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When queried about religion, my standard reply is:  “The last time I went to church, they set me on fire.”  I do not like conversations about religion with the devout.  For me it is like jumping into a piranha filled lake preaching the merits of a vegetarian diet and offering carrots to the carnivorous fish.  Religion instigates wars, murders the innocent, and overrules morality.  Those who are steadfast in their religious beliefs view the heathen as immoral.  An intellectual approach to religious discussion is practically impossible.  Devout worshipers are unable to separate the concept of religion and their rigid beliefs; therefore, arguments about religious beliefs between members of opposing religions cannot be settled.


A religion is any system of faith in or worship of a deity.  Men and not the deity create the system of any particular religion, therefore the system, itself, is not divine.  All religions are man-made by definition.  Any person acting according to his or her religion does not necessarily serve his or her deity.  Morality is commonly associated with religion, but a religious person is not automatically a moral person and a moral person does not have to be religious.  Moral behavior conforms to the rules of what is right, or ethical, not to any particular religion.  Although most people turn to their religion for guidance, the ability to discern right from wrong is an inherent, human capacity.

Frequently, religious fanatics will kill, maim, or terrorize in the name of his or her deity.  They interpret the laws governing their religion and bend them to their own use.  This can happen because religion is dependant upon the beliefs of its followers and not the direct intervention of any superior being.  For instance, a Christian believes that it is wrong to kill, so he or she disagrees with abortion.  This Christian protests abortion by murdering a doctor who performs abortions.  This person believes he or she is acting with the will of his or her God, but at the same time breaks a Christian commandment and acts in an immoral way.  


Blinded by their love for their deity, devoted followers often overlook undesirable aspects of their own religion.  It is morally wrong to oppress any person because of race, color, creed, gender, or persuasion.  American society and its laws deem such behavior unethical and illegal, yet most of the world’s religions oppress women.  In Islam, women, as property, belong to their fathers or their husbands.  Mormon males are permitted to marry multiple wives, yet Mormon females may not take multiple husbands.  Orthodox Jews believe women are unholy and subordinate to men.  The Catholic ministry forbids female participation, believing women incapable of interpreting the word of God.  Despite the discrimination, women freely partake of religions that value them less then men.  Religion condones immoral behavior if the behavior benefits those who hold power within the religious system.


Drawbacks aside, many benefits exist for those who belong to any religious order, including a sense of belonging, of community, and of purpose.  Religion usually begins with good intentions.  Unfortunately, passionate beliefs override reason, and religion thwarts rational discourse.  The last time I went to church, they really did set me on fire.  It was Christmas Eve and we were all singing Silent Night with lit candles in our hands.  The choir recessed and someone was careless.  The hair on the left side of my head when up in a brilliant blaze.  I patted it out quickly, but the smell lingered.  When asked about my religious beliefs, I tell them about how I was literally set on fire and it saves me from being set on fire, in the figurative sense.
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