in the seats of all Christian churches 

in the West was very low- now as well as in the past. It was only then that the historians and 

sociologists started readjusting their views and perspectives. 

The second cause can be captured in discussions on Pentecostalism, like those of Bernice 

Martin, a sociologist at Bedford College, London University. Pentecostalism, or Classical 

Pentecostalism, is a revival movement within Christianity that particularly focuses on a direct 

personal experience of God through the sanctification of the Holy Spirit. Speaking of 

discussions on this subject, it can be noted that the responsibility here, rests on the 

shoulders of the theoretical structure of the discipline particularly those emphasizing 

patriarchy. Many of the readings on sociological account suggested that women should be 

leaving the church, and it is the patriarchal institutions that have not only weakened their 

position, but have also justified their subordination and oppression in society. The available 

data, on the other hand, reveals contradictory findings - that men are leaving faster than 

women. Not only was there a recurring gender imbalance in the Christian churches but it 

was getting larger day by day (Brierley, 1991).  

It has been found that women are more vulnerable than men- be it economically, socially or 

physically. Religion then, provides solutions to the problems faced by them. Questions, 

however, arise about whether the position of women has, at all changed in modern societies, 

or are they still living through the afflictions and asperities. One aspect of this debate is 

commonly referred to in literature (De Vaus, 1984; De Vaus and McAllsiter, 1987; Becker 

and Hofmeister, 2001) and centres on the growing tendency of women to partake in the 

economic sphere, in equality with men. This not only grants them economic independence 

but also reduces their domestic responsibilities, as bearers and carers of children. It is, 

however, women’s role as primary care-givers at home that is more associated with stronger 

indices of religious activities. It must hereby be remembered that women are the most 

vulnerable whenever they are in the childbearing period- a situation which has been 

changed only recently. A whole series of interconnected factors need to be considered when 

we are assessing the religiousness of women- their role in child-bearing, the transformation 

in such roles, their entry in the labour force, and a re-ordering of their lives and also of the 

families of which they are a part.  

Two sociological thoughts emerge in response to this question. The first is that the roles of 

women have radically changed with the advent of the twentieth century, which in turn has led 

to a decline in their need for religion- a thought that has found favour with many 

secularization theorists. Women have not only ceased to be more religious than men, but 

their traditional function of passing on the religious beliefs to the next generation has also 

greatly reduced - a situation considered to be extremely serious by the churches. Another 

point of view entails that men and women have different religious needs which are 



 

 

embedded in their nature and personalities, and thus there would be no change in the 

importance of religion. In this context, rational choice theorists provide a hint citing that this 

may be true, since women are more antipathetic to risk-taking in life, compared to the men. 

For the men, on the other hand, it is their risk-taking personality traits that allow them to live 

without religion or to make different "rational" choices.  

This dichotomization of men’s choices does not always have positive implications.  This is 

because, although child-bearing is now safer and its duration has substantially reduced, 

nevertheless there is an increase in the burden carried by women as they remain the 

primary care-takers of the elderly people, whether at home or in other institutions. It reflects 

the point put forward by Walter and Davie (1998:654) – that, it is important to look after the 

nature of women’s employment in addition to the fact that a growing number of them are 

now engaged in the labour force. An obvious example can be found in the unbalanced 

percentage of women found in comparatively low-paid jobs, where caring for the young and 

the old alike seems to be a conspicuous, unrelenting feature.  

Keeping this in mind, a number of ideas previously discussed in the chapter can be brought 

together. The first shows the presence of women in caring jobs – though they are now 

organized. The second involves the unwavering visibility of the sacred in modern societies, 

particularly in relation to the beginning and end of life. The third concerns the glaring 

difference between men and women in terms of their religious lives – as far as their 

traditionalism is concerned. One particular factor for the uneven religiousness of men and 

women can be attributed to the fact that women are closer- both physically and emotionally 

to the sacred, than men. 

Often, the argument rests on the power of modern medicine to destroy the sacred, generally 

referred to as the increasing 'routinization' of women’s childbirth. However, the non-medical 

nature of childbirth is gradually retrieving form in late modern, de-differentiated societies. In 

terms of death, the situation is different. Even though the medicalization of death is a part of 

the modernization process, it can be commonly seen that those who give company to the 

dying are more likely to be women than men, even if they are paid to do this. This is 

underpinned by the fact that women live longer than men – a result in itself brought about by 

the transformation in childbirth.  

Literature on gender is further enriched by Woodhead's (2000, 2001) short but very careful 

analyses of the divergent ways in which different groups of women engage with religion in 

different parts of the world. Woodhead rejects the possibility of religion being a good or a 

bad thing for women, and instead emphasizes on the fact that both women, and the 

societies to which they belong, are very diverse. Keeping this in mind, she first analyses the 

societies of the modern West, particularly the distinguishing characteristics of the public and 

private sphere. 

In a broad sense, for the women who are confined to their homes and the private sphere, it 

is easier to defend and uphold their religiosity than those who juggle both the public and the 

private sphere. Such argument is however, less compelling in post modern societies than it 

was in the mid post-war decades. Interestingly, it is also found that the proportion of older 

women is disproportionate in the spiritual domain, just as in more traditional forms of religion. 



