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   INTRODUCTION   

SO YOU THINK YOU’RE DONE WITH RELIGION


in which we start by explaining who we are, why we care about religion, and why you should—and will—too



Religion? Really? In this economy?

Look, we get it. We mean, come on. It’s the twenty-first century. Religion is cute for your nana, or if your favorite TV show introduces a vampire or a hot priest or a vampire hot priest or something. But, surely, in real life, nobody actually does that stuff anymore.

Right?

Here’s the thing: religion shapes the world around us, whether you’re doing religion or not. Have you ever been admitted to a hospital? Gotten married or tried to adopt? Been to court? Gone through airport security? Used a map? Voted?

Do you use a calendar?

We regret to inform you that religion shapes how (and whether) you do any of those things—regardless of how you personally feel about religion. And if you don’t have the tools to recognize religion at work, it can be very hard to see, much less understand, those connections, making it darn near impossible to see how religion shapes the world around us.

The bad news is most folks don’t have a chance to study religion academically, if they ever get to study it at all. (That, by the way, is also a consequence of how religion has shaped the world around you. We’ll come back to this.) The good news? We’re here to help.

ARE YOU DONE WITH RELIGION?

Fear not! We’re not interested in making you religious—or, if you’re already doing religion, in telling you how to do it right or better. Being done with religion (or not) is a deeply personal issue for lots of folks. The ways we think (or don’t) about religion get shaped by how we were raised, where we are now, how we and our commitments and our goals have changed over time. Maybe you have a robust religious life in community with folks who share your values and worldview. Maybe you’d like to do more but you haven’t quite found your place yet.

You might be a deeply spiritual person who doesn’t resonate with traditional or organized religion. Or you might be an atheist or a freethinker and you know beyond a shadow of a doubt that this is all there is.

Maybe you think religion used to matter, but we’re really past that sort of thing by now (or should be)—that obviously religion is important to some people but mostly humans have, like, evolved past all that—and you can’t figure out why other people’s religions seem to get talked about so much, especially around election times. Or maybe you’re ambivalent. You don’t even care whether or not you care, because who cares, you know? Or maybe you care very deeply about religion, because to you, religion means politics and war and violence and hate and oppression, and maybe if we fixed religion we could fix the rest of this mess, too.

All of these are completely valid ways to feel about religion. Seriously. You get to feel about religion however you want. Honestly, that’s all you. God(s) bless. Or not! Any way you feel about religion is fine by us.

But—and it’s a big but—how you feel about religion is only the tiniest bit of why religion matters. And we care very much that you know that. Because not knowing that religion infuses and informs every part of our world? That’s dangerous, and it allows a lot of unnecessary and violent oppression to flourish. We need you to know that even if you’re done with religion, religion is not done with you.

Which is why we wrote this book.

WHO THE HECK ARE WE?

We know you’ve probably heard that religion isn’t an appropriate thing to talk about in public. So why are we talking about it? Why are we telling you to talk about it? Why should you listen to us? Who do we think we are, anyway?

So glad you asked.

We think we’re funny, but we know more about religion than most folks. We both have master’s degrees and doctorates in religion (Megan in gender, sexuality, and American religions; Ilyse in Islam, race and racialization, and South Asia). We actually met as grad students in the University of Chapel Hill’s Department of Religious Studies in 2007 and have been thinking and talking about religion together ever since. We’ve both written books and lots of articles on religion, taught dozens of religious studies classes, won grants and awards to research religion, given interviews and authored op-eds and delivered public talks on religion. We love thinking—and talking to each other—about religion so much that we created a podcast about it! And that award-winning podcast led directly to this very book.

Thinking and writing and talking about religion are our day jobs, but religion is also a central part of our personal lives. Both of us belong to minority religious communities. We are religious people who—in very different ways and for deeply different reasons—care about justice and repairing our broken world.

