
Sociology and Theology - Never the Twain 
Shall Meet?

by Michael A. Costello

Perhaps I could start by saying a 
few words about the discipline of so
ciology—about what it is and what it 
is not. Sociology, as one of the social 
sciences, is concerned with studying 
and explaining human behavior. It 
tends to focus, in particular, upon 
groups or aggregates of people rather 
than upon individuals. If a sociologist 
wanted to explain why country X has 
a high birth rate, for example, he 
might frame his explanation in terms 
of such concepts as cultural expecta
tions about marriage and childbearing, 
the .family as a social institution, the 
role and status of women in that 
country or religious norms about 
childbearing and contraceptive use. 
The important point for our purposes 
here is that sociology is basically con
cerned with explaining human behav
ior not with changing it or improving 
it. In other words, sociology should 
not be confused with social work or 
social action programs. This distinc
tion is important for my purpose 
tonight because, as we shall see, so
ciology is rather more difficult to in
tegrate with religious studies than is 
social work. Social work appears to 
trace its origins back to Jewish and 
Christian teachings but sociology ema
nates from a somewhat different tradi
tion.

The modern-day founder of sociolo
gy is usually considered to be Auguste 
Comte. It was Comte, in fact, who 
first coined the term “sociology”. 
Comte was an anticleric and a skeptic. 
He held a social evolutionary view of 
history that saw European societies as

moving away from what he called the 
“theological period” of history. Science, 
he thought, would soon replace reli
gion as the ultimate source of human 
values and truth.1

A number of other early so-called 
“classical” sociologists were similar
ly antagonistic towards religion. Karl 
Marx, for example, tended to depict 
religious institutions in one of two 
ways - either they were unimportant 
and trivial or they were positively 
evil. Marx's view of religion as a tri
vial matter is linked to his theory of 
economic determinism. According to 
this theory religious beliefs are purely 
“epiphenomenal” - that is, they are 
mere reflections of the stage of econo
mic and technological evolution that 
the society happens to be passing 
through at the time. Thus, this theory 
views religion as a passive and rather 
unimportant factor in the social affairs 
of men. At other times Marx viewed 
religion in somewhat more negative 
terms, as was the case with his famous 
claim that “religion is the opiate of 
the people.” By this Marx meant that 
religion served the interests of the rich 
by keeping poor people so content 
with dreams of an afterlife that they 
would never rise up in rebellion 
against their impoverished condition. 
Religious leaders, claimed Marx, were 
really not helping the common people— 
if anything, they were participating in 
their exploitation.2

Another classical sociologist with a 
basically atheistic view of the world 
was Emile Durkheim. This writer,
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who, ironically enough, was the son of 
a Jewish rabbi, argued that organized 
religion is a purely human invention 
that is brought about in order to fulfill 
certain social needs. In his writings he 
focused, in particular, upon religion’s 
role in promoting social cohesion or 
integration.3 We would all, of course, 
be willing to agree with the view that 
religion serves many social functions, 
but Durkheim was saying more than 
that. In effect he was claiming that if 
other social institutions - perhaps 
science or politics - could provide for 
these same social needs without ever 
mentioning the supernatural, religion 
might eventually fade from the human 
scene.

Perhaps another example would 
help clarify this idea of functionalism, 
an idea which is still very much a part 
of sociology as a body of knowledge. An 
anthropologist by the name of Mali
nowski, who did field work among the 
people of the Trobiand Islands about 
50 years ago, also attempted to analyze 
the religion of these people in terms 
of its functions - or usefulness - for 
their society. One of Malinowski’s 
more original comments had to do 
with the fishing rituals of the Trob
iand Islanders. He had noticed that 
when the native fishermen were pre
paring to go out into the open (and 
somewhat dangerous) seas, they al
ways offered sacrifices to their gods. 
By contrast, they ignored such reli
gious rituals altogether before going 
fishing in the peaceful lagoons sur
rounding their islands. From this Ma
linowski reasoned that a main function 
of their religion - and perhaps of all 
religions - is to relieve anxiety and to 
motivate men in situations of risk. 
Without such supernatural reassuran
ces we might be paralyzed in uncer
tain or dangerous times. The larger 
implication, though, is that religions 
exist, not only because there really is a 
supernatural to be dealt with and wor
shipped but only because of the frailty 
of our human condition. Given a new 
set of circumstances-say a fleet of large 
and motorized fishing boats that can’t 

be swamped by the open seas, the reli
gious impulse could well be relegated 
to the background of human affairs.4

Other examples could be cited but 
I suppose that the point is clear enough 
by now. A very strong intellectual 
strain in the social sciences has taken 
an approach to religion that treats it 
as a sort of illusion (Sigmund Freud, 
in fact, once wrote a book about reli
gion which he entitled The Future of 
an Illusion). Either religion is a sort 
of gigantic projection of the social and 
psychological needs of man, or it is a 
mere reflection of the current stage of 
societal evolution. In either case, 
though, it is something to be explain
ed away as a merely human institu
tion. Theologians and religious adhe
rents might well be excused for not 
being in hurry to engage in a dialogue 
with specialists in the sociology of 
religion. There are, it might seem, no 
points of convergence at all between 
theology and sociology.

