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ABSTRACT

The meaning of religion in daily life is a complex and multifaceted issue that has
profound and widespread effects on human thoughts, behavior, and social relationships.
The aim of the present study is to explore the meaning of religion in students’ daily life.
This study was conducted using a qualitative method and a phenomenological approach.
The participants in this study were eighteen students (male and female) from the Faculty
of Literature and Humanities of Payam Noor University in the center of Shahrekord, who
were selected through purposive sampling based on criteria and theoretical saturation. The
data were collected through semi-structured and in-depth interviews. The collage method
was used to analyze the data, and two strategies, peer feedback and member control, were
used to validate the research. After compiling a list of students’ important statements
about the meaning of religion in everyday life, the main themes of the research —
“Religion as an identity support in the storm of life’s changes”, “Religion as a meaning-
giving element to the suffering and ambiguities of life”, “Religion as a comforting arm
and a haven of existential relief’, “Religion as a moral compass in everyday desires”,
“Religion as a personal and direct relationship with God” — were extracted and described.
The results indicate that the experience manifested in this context represents religion as an
interpretive system through which the student transforms the challenges arising from
structural pressures and existential suffering of everyday life into a meaningful and
bearable whole.
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INTRODUCTION

Since the inception of the field and the fundamental questions about the nature and
why of religion, sociologists of religion have always emphasized the role of religion
as a meaningful field. In general, they believe that religion can create a systematic
framework for humans in which the whole of existence can be interpreted and make
various events and emotional states understandable for humans (Weber, 2005;
Berger, 1967; and Younger, 1969).

Religiosity in the contemporary world, especially among the younger generation
and the student population, has transformed from a traditional and coherent
phenomenon into a plural, personalized and complex one. The university, as a
modern institution, exposes students to tensions between family religious traditions
and rational and academic requirements. While many quantitative studies have
attempted to measure students’ religiosity by relying on behavioral indicators (such
as attendance at religious rituals), these approaches often fail to understand the
hidden layers of meaning and how religion is experienced in everyday life.

The main issue here is that despite the possibility of a decline in some formal
indicators of religiosity, religion is still present as a living force in students’
individual and social lives; however, this presence does not fully correspond to
official and institutional readings of religion. Students redefine religion in a unique
way when faced with challenges such as identity crises, the suffering of modern
life, future anxieties, and the need for morality. Therefore, there is a deep gap
between “what is expected of religiosity” and “what students actually experience.”

Due to such a problem, the present study explores the lived experience of
students at Payam Noor University in the center of Shahrekord of the meaning of
religion in the context of everyday life. Shahrekord, as the capital of Chaharmahal
and Bakhtiari province, with its unique cultural context and access to ethnic
diversity (Persian, Bakhtiari, and Turkish), provides an environment in which
religious experience is not abstract, but rather finds meaning in the intersection of
deep-rooted ethnic traditions and the requirements of urban life. The choice of
Payam Noor University as a research setting is also important because most of the
students of this university, unlike state universities, are native to the same region
and are simultaneously involved in professional and family responsibilities within
the context of society while studying; therefore, rather than being influenced by the
isolated elite space, their religious experiences reflect the challenges and true
meaning of religion among the deep and everyday layers of social life in a
traditional and transitional city. Therefore, examining lived experience in this
context provides the opportunity to understand how religious concepts emerge and
are redefined in the mind of a student who is struggling between cultural-ethnic
heritage and academic identity.



The fundamental question is what does religion really mean to these students in
their everyday lives (in the classroom, in their families, in their relationships, in
their solitude, etc.)? And how does this phenomenon emerge in their consciousness
and lifeworld? The phenomenological approach allows us to move away from
theoretical assumptions and go directly to the “lived experience” of the participants
to understand how religion emerges in their minds and psyches. Therefore, this
research aims to go beyond superficial statistics to reach the semantic essence of
religion in the student world and understand how religion is constructed and
experienced in their lives.