Professionally, Ilyse’s work centers on Islam, race, and imperialism. She cares a lot about how racial systems mesh with religious ones. Her writing and teaching always focus on how race, religion, and power are always, always in the room. But Ilyse was also adopted at birth by an Ashkenazi Jewish couple who raised her in a fairly progressive synagogue in New Jersey (to which her lingering accent attests); she watched the Twin Towers fall on television during her first week of college, minutes after leaving a class about religion. All of those things shape her commitments to social justice, racial equity, queer and feminist spaces, and dismantling systems of Christian oppression. She’s a mom of two killjoys-in-training, a frequent complainer to various powers that be about calendars (we’ll get there; wait for it), and someone with a knack for explaining global patterns—like that old telephone commercial, her line is: it’s all connected. Ilyse is also a multiple-award-winning teacher, so projects like this—where we explain a phenomenon and then try to puzzle through what to do next—are her favorite.

Megan’s work focuses on race, gender/sexuality, politics, and American minority religions—including groups many people call “cults,” even though she has begged them not to. A self-described stone cold bummer, Megan centers her research and teaching on oppressive American systems rooted in excluding and disciplining religious, racial, gender, and sexual outsiders. She’s a loud large queer disabled neurodivergent ginger lady raised by Philadelphia Catholics who, inspired by Pat Buchanan, infamous white Christian nationalist and political advisor, decided to leave the church of her youth to date women, critique capitalism, and practice witchcraft instead of having children. Megan is a pro-queer antiracist feminist dedicated to helping students, listeners, and anyone else who’ll listen realize that religion is a force for change—not always bad, not inherently good, but always changed and changing.

With their powers combined, Ilyse and Megan have spent the last fifteen years conspiring to build chosen family (Megan is an aunt to Ilyse’s small humans), foment social justice, talk religion, teach our students and listeners and readers, and kill joy in the radical hope that life-giving change can come from it.

“Killjoy” might sound negative, and certainly some folks use the word that way. For us, being killjoys means combining our academic training and personal commitments to think clearly and carefully about how religion works in the world: all the damage people do in the name of religion, and all the creativity, joy, resistance, and survival that religion makes possible.

We borrow the term “killjoy” from renowned feminist and antiracist scholar Sara Ahmed. In The Promise of Happiness (2010), Ahmed says that “to kill joy is to open a life, to make room for life, to make room for possibility, for chance.” For us, being killjoys isn’t about telling people they’re dumb or wrong for not thinking about religion the way that we do. Being killjoys means calling out bullshit takes on religion: takes that insist religion is always and everywhere good and takes that want to write religion off as irrelevant, irrational, or regressive. We want to use our personal and professional experiences to help folks recognize religion at work, to see that not talking about religion hasn’t kept it from shaping our lives. If our world needs work—and we sure think it does—that work starts with being able to name and understand the forces that undergird our systems. This book, we hope, makes room for possibility, for chance, for more ways of being safely different in the world.

Now that you know who we are, let’s get into this book you’re holding.

WHAT THE HECK IS THIS BOOK?

We wrote this book in part as a companion volume to our hit podcast, Keeping It 101: A Killjoy’s Introduction to Religion. If you’re already a listener: you know we love you, and we’re happy you’re here to learn even more about religion. If you want to become a listener or just be reminded of what to listen to: we make suggestions for further listening in each chapter, giving you reading/listening pairs that go together like a fine wine with a stinky cheese or a short Jewess with a large loud gingeress (if we don’t say so ourselves).

And if you’re not a podcast person at all, that’s just fine! This book has lots to teach you about religion no matter what you put in your ears, and it stands apart from the work we’ve done on Keeping It 101. As long as you’re asking the right questions, there’s no wrong way to learn about religion.

Let’s begin with the rightest question: Why should you care about religion? We’ve said it before, many times, many ways, but whatever and however you feel about religion, religion is not done with you.

This isn’t to say that you, your feelings, or your opinions don’t matter. Of course they do. In fact, your relationship to religion matters quite a lot! And so does the fact that schools, courts, businesses, and media outlets have encouraged you to assume religion is only as important as it is important to you, personally.

Sure, you have the choice to participate in religion or not. But how you make that choice builds on your entire personal history, your connection to communities and regions, and the systems that surround you. All of which—as we’re here to show and tell you—have been shaped by religion. Religion shapes what choices you get to make: what you can learn in school, how your government works, what kind of options you have (or increasingly don’t have) in caring for your own body. Heck, even the way we tell time is shaped by religion!