If I felt that this was indeed the 
case, though, I wouldn’t be talking to 
you here tonight. I would like to sug
gest that our knowledge of what it 
means to be human in the world of 
today can be greatly expanded by at
tempts to exchange insights between 
the two disciplines of theology and so
ciology. Not being enough of a theo
logian to be able to say much about 
what theology has to offer to sociolo
gy, I would like to limit myself to 
making a few observations concern
ing what sociology can offer to the 
churches.

To start with, we might as well face 
the issue of religion as a human insti
tution squarely in the face. The truth 
is, of course, that religion is a human 
institution, at least in part. A mature 
faith is one which recognizes that, 
though the church is guided by the 
Holy Spirit (I am speaking here as a 
religious believer rather than as a so
ciologist) it is also a human group 
that sometimes has human, all-too- 
human. failings. The critical stance
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that sociology often takes toward reli
gion can be useful to the churches if 
it can be interpreted as a call for ins
titutional reform and improvement.

There is, of course, nothing new 
about calling for change in the church, 
but sociology’s empirical foundation 
gives it a perspective that is lacking 
outside °f the realm of the social 
sciences. For example, it is a rather 
commonplace observation that clergy
men are sometimes reluctant to chal
lenge the opinions of their parishioners, 
especially the more influential ones. 
But where the same idea is empirical
ly measured and verified - as was done 
by Campbell and Pettigrew in their 
study of white ministers in the Ameri
can southern community of Little 
Rock, Arkansas, during that city’s 
civil -rights crisis - it somehow seems 
to be more believable, as well as of 
more use for religious leaders aud 
teachers. (The name of Campbell and 
Pettigrew’s book, by the. way, is 
Christians in Racial Crises and I re
commend it highly to the seminarians 
who are with us tonight because the 
book’s implications actually extended 
beyond racial problems in the United 
States.)5 To use another - and in this 
case more local - example, we have 
Bulatao’s famous article on “Split-Le
vel Christianity” in the Philippines or 
F. Landa Jocano’s anthropological stu
dy of. religious practices in barrio Ma- 
litbog, Panay. Both of these distinguis
hed authors argue that Catholicism in 
in the Philippines has failed to com
pletely supplant the basic core of pre- 
Christian animistic beliefs commonly 
held by Filipinos. The basic mes
sage of Christianity has not yet, ac
cording to Bulatao and Jocano, been 
popularly comprehended by (or should 
I say properly preached to?) the 
people.6

Sociology is not always critical, 
though. Much of modern sociology is 
concerned with what is called “social 
structure” - a phrase which is meant 
to refer to certain key elements of 

groups, such as social norms and 
values, roles, social inequality, and the 
like. This approach, too, can be of 
help to the church, by deepening its un
derstanding of social behavior as it 
occurs within and outside of religious 
institutions. To take but one example 
from a religious context, an American 
sociologist by the name of Blizzard has 
published an empirical study of Protest- 
tant ministers which he entitled “the 
minister’s dilemma.”7 Blizzard first 
attempted to clearly define the key 
elements of the social role of the mi
nister. He identified five important as
pects of the role. These were, first, 
“preacher” (i.e. giving sermons): se
condly, “pastor” (i,e. counselor to his 
parishioners); “priest” (i.e. specialist 
in religious ritual); fourth. “teacher”; 
and fifth, “administrator”. Blizzard 
then conducted a survey of ministers 
in which he asked his respondents to 
rank their five subroles in terms of 
three criteria: first, importance to their 
vocation; second, how well prepared 
they felt for the subrole; and, third, 
the amount of time they spent on each 
part of their job. The results might be 
interesting for the seminarians who 
are with us tonight for Blizzard found 
that the ministers were spending over 
half of their time on administrative 
matters such as parish financing, board 
meetings etc. Moreover, the respon
dents were doing this despite consi
dering this aspect of their ministry to 
be the least important part of their vo
cation and feeling themselves to be 
less well prepared for administrative 
matters than for any aspect of their 
job. Following Blizzard’s recommenda
tions, a number of American seminar
ies have attempted to better prepare 
their students for the administrative 
tasks which, like it or not, lay ahead 
of them. Again by virtue of its objec
tive and empirical approach to the stu
dy of human institutions, sociology 
was able to make a small, but perhaps 
significant, contribution to the church.