PURPOSE

The main goal of this research is to phenomenologically analyze the "meaning of
religion" in the lifeworld of students and discover the essence of their experiences
in facing the challenges of modern life. This study seeks to understand how religion
functions as a meaning-making system at the intersection of "cultural traditions"
and "requirements of academic modernity," and how the student subject uses
religious symbols and beliefs to interpret suffering, reduce anomie, and rebuild his
or her psychological security. In fact, the present research attempts to go beyond
institutional and quantitative perspectives and explore the hidden layers of "lived
religion" in the context of Payam Noor University of Shahrekord and show how
religion, as a "psychological defensive shield," provides coherence and direction to
the diverse and sometimes contradictory experiences of students during a period of
cultural transition.

METHODOLOGY

The present study was conducted using a qualitative method with a
"phenomenological”" approach. In this research, interviews were used as the data
collection tool. The technique employed in the interview process was '"semi-
structured interviews." In these interviews, students were primarily asked to express
their experiences, attitudes, and feelings about religious life. The study population
in this research consisted of all male and female students of the Faculty of
Literature and Humanities at Payame Noor University, Shahrekord Center. The
sampling method in this research was criterion-based or purposive. In this method,
the number of interviewees, or in other words, the sample size, depends on
"theoretical saturation." This means that the sample size continues until the data is
complete and data saturation is achieved, implying that no new insights are gained
from subsequent interviews. In this research, theoretical saturation was achieved
after 18 in-depth interviews with students from the Faculty of Literature and
Humanities at Payame Noor University, Shahrekord Center. Two strategies were
used for research validation: 1- "Peer feedback": a type of external control over the
research process. 2- "Member checking": where the researcher uses participants'
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perspectives to establish the trustworthiness of the findings and interpretations. For
data analysis in this research, the "Colaizzi method," as described by Moustakas
(1994), was employed.

FINDINGS

The findings from the analysis of the interviews are categorized into five main
themes: religion as a support for identity in the storm of life changes, religion as a
meaning-giving to the suffering and ambiguities of life, religion as a comforting
arm and a haven of existential relief, religion as a moral compass in everyday
desires, religion as a personal and direct relationship with God. The themes found
show that religion for students is not simply a set of rigid and formal beliefs, but
plays a multifaceted and dynamic role in their daily lives. Some students consider
religion as an essential element in the formation of their identity and a source for
giving meaning to life, and accept it as a guide and a plan for their lives. At the
same time, the tendency towards the privatization of religion and critical rethinking
in religious beliefs is also evident, so that spiritualist religiosity is evident as a way
of religiosity among students.

CONCLUSION

Overall, the research indicates that religion in students' daily lives is not merely an
individual experience, but a social phenomenon that profoundly impacts their
identity formation, relationships, and behaviors. It is suggested that, to better
generalize the findings, quantitative research with a larger sample size be conducted
to determine the prevalence and distribution of these themes within the student
population. Furthermore, the role of factors such as social, cultural, economic, and
political contexts, family, friends, social networks, religious authorities, and others
in shaping these religious experiences should be investigated. Concurrently, a
revision of religious education tailored to the needs of the new generation, the
creation of dialogue-centric spaces for exchanging religious experiences, and
respect for the diversity of young people's religious experiences are necessary. It is
expected that the results of this research will contribute to a deeper understanding
of the role of religion in young people's lives and how it adapts to the modern
world.

NOVELITY

In the contemporary world, where social, cultural, and technological changes have
created new identity and religious challenges for young people, especially students,
this research, by adopting a phenomenological approach, transcends traditional
frameworks for studying religion and delves into an in-depth exploration of
students' "lived experience" of the meaning of religion in the context of everyday
life. This innovation lies in its focus on the quality of personal experiences,



feelings, thoughts, and the dynamic meanings that students attribute to religion,
rather than measuring beliefs or religious behaviors. This approach provides an
opportunity to understand the nuances and complexities of religion's interaction
with students' daily lives and opens a new window towards comprehending how
religion is defined, interpreted, and functions within the mental and objective
structures of this particular segment of society.
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