 

 

Thus, following Woodhead’s study, it can be found that the process of differentiation has 

always been less marked in the less developed parts of the world. Women, with a view to 

nurture their talents and skills, have participated in both religious organizations and 

teachings, both in the private as well as in the public spheres.  As David and Bernice Martin 

have proposed, religion brings improvement and stability in the less developed nations, 

which in turn, ensures the welfare of the general masses. Both Woodhead and Bernice 

asserted that sociology, as a discipline, cannot alone take into account the differences 

between the two sexes with respect to religious adherence and beliefs and then hammer 

them in various theories. Rather, the theories themselves must be modified so as to embed 

the many ways in which men and women shape, as well as are shaped by varied religious 

facets of the societies to which they belong. 

The Issue of Age, Life-Cycle and Death 

The issue of ‘age’ is quite different from that of gender, since age, as a sociological category, 

was encompassed much later into the discipline of sociology; although it gradually came to 

be used in almost all of its aspects. This was primarily because of the demographic changes 

in and their consequences on industrial societies in the late twentieth century.  

 Age, once inserted in analyses of religious data, gives rise to a number of patterns. For 

example, older people are often regarded to be more religious than the youth – a fact 

fortified by the greater inclination of older women towards religion in most of the countries 

(including European and American nations). Two possibilities can be used to find out the 

level of religious conformity based age differences. The first relates to the life cycle, where 

an individual, closer to death, concerns himself more with matters of mortality; while the 

other relates to the generational outlooks which have marked differences in each of them in 

almost every society. Here, Callum Brown’s analysis requires a special mention. Brown’s 

work deals primarily with the argument which holds different generations to have contrasting 

religious lives, just like any other field of life. His work is based on that generation of women 

who have a greater reluctance towards religious engagements. If this is right, then the 

number of older women in religious institutions becomes a temporary, rather than a 

permanent feature. 

 Apart from concepts of life-cycle and generational outlooks, an awareness of the changing 

nature of life-cycle with its implications on religion becomes an important factor. In Religion 

in Modern Europe (Davie, 2000), three of these have been discussed. These are: infant 

mortality declination, adolescent ideas and its prolongation in late modernity, and old-age 

and the ways in which it is perceived by modern people.   

 A modernized index is showcased by the infant mortality declination. This is mostly due to 

the improvement in economy coupled with medical advancements. For example, in 

European societies, churches, which were once the centres of registering births and deaths, 

were later institutionally replaced by a professional class, dealing with citizen registrations at 

different points of lives. Apart from this, there was also a visible change in a new born’s 

‘status,’ which was believed to have a minimal requirement of divine blessings.  

The concept of adolescence has also changed with time. No longer does it simple signify the 

transition from childhood to adulthood, marked by a man getting a job and a woman getting 

married, but in present times, it focuses on access to education and the job-market for both 

       



 

 

the sexes alike, other than implying women’s proclivity to late marriage and child-bearing. 

The ideas surrounding religion have undergone major changes as well, with the younger 

generation turning less religious than the old. Of course this is in terms of more conventional 

and customary religious indicators. They however, have a growing inclination to experiment 

with new forms of religion, and therefore are more enthralled with the idea of an immanent or 

latent God (a God in their own being). In addition, they also believe in the idea of some kind 

of ‘life after death’ – an attribute most pronounced in certain parts of Europe, where the 

historic churches have significantly weakened in their importance, with less likelihood and 

prevalence of traditional religious practices (Fulton et al., 2000).  

It must hereby be stated that due to the considerable increase in longevity in the post-

modern world, the notion of ‘life after death’ still remains as a far-fetched concept for the 

youth. This can be viewed from different perspectives: first, religious organizations are 

coping well with the elderly, (an inference arrived at by the WREP) particularly with women 

and those living in rural areas. As a matter of fact, religious institutions (read churches in 

European countries particularly) arrange such financial schemes as old-age pension for the 

older generation. However, this often results in financial hassles because of the increasing 

number of volunteers employed in the churches for the said purpose.  

Speaking of religion and the elderly, an assertion comes to mind instantly: that there is a link 

(direct or indirect) between religious activity and the prolongation of life (Levin, 1994 and 

Koenig et al., 1996). This is true in the sense that certain religious activities like praying, 

reading of holy texts, etc., encourage lifestyles that in turn facilitate healthy living. Religion 

correlates with improved physical and mental health of the elderly, by giving a sense of 

meaning and purpose in life and a greater ability to cope with age-related illnesses and 

disabilities. Also, some religious groups like Mormons and Seventh Day Activists advocate 

behaviours that enhance health, like abstention from tobacco and alcohol. Such members 

are less likely to develop health disorders and live longer than the general population.  

Apart from age and life cycle, there has also been a revival of sociological interest in death, 

dying and disposal. So much so that The University of Bath in England established a Centre 

for Death and Society in its Department of Social and Policy Sciences in September 2005. 

Four aims have been kept in mind during its formulation. These are: to promote and 

accelerate social, policy and health research; to provide education and training for 

academics and practitioners; to improve social policy understanding; and to foster 

community development. All these mark the emergence of an interdisciplinary endeavour 

that would bring together scholars from different fields such as medicine, history, sociology, 

psychology, social policy, religious studies and so on. Today, one may find declining 

monopoly of religious institutions over death and death practices in most of the developed 

societies. However, complete withdrawal of religious services in matters of death would also 

invite the fury of the great majority. One of the solutions lies in the gradual evolution of the 

religious ceremony that contains those essentials specific to the one who died, at the same 

time lying outside the religious tradition that takes responsibility for the ceremony, thereby 

reflecting the persistency of a vicarious religion.  
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