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Religious Community as a Self-referential Group
— A Sociological Study —

Tomoyuki Okui

Abstract

I am planning to write a new book on the sociology of religion. This
paper corresponds to the third chapter of the new book. In this paper, I
take up religious community as one of the most important factors of reli-
gion. In my eyes, religious community is a self-referential group. Gener-
ally, religion is taken as the belief in divine beings. What are “divine be-
ings”? They can be divine beings as far as people see them as “divine
beings.” This suggests that religion is a self-referential system, and reli-
gious community is a self-referential group. From this perspective, I ana-
lyze various cases in this paper: The Scarlet Letter (written by Nathaniel
Hawthorne), Moses in Exodus, totemism, the Salem witch trials, new re-
ligions in modern Japan and so on. Through such analyses, | present a
hypothesis that religious community has an important function: it is the
function to integrate people in a world fraught with uncertainty. Social
systems and religious systems share the same problem, which is to man-
age and control many different people. Those two systems are very simi-
lar; according to Durkheim, we could even say that “God is Society, writ
large.”
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