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Research on Religion crucial for Europe’s societies 

 

Introduction 

 

As LERU has emphasised on many occasions over the last two years, the contribution from Social Sciences 

and Humanities (SSH) research to addressing and solving the challenges societies are currently facing, is 

absolutely fundamental. This statement by the LERU Deans of Theology and Religious Studies1, presents 

research on religion as an excellent example of the pivotal relevance of SSH disciplines.  

 

Religion is currently undergoing dramatic changes all across the continent as well as in other parts of the 

world closely linked with Europe. These developments have to be studied and understood in order to 

permit our societies to benefit from the opportunities they offer and to stem potential dangers emanating 

from them. Research on religion is therefore vitally important for European societies. 

 

Research on religion in its very nature is multidisciplinary involving academics from most SSH disciplines. 

The recent renewed attention for research on religion in universities and its multidisciplinary character 

should be reflected in the way this field of research is organised, nurtured and supported. The statement 

will set out this case in detail and formulate recommendations for universities and policy makers. 

 

Religion in today’s Europe 

 

For a long time, religion was not at the centre of public awareness in the West. If it was not merely seen 
as declining, it certainly appeared as a matter of entirely private concern. More recently, however, this 
has changed and religion is now recognised as a major factor affecting all levels of society with important 
implications for policy making in many areas. This change in perception has been brought about by some 
troubling events including instances of religious extremism and terrorism, but these spectacular cases 
must not be allowed to overshadow the much more persistent ways in which religion impacts Europe’s 
social, political, and cultural life. 

 

1. The changing face of religion in Europe: Patterns of religious belonging were stable in most parts 
of Europe for many centuries. In recent decades, however, this has changed, sometimes in 
dramatic fashion. Traditional church membership erodes with far-reaching consequences for 
individual and collective identities, life-style choices, value systems, and even political 
affiliations. At the same time, migration has led to the rise of non-Christian religious communities. 
Islam in particular has seen extraordinary growth in many European countries, but Hindu, Sikh, 
Buddhist, and Zoroastrian communities also now often exist side by side with Christian and Jewish 
congregations. This newly emerging religious pluralism is still little understood, but it is likely that 
it will be one of the most salient features of European societies in the 21st century. It is 
unsurprising that this development is the cause of concerns and alarm among some people, but it 

should also be uncontroversial that it is here to stay, and the future flourishing of European 

                                                 

1 The statement is written by Johannes Zachhuber, Professor of Historical and Systematic Theology at the 
University of Oxford, with input and feedback from the LERU Working Group of Deans of Theology and 
Religious Studies and from Laura Keustermans at the LERU Office. 
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societies will in many ways depend on their abilities to find positive and constructive responses to 
these changes. 
 

2. Religion and Europe's traditions. If understanding religion is crucial for contemporary challenges 
to European societies, it is equally important for any appreciation of the continent's past. A 
considerable part of Western art, literature, and music, but also of scientific achievements that 
make up Europe's intellectual and cultural heritage are closely linked with religious ideas and 
religious language. Whatever the current impact of Christian and Jewish beliefs and forms of 
worship may be, it is evident that their significance for all aspects of European societies during 
the past millennium means that without their knowledge no understanding of the wealth of 
Europe's cultural and intellectual heritage is possible. This includes an understanding of Europe's 
common heritage as one of the main sources of a shared, contemporary European identity. 
 

 
3. Religion a major factor in the globalised world. Europe today is not an isolated place, but part of 

a vibrant, globalised world. In all aspects of contemporary life, societies today are closely bound 
up with people and communities around the globe. Modern forms of traffic and communication 
mean that events anywhere can have almost immediate repercussions in any other part of the 
world. It is therefore of fundamental importance to recognise that religion matters for a growing 
number of individuals worldwide. Whether our interest is to do business with them, whether we 
deal with military conflict or seek political alliances, it is imperative to appreciate that religious 
beliefs may well shape their attitudes to some or all aspects of their lives. 