Religion is systems and structures and assumptions we didn’t create or choose—and, to be honest, we might not even like or agree with. We think you and your choices matter very much. The systems that organize our societies, on the other hand, could not give less of a care about you or your individual choices. You can feel however you want to feel about religion, but religion is shaping your world whether you like it or not. And if you don’t like how religion is shaping our world? This book might just be your first step in diagnosing the problems and agitating for positive change.

Religion Is Not Done with You can show you, dear reader, how religion—that messy, complicated, amazing, often frustrating series of overlapping and sometimes contradictory systems—functions. We’ll show you how certain ways of being in the world came to be called “religious,” how what we now call “religion” has changed over time and place, what people do with religion, and how religion works in our homes, our communities, our nations, our world.

Maybe you’re done with religion. Maybe you’re not. But either way?

Religion is not done with you.

WHAT THE HECK IS RELIGION, ANYWAY?

We keep using this word “religion” like maybe it does not mean what you think it means. But hold up, we hear you saying. Doesn’t everybody already know what religion means? Religion is about belief, and books, and special buildings, and special days and seasons, and how I feel, and maybe a historical founder who might or might not wear a funny hat. And, yes, religion is about all of those things! Some of the time! But religion isn’t just those things, and it’s not always those things, either. Religion, as you might be realizing, is a big old mess.

James Baldwin thought so too, by the way. In “Letters from a Journey” (1965), he asked, “What, precisely, is a religion? And how dreary, how disturbing, to find oneself asking, now, questions which one supposed had been answered forever! But one is forced to ask these kindergarten questions.”

We sure are, Mr. Baldwin, because religion means so many things. Like foodways! Language practices! The concepts of whiteness and race, period, as we now understand it in the United States! And then there’s all the vague uses of religion—the ways it sometimes means “the Boston Red Sox are my religion,” or “I watch Love Island UK religiously,” or “Beyoncé’s tour was a religious experience.” Religion sometimes means those things, too.

Religion has way too many uses, too much history, too many conflicting goals for a flashcard definition. Sorry. But just because religion is hard to define doesn’t mean we can’t—or shouldn’t—define it.

Religion is, as we like to say, what people do. And it turns out people are a big old mess. We mean, have you met people? They’re a big, wonderful, terrible, overwhelming, exhausting, irreplaceable mess. So it makes all the sense in the world that people, who are a damn mess, make messy religion and religious messes.

Yes, when we’re talking about religion, we are talking about prayers, and rituals, and leadership, and morality, and fancy buildings, and maybe funny hats or special kinds of underwear. But we’re also talking about why kosher food usually can only be found in its own aisle, often the “ethnic” aisle, in the supermarket; why we vote on Tuesdays in the US; and where our understandings of race and gender and sexuality come from. No matter what else we’re talking about, though, when we’re talking about religion, we are always . . .

Always . . .

ALWAYS . . .

talking about power.

Learning to talk about religion requires learning how to see and name the roots of our legal, medical, educational, juridical, cultural, literary, and linguistic systems—the systems that make us who we are, whether we recognize their influences or not.

HOW DO WE TALK ABOUT RELIGION?

When it comes to talking about religion, it’s all about the doing. Doing religion can mean participating in formal rituals like pujas or bat mitzvahs or salat*—but it can also mean your Irish Catholic nana sprinkles you with holy water if she thinks the devil has you acting up. (Not that this ever happened to one of us.) Doing religion can mean being in community with people who share your commitments, even if they also sometimes drive you bonkers. Doing religion changes over time and place; doing religion means a lot of different things to a lot of different people. And folks who study religion—that’s us!—take seriously all the ways people do religion.

There’s an old joke that if you have three Jews in a room you’ll have twice as many opinions. Judaism sees itself as being open to debate, interpretation, and change. There are, of course, different ways to be Jewish in the world. There are official branches, like Orthodox, Reform, Conservative, Reconstructionist, and Hasidism, among others. But lots of different kinds of Jews practice lots of different kinds of Judaism in lots of ways that don’t fit neatly into these “proper” designations.

