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A Preface to the Study of Civil Religion
—The Sociological Theory of

Civil Religion of Robert N. Bellah—
YOSHIHIDE SAKURAI

Civil religion is firstly referred to by Jean-Jacques Rousseau as a common
public religion 1n society.  The term “civil religion™ used by theologians,
sociologists and historians had not been so popular until Robert N. Bellah
published “Civil Religion in America”in 1967. In that article he argues that civil
religion is. not an idolatrous worship of the American nation and way of life,
but is the religious tradition which subordinates the nation to ethical principle,
what he calls, religious self-understanding. This belief of public religion was
expressed, for example, in Abraham Lincoln's Gettysburg Address or in John F
Kennedy’s inaugural address.

This paper studies the theory and the social expression of civil religion. But
the discussion here is focused on the following points:

1) the precursors referring to civil religion in the sociological tradition;

2) the examination both of a sociological approach to civil religion and of an
histrical one;

3) the possibility of the existence of civil religion in modernized and secularized

society.
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