 
 

For all these reasons, the academic study of religion is now an urgent necessity. Religion needs to be 
known and understood in order for European societies and decision-makers to respond to its current re-
emergence. Such study moreover cannot be limited to one single religion, nor can it be confined to only 
one aspect of its reality. For this reason, research into religion today embraces the challenge of religious 
pluralism, and it is directed at historical and contemporary, theological and ethical, individual and 
communal dimensions of religious life. 

 

Religion, a genuinely multidisciplinary field of research 

 

Researchers have taken note of these changes. In a variety of academic disciplines, religion has become a 

major focus of research in recent years. This new research marks a departure from more traditional 

approaches not least by its multidisciplinary character. Today, theologians work with historians, 

philosophers, anthropologists, political and social scientists in order to understand religion in past and 

present and in all its facets. Indeed, the study of religion is not limited to the SSH but extends to the 

sciences and to medicine. 

  

 Some of the most innovative research has been conducted by cognitive psychologists and 
evolutionary biologists seeking to understand the foundations of religious belief and action. 

 Business studies have become interested in the influence of spiritual traditions on economic and 
financial practices. The question of values and their sources has been widely discussed in the 
wake of the recent financial crisis. 

 Groundbreaking research in Islamic Studies has shed new light on the origins of that religion, the 
genesis of the Qur’an, and the formation of a first Islamic theology in the first few centuries after 
Muhammad. 

 In law, questions of religious freedom and human rights have claimed much attention, specifically 
in connection with high-profile cases at the European Court of Human Rights. 

 Migration studies has focused attention on the religious dimension of past and present instances of 
migration with far-reaching social, cultural, and economic consequences. 

 Historical and classical studies have re-emphasised the central role religion has played in those 
civilisations that gave rise to European modernity: the Greek and Roman world, the Middle Ages, 
the Reformation, and Early Modernity. 
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 Theology has integrated its reflection on Christian faith and practice with the findings of 
anthropology, history and other disciplines to facilitate an understanding of religion as historical, 
changeable, and interdependent with all other aspects of human culture. 

 Questions of religious identity have been central to recent research in political sciences, 
sociology, and religious studies incl. e.g. the contributions of religions to civil society and social 
cohesion. 

 Following the rise of New Atheism, secularisation has re-emerged as a contested sociological 
category whose helpfulness in describing modern social developments continues to be debated. 

 

This list is not meant to be exhaustive but merely attempts to showcase the multifaceted and 
interdisciplinary nature of research in the study of religion that is already happening. What this field of 
research now needs is institutional recognition and support. 

 

Consequences 

 

Religion is no longer a neglected topic but has returned to the top of the social and political agenda all 
across Europe and beyond. Research in the study of religions is also burgeoning. LERU draws attention to 
these facts and commends to universities as well as policy makers to recognise the work that already 
happens and offer the support that is needed to make this research even more successful. The most 
urgent practical measures include  

 The recognition of the vital role the study of religions plays across a range of disciplines but 
especially in Faculties of Theology and Religious Studies. 

 The development of and support for institutional structures conducive to interdisciplinary 
collaborations in this field of study. 

 Encouragement both for research directly addressing current societal challenges, such as 
bioethics, human rights, extremism, and gender equality, and for scholarly work on the 
theoretical and historical background of those issues. 

 The awareness of the potential for social and political impact inherent in this research. While this 
must not lead to the exclusion of research that is not immediately applicable to current issues, a 
willingness is needed to showcase research into religion as exemplary for the contribution SSH 
make to crucial and controversial social and political issues. 

Highlighting the importance of research on religion, LERU reiterates its principal view that research in the 
humanities is of vital importance for Western societies today. Encouragement of this research across the 
disciplines and support especially for interdisciplinary collaboration in the study of religions is urgent and 
a matter of supreme public interest. 

 