You probably know that kashrut (Jewish dietary law) forbids observant Jews to eat pork. But we also know—some of us might even be related to—Jews who nosh BLTs. If your inner Judge Judy wants to say, unacceptable, Jews aren’t allowed to have bacon and therefore the Jew who eats bacon is a bad Jew or a lesser Jew or not a Jew at all, we are going to need you to (1) hush; only Judy can judge us and (2) remember: religion is what people do. BLTs or no BLTs, a Jew is someone who claims Jewishness and is claimed as a Jew by others (Jewish or otherwise). Judaism is what Jews do—all of them, not just the ones you like—because religion is what people do.

Religion isn’t a list at the club; we’re not checking to see who’s allowed in the VIP room. Other folks might be in the business of background checks and qualifying exams. If you’re a rabbi, for example, your literal job might include defining proper practice and appropriate Judaism. But we’re religious studies scholars, not religion cops. We’re not keeping people out; we’re asking questions about human complexity. And the question here isn’t “Is Ilyse’s bacon cheeseburger-eating mom really Jewish?” It’s “How does Judaism somehow include both kashrut and Ilyse’s mom?” Because it does. And thank goodness.

It is not our job to tell people doing religion that they’re wrong about their own lives, experiences, rituals, beliefs, or practices. For people who study religion, it’s our job (and this “our” includes you now, since you’re reading this book) to make sense of that tension, that seeming paradox.

Studying religion is all about exploring contradictions. Why are there so many freaking translations of the Bible? How can religious communities that preach equality and love support hurtful policies? If Hinduism is polytheistic, how come some Hindus only interact with a handful of gods? If Islam is a global religion, and most Muslims speak languages that aren’t Arabic, why is Arabic so important to so many Muslims? If Judaism prohibits bacon, why does Ilyse’s Jewish mom love it crispy?

The answer to all these questions is the same: because people are messy, and religion is what people do. Religion is what people do with their histories, memories, relationships, and, yes, texts (sometimes) and bodies (always) in particular locations and time periods. If we start with “religion is what people do” and remember that people are messy, alive, and always changing, we expect that religion is messy and alive and always changing, too. Our job isn’t to police religious belonging—our job is just to try to keep up with all the many millions of ways people are doing religion.

Oy vey, you exclaim! Is everything people do religion, then? Well: yes, and also no, and maybe skip ahead to chapters 2 and 3 for more on this. But the short answer is both that religion does an awful lot and also that, no, not everything people do is religion. If religion were a basketball, you wouldn’t need this book; you would just be able to see it, name it, throw it around. The basketball. Not this book. Please don’t throw this book. We worked hard on it.

WHAT WE TALK ABOUT WHEN WE TALK ABOUT RELIGION

Aren’t we supposed to avoid talking about religion, though? Isn’t religion-talk improper or rude, especially in mixed company? Maybe for you religion is intensely private—a relationship between you and the Divine, the Universe, a god or God—and talking about it feels like a violation of that sacred, private connection. And that’s fine! It’s fine to be private about your own religiosity or lack thereof. It’s fine to talk about how you feel about religion so long as the folks you’re talking with consented to have that conversation.

But if you’ve read this far, you already know that religion is far more than a personal relationship. Religion is what people do, and religion offers us a framework for understanding why and how people do what they do.

We invite you to get curious about why some of us are taught to assume being polite—being civil—means not talking about religion in public. Hint: treating religion as special and private and frankly rude to even mention is a pretty effective way to hide systems of power in plain sight.

We think naming injustice and disrupting inequality outweigh “civility.” If we’re too worried about offending each other with religion-talk, we can never even begin to address Islamophobia and its impacts on Muslims and Sikhs alike. If we avoid conversations about religion and politics at dinner tables, we’ll never understand, much less disrupt, how much “secular” Western law, policy, and diplomacy hinges on white conservative Christian understandings of morality.

We, and especially those of us who are located in the Global North, who are white, and/or who are Christian, are especially encouraged to render religion invisible, unspeakable, internal, and ultimately dismissible as a special interest rather than a foundational social force. We are trained not to see religion, not to talk about religion, not to make our religion other people’s business. This disappearing act matters because making religion about identity politics makes it almost impossible to recognize or address religion at work in our systems.

