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Religious Belief as a Self-referential Action
— A Sociological Study —

Tomoyuki Okui

Abstract

I am planning to write a new book on the sociology of religion. This
paper corresponds to the second chapter of the book. In this paper, I take
up belief as one of the most important factors of religion. In my eyes, re-
ligious belief is a self-referential action. Generally, religion is taken as
the belief in divine beings. What are “divine beings”? They can be di-
vine beings as long as people see them as “divine beings.” This suggests
that religion is a self-referential system, and religious belief is a self-ref-
erential action. From this perspective, I analyze various cases in this pa-
per: Kenji Miyazawa (Japanese fairy tale writer), William James, Saint
Paul (Paul the Apostle), Robinson Crusoe, Shugendd (Japanese moun-
tain worship) and so on. Through such analyses, I present the hypothesis
that religious belief has an important function; it is the function to show
people the guiding principle of life in a world fraught with uncertainty.
People meet their own Gods in critical situations, and decide how to live
with them. In that sense, religious belief can be seen as a component of
the art of living.
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