Sociological analysis of patterns in 
other areas of society, too, can be of 
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help to the church’s ministry. A recent 
study of lower class families in Metro
politan Manila, for example, has ob
tained some disturbing statistics about 
marriage patterns among impoverished 
urban Filipinos. According to Donald 
Denise Decaesstecker, the author of 
this study, only 16 percent of the low- 
income couples in her sample had 
been married legally before starting to 
live together. In over a third of the 
cases the women had been tricked or 
forced into living with the men. More 
than half of these young couples had 
made “no plans at all” before starting 
to live together and only a quarter had 
even informed their parents before 
establishing the union. The picture 
that emerges from these statistics is 
one of young people who are more or 
less unthinkingly drifting into what is 
supposed to be the most important so
cial relationship of their life. It thus 
come as no surprise to the reader 
when Decaesstecker presents other 
statistics to show that a large propor
tion of these marriage later experiences 
high levels of marital conflict and that 
many of these couples later separate. It 
seems to me that these findings show 
a crying need for the church’s minis
try, a need that I hope can be filled 
within the next generation.

Other examples could be cited but 
perhaps the point is clear by now. 
The basic thrust of sociology is con
cerned with knowledge rather than 
action. Nevertheless, this knowledge - 
whether it be population statistics of 
use for making decisions about parish 
boundaries, descriptive studies of the 
social structure of religious institu
tions, or even critical studies of cases 
where the church has failed to live up 
to its divinely-inspired ideals can be of 
great help to religious leaders and 
theologians. Knowledge cannot be 
evil, even if it comes from an anti-re
ligious thinker such as a Marx or a 
Malinowski.

But is it not also possible that so
ciology is (to use a biblical phrase) 

something of a “two-edged sword”? 
While its concepts and methods might 
be of some practical help to organized 
religion (survey methodology would 
be a good example) it might also be 
observed that the basic assumptions 
inherent in sociology represent a spirit 
of secularism and rationalism that 
could undermine the structure of 
Christianity. Some religious thinkers 
might well argue that a “dialogue” 
between theology and sociology might 
lead only to a sort of watered-down 
Christianity that is all too eager to 
give up the basic doctrines of its faith 
in order to fit in with the “spirit of 
the age.”8 To use a concrete example, 
we can return to our earlier definition 
of sociology as a science that attempts 
to explain human behavior. There is - 
or appears to be - a hidden assump
tion in this statement. If human be
havior can indeed be “explained” this 
would seem to mean that it is some
how “determined” by outside forces or 
subject to “laws”. If this is so, then 
what has happened to the theological 
concept of “free will”? In turn, if there 
is no free will, then how can there be 
any concept of “sin”? Indeed, we may 
see many instances of modern thinkers 
who argue that criminals are not really 
to blame for their deeds. Their actions, 
it is often argued, are merely the out
come of a ‘ poor environment”, a 
“broken home”, or a “disturbed per
sonality”.

But if you throw away the concept 
of personal sin, the next belief to be 
jettisoned will surely be belief in 
Christ Himself, for if there is no sin 
there is no need for a Redeemer. Or 
so it might seem.

The matter is a complicated one and 
will not be solved here tonight. But if 
I can give my own opinion, I think 
that such potential critics of dialogue 
between theology and the social 
sciences could be suffering, ironically, 
from a certain lack of faith. They be
lieve in the doctrines of their church,
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to be sure, but they are like the over 
protective mother who fears to let her 
son venture from the house lest he get 
into a fight with some tough kids in 
the local neighborhood. They are af
raid, perhaps, that the doctrinal mes
sage might have a hard time fighting 
it out with the “tough guys” of secu
larism, empiricism and agnosticism 
that are so evident in the social 
sciences. But I say let them meet 
even if the result is part dialogue, part 
fight. Theology has much to offer and 
will not have to keep giving ground 
to science. If it is true that psychology 
has raised doubts about the existence 
of the soul, so also is it true that 
psychologists such as Carl Jung or 
Elizabeth Kubler - Ross have found 
strong evidence that man does indeed 
have a spiritual or supernatural core 
to his being. If it is history that has 
raised doubts about the accuracy of 
some of the passages of the Bible so 
also is it history that has shown the 
Jewish religion was absolutely unique 
within its own temporal and geo
graphical setting-so unique and special, 
in fact, that one is led inevitably to 
the hypothesis of divine revelation.

If it is sociology that has shown us 
that much of human behavior is in
deed predictable or determined by out
side forces, so also is it sociology that 
is currently experiencing a renewed 
interest in man as an active and vo
luntary participant in his own destiny. 
David Matza, one of the major crimi
nologists in the United States today, 
for example, has rejected what he calls 
the “hard determinism” of those who 
say that men are without free will. 
This writer observes that 10

since man occupies a position in 
a complex and loosely organized 
social system, since he is the object 
of unclear and often conflicting 
forces and since he himself is an in
tegral part of his social system, he 
does possess some leeway of choice. 

In short, as I said earlier, knowledge 
is not and cannot be an evil thing. 
Research in the social sciences must 
continue and dialogue between socio
logy and theology ought to grow 
larger, not smaller. Neither theology 
nor sociology will lose in the process. 
Both disciplines, I believe, will be the 
better for it.
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