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THE TRANSCRIPT 

 

Episode 1 Religion and why it makes a difference  

 

1.1 - Why is religion a thing?  

 

Peter Kline: Well I suppose it’s useful to start with some sort of definition of religion. What does the word 

religion even mean? And this is a contested thing among scholars of religion. Where do you put the bounds 

around what is religious and what is not religious? Obviously in some sense going to church or going to the 

temple or going to the mosque is a religious activity, but why wouldn't going to the football game be a   

religious activity? Why aren't other cultural activities also regarded as religious? Going to the movies, going 

to the theatre.  

There are some people who would want to argue that the category of religion extends far beyond what we 

would simply refer to as institutionalised official religion. That's a debate, right? There’s a debate about how 

you even put the boundaries around the category. What does the word "religion" mean? I think one helpful 

way to put even a minimal definition on it is that it’s some sort of relationship to the holy or to the sacred or 

to the divine, or what many religious traditions call "God". It’s a relation to that. So the word "religion"    

actually comes from the Latin word "to tie" or "to bind" so religion in some sense is a binding or a tying to 

the sacred or the holy.   

 

Josephine Inkpin: Religion is the Latin word meaning "bringing things together". How does a human being 

connect with other human beings, connect with the earth and all that is? That's the source of it, I think.  

 

Peter Kline: Religious practices broadly construed can be thought of as various ways in which a community 

of people tie themselves or bind themselves to the sacred or the holy or to God. Things like liturgy are forms 

of tying one’s self to the sacred, tying a community to the sacred. But also tying a community together, right, 

that's also one of the meanings of religion - a community is bound together as they are bound to the holy. 

So, practices like sacrifice of all sorts, sacrifice has been a very big religious practice across religious     

traditions, going back all the way to the very earliest religious traditions that we even know of that humans 
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did. In some sense sacrifice is a key way in which humans thought that they can /should bind themselves to 

the holy, tie themselves to the sacred, or tie themselves to God.  

 

Gillian Moses: Why is religion a thing? Because we want to know how life works. As humans we look for 

meaning in life...we have enough self-awareness to ask those questions: Why am I here? What does my life 

mean? What happens after death? Is that the end? Why do different things happen to different people? And I 

think our quest for the answers to those sorts of questions is what becomes religions. I don't think we set out 

having to believe in some greater being. I think our questions; our questioning and our wondering leads us to 

create patterns of meaning that inevitably lead to the concept of something bigger out there.  

 

 Phillip Aspinall: Well it certainly is a thing - you only have to look at every culture that's ever existed. I think 

religion is a thing because religious questions naturally arise for all people everywhere. There are two types 

of questions really. One is factual questions that you can research the answers to. They are the kinds of ques-

tions that mathematics and science and history can give us answers to. So, you can go and find out what's 

right. And you can prove one way or another that your answers are right.  

But there's another whole set of questions that you can't do that to. And they are the big questions where you 

have to plunge in, take a risk and gamble, that your answers are right. They’re the religious questions, the big 

questions, the questions about where we come from and where we're going. Beginnings and endings, origins 

and destiny are two of them. Others are "How do I interpret and give meaning to what's happening in my life? 

If my mother gets cancer, does that mean God is punishing her?” And if not, then how do I interpret these 

things that are happening, and I can't prove that my answer is correct. So, meaning, purpose, value. What is 

valuable in life? What’s worth going after in life? Who can you believe? Where does authority lie?  

These are big questions - ultimate questions and religions have grown up to respond to those questions, so 

people have a big framework through which they make sense of their lives, I think that's why religion is a 

thing.  

 

Peter Kline: Is religion natural? Is it a natural phenomenon among humans or not? Again, this is a very        

debated question and you'll have different answers across the spectrum all the way from people within       

religious traditions, theological traditions, all the way to people who would express no religion at all and 

have some opinion about whether religion is natural or not.  So, a lot of religious traditions, Christianity, Juda-

ism, Islam among them would say that in some sense the human being is naturally wired or open towards 

God or toward the sacred or towards the divine - that there's some innate hunger that drives us to go out and 

seek religious meaning or seek God. There’s a lot of traditions that would affirm that. The nature of that       
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exactly is a thing that's debated within the religions themselves - how to understand that natural wiring. Where 

is it located? Is it located in the mind, is it located in the emotions, is it located in the body or some              

combination of all of those things...our natural wiring towards God? Myself I would say that human beings 

are in some sense naturally open towards religion, but I wouldn't want to put too many strictures or definitions 

or restraints on that. I think religion is an innate part of human being but exactly how you put a boundary 

around that I wouldn’t be too firm about. I think that innate drive toward religion manifests itself in many, 

many, many ways  

 

Ceri Wynne: I think that it makes a difference for people. It gives them a chance to explore the meaning of 

life...what's life all about? And that might even have an evolutionary aspect to it. If human beings are        

wondering why they are here, what is the purpose of my life, what's the meaning of everything that's going on 

around me, it might have an evolutionary advantage in that we keep living and keep asking the questions.  

For me as a person of faith I see religion as being somewhat hard wired into us and that we are made in the 

image of God, and there's an imprint somewhere within our makeup, of God. God made us so God could 

encounter us…so for me there are two answers in a way: the scientific one, which is part of my life, and there's 

also the faith response- that we are hard wired so that God can encounter us...so religion survives.  

 

Josephine Inkpin: It depends what you mean by religion really. Today it’s a bit on the nose. If you think about 

it as spirituality, you get a better idea and it’s just a part of life really - people trying to explore the depth and 

meaning of things and the connection between things. Religion means "binding".   
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You can find the video of this session, along with reflection questions for individuals or groups 

at www.stfran.qld.edu.au under “SFC Short Courses—Faith Asking Questions”. 
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