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ABSTRACT

In linguistics, sociolinguistics, and communication theory,
texts are commonly classified into various genres such as
scientific articles, news reports, literary works, and everyday
conversations, each following specific ~communicative
conventions. Religious discourse — encompassing both written
and spoken forms — is recognized as an independent genre
within this classification. This paper analyzes why religious
texts constitute a distinct genre, explores their unique features
and communicative functions, and reviews the main theoretical
approaches that support this view. Linguistically, it features
elevated register, archaic expressions, and symbolic imagery
that reinforce its sacred nature. By examining the interaction
between textual structure, communicative intent, and social
function, this study concludes that religious discourse
represents one of the oldest and most influential
communicative genres, maintaining its central role in shaping
moral and spiritual consciousness across cultures.
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Religious discourse functions as an autonomous linguistic genre
that reflects not only spiritual ideologies but also specific
communicative intentions and discursive strategies. According to
Fairclough, discourse should be viewed as “a form of social
practice” that constructs meaning through interaction (Fairclough
1995). Within this framework, Islamic discourse demonstrates a
unique balance between spiritual instruction and pragmatic
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persuasion. As Wodak argues, genre and discourse intertwine to
reflect ideological power structures [Wodak 2001]; in Islamic
sermons, this is realized through linguistic patterns that promote
ethical behavior, unity, and faith-based reasoning.

From a linguistic perspective, Islamic religious discourse
employs recurrent features of evaluative lexis, metaphorical
framing, and intertextual references. For instance, Omar
Suleiman’s sermon statement “Mercy is not weakness; it is the
reflection of divine strength in the heart of a believer”
demonstrates interdiscursivity (Suleiman 2020), connecting
modern moral reasoning with the prophetic tradition. As Al-
Faruqgi noted, Islamic communication operates within a moral
epistemology where truth is not only described but also enacted
through language (Al-Faruqi 1982). Thus, linguistic choices in
Islamic discourse embody both propositional meaning and
performative faith expression.

Moreover, Qutbuddin highlights that religious rhetoric
functions as a “linguistic vehicle of guidance,” relying on
emotional resonance and divine reference (Qutbuddin 2019).
This aligns with pragmatic theories of relevance, where each
utterance aims to maximize comprehension while preserving
sanctity. Consequently, English Islamic discourse achieves a
balance between didactic clarity and spiritual depth, fulfilling its
dual role as education and devotion.

The concept of religious discourse as a separate genre is
primarily supported by Genre Theory. Leading scholars such as
John Swales and Carolyn Miller emphasize that genres are not
defined solely by textual form but by their communicative
purpose and their function in recurrent social situations [Swales
1990: 5].

According to John Swales in his seminal work Genre
Analysis, every genre serves a particular social practice. The aim
of a religious sermon differs fundamentally from that of a
scientific report. While the sermon seeks moral instruction,
divine guidance, and spiritual inspiration, a scientific paper aims
to present information objectively. This difference in purpose
establishes them as distinct genres.
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Carolyn Miller defines genres as responses to rhetorical
situations. Religious contexts such as sermons, Friday prayers, or
worship ceremonies generate unique communicative conditions
that naturally give rise to specific religious genres (e.g., sermons,
prayers, supplications).

DISTINCTIVE FEATURES OF RELIGIOUS DISCOURSE

Religious discourse is characterized by its linguistic, pragmatic,
and social features:

e Communicative function: Unlike many other genres,
religious discourse is not primarily informative but rather
persuasive, didactic, and performative. For instance, a
marriage sermon does not merely convey information but
also performs the act of legitimizing the marriage.

e Authority and source: Religious texts derive their
credibility not from the author’s expertise but from divine or
sacred sources such as the Qur’an, the Bible, the Hadith, or
the Torah. The authority of the message stems from these
canonical foundations.

e Linguistic register: Religious language often employs
archaic expressions, specialized religious terminology, and a
solemn or elevated style. The use of metaphors, symbolism,
and comparative imagery is also frequent and serves to
strengthen emotional and spiritual engagement.

e Audience: Although religious discourse may reach a broad
audience, it is typically directed toward a specific faith
community. Thus, it directly appeals to the shared beliefs and
values of that group.

According to John Swales, genres are “communicative events
characterized by shared communicative purposes recognized by
members of a discourse community” (Swales 1990: 58). From
this perspective, religious discourse functions as a communal act
of faith, uniting speakers and listeners through shared spiritual
intentions. For instance, in a typical English Friday sermon, the
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speaker begins with the formulaic expression: ‘“Brothers and
sisters in faith, let us remember the mercy of the Almighty who
guides our hearts.”

This opening establishes a ritualized social frame and signals
the collective communicative purpose — moral awakening and
divine remembrance — that defines the genre itself. Carolyn
Miller emphasizes that genres emerge as typified rhetorical
actions based in recurrent situations. In religious contexts, such
as worship or preaching, the rhetorical situation is defined by the
interplay between divine authority and human interpretation. The
preacher’s act of speaking is not merely informative; it is
performative — it does something in the world. For example, the
statement “May Allah bless this marriage and make it
everlasting.” is not only descriptive but creates a sacred reality,
transforming the social condition of the listeners. This
corresponds to Austin’s notion of performative utterances, later
elaborated in linguistic pragmatics (Austin 1962).

As Vijay K. Bhatia observes, “genres are reflections of
professional and institutional practices that recur to achieve
specific goals (Bhatia 1993). Religious discourse, in this sense,
represents an institutionalized communicative practice with
codified linguistic and pragmatic conventions. The frequent use
of imperatives (“Seek forgiveness,” “Follow the righteous path”)
and collective pronouns (“we,” “our faith”) reinforces the sense
of shared identity within the discourse community. Furthermore,
Norman Fairclough interprets religious discourse as a means of
constructing social and ideological relations. In a sermon such as:
“We live in times of temptation, but our strength lies in unity and
remembrance.” Language not only transmits belief but also
reproduces social solidarity and a specific moral order. Thus,
Fairclough’s critical discourse framework helps explain how
linguistic choices embody both power and ideology in religious
communication.

From a systemic-functional perspective, M.A.K. Halliday
regards language as a social semiotic system, wherein genres
embody the values and meanings of a community (Halliday
1978). Religious discourse, therefore, can be seen as a semiotic
reflection of faith, where lexical choices such as “divine mercy,”
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“righteous path,” “spiritual guidance” signal the sacred
dimension of human experience.

Finally, Graham Ward suggests that theology and discourse
are “inseparably bound by the act of interpretation” (Ward 2002).
Religious texts constantly negotiate between divine revelation
and contextual understanding, adapting eternal truths to
contemporary realities. This dynamic feature explains why
modern sermons or podcasts often incorporate accessible
metaphors — for example, “Faith is like light; it doesn’t remove
the darkness, but it helps you see your way through it.” Such
metaphorical language, while simple, retains theological depth
and enhances comprehension for general audiences. Collectively,
these scholarly perspectives confirm that religious discourse
operates as a genre with complex communicative, rhetorical, and
semiotic functions. It not only informs but transforms — shaping
moral consciousness, reinforcing communal identity, and
mediating between sacred and social realities.

CONCLUSION

Religious discourse, defined by its communicative aims, sources
of authority, linguistic style, and social function, represents an
independent and self-contained genre distinct from academic or
popular texts. Its unique features, validated by genre theory and
linguistic scholarship, demonstrate that religious discourse
remains one of the oldest and most influential forms of human
communication.
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