The folks who want you not to talk about religion are the folks whose religious worldviews are winning (even if they don’t recognize them or claim them as religious worldviews. We see you, France). Do you want hordes of unvaccinated, angry, and armed white folks storming the US Capitol to “save America” from people and policies they consider immoral? Because you get Capitol sieges by spending two-hundred-plus years telling folks that everyone else’s religion is none of their business and then use white Christian worldviews to structure society at every conceivable level. You make white Christian assumptions and morality so much the norm that people don’t even recognize them as Christian anymore—that’s just good old American values. And if you try to extend legal protections or even just plain old human dignity to people who fall outside those “values”? You get senators hiding under their desks, Confederate flags flown in the seat of US government, and some crusty old white dude’s feet up on Nancy Pelosi’s desk.

Look, we told you religion was messy.

WE HAVE TO TALK ABOUT RELIGION

Keeping religion unspeakable allows intolerance and inequality to flourish. If we can’t see religion at work, we can’t understand white supremacy, or misogyny, or classism, or ableism. A just world requires us to name religion when it fosters Islamophobia, antisemitism, and anti-Black racism in the name of national security or American values. And learning to see religion at work helps us recognize the potential of religion—and the people who use it—to work toward a kinder, safer, better world.

Talking about religion helps us learn that religion is systems, traditions, communities, and worldviews. Heck, religion is a big part of where countries and borders come from. Religion is how we got Europe. Also the Americas. (We’ll come back to this, too; please hold for chapter 3.) Religion is complicated, enraging, contradictory, uplifting, dangerous, beautiful, exhausting, overwhelming—because people, who do religion, are all those things and more.

We probably don’t have to tell you that people use religion to do terrible things to one another. As we write, Islamophobic rhetoric, violence, and laws are on an unprecedented rise all over the world. Anti-Muslim hate crimes in North America are at their highest point since September 2001. Antisemitic hate crimes are the highest they have ever been in the US. North American anti-Asian hostility is contributing to unprecedentedly high rates of anti-Sikh, anti-Hindu, and anti-Buddhist crimes. Arsonists are targeting Black churches. Native people are losing sacred lands to environmentally devastating business interests. There are life and death consequences to religion.

But religion also shapes smaller parts of our lives—parts we might not even recognize as having anything to do with religion. Have you felt religious using a mindfulness app? Do you think about doing yoga as doing religion? Why are so many folks identifying as “spiritual but not religious” or “nones” these days, and what does that even mean?

We have to talk about religion because not talking about religion lets injustice flourish. But not talking about religion also means missing out on incredible expressions of human creativity. So we’re going to help you learn how to talk about religion: help you build up your vocabulary; flex your critical thinking brain-muscles; and give you some examples to share with other folks who might be interested in this conversation.

SO ARE YOU SURE YOU’RE DONE WITH RELIGION?

Hopefully by now you’re pretty sure that you’re not done with religion. But where should you start looking for it?

Ilyse loves to say that religion lurks in the floorboards—it’s there, waiting, even if you think you’ve swept up well, even if you think your home can be free from the outside culture’s use of religion. (Megan likes to say that this makes religion sound like the telltale heart from that Edgar Allan Poe story. Which is creepy—but not inaccurate?) For example, did you know that . . .

Religion is in your yoga class?!

Yoga is freaking everywhere these days, right? You can’t cruise down any Main Street without passing a yoga studio. Elementary school teachers are using yoga to help unruly little kids control their unruly little bodies. “Yoga pants” are the pandemic “soft pants” choice of many; there are whole industries—and multilevel marketing schemes—built around selling you the right sort of leggings to do intentional stretching in. Businesses and insurance companies are offering “mindfulness” as a universal solvent for burnout and exhaustion. Two separate medical professionals literally prescribed yoga to Ilyse—like, on a prescription pad—as treatment for chronic pain. (Spoilers: deep breaths can’t fix the violence of white-supremacist cis-het patriarchal ecoterrorist capitalism.)

None of this explains what yoga is doing in this book, though. What does yoga have to do with religion? Oh, friends, we are so very glad you asked.

Yoga is now a multibillion-dollar global industry, but it started as a specific type of Hindu ritual practice. Yoga originated as a way to physically and ritually discipline the bodies
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