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Preface

Beyond its rather encyclopaedic preliminary considerations, a preface offers the op-
portunity for personal remarks. First and foremost are our thanks. We would like to
thank our publisher De Gruyter, namely Albrecht Déhnert, who believed in this proj-
ect from the outset and supported us over the years with advice going beyond the
publishing side of things.

The cultural plurality of our discipline presents formidable challenges for biblio-
graphical compilations. We would like to thank the students and research assistants
who have worked hard to standardize the contributions and references without mak-
ing them uniform. Of these we mention only a few names from the Tiibingen commu-
nity Dr. Katharina Krause, Lea Stolz and Marcel Brenner whilst recognizing the many
others in different countries without whom this volume would not have been com-
piled.

We would like to heartily thank all the authors who embarked on this venture
offering their texts. We are especially grateful that all authors adopted English as
the common language. Not writing in one’s native language is fraught with uncer-
tainties, unpredictable connotations, and ambiguities not always under an author’s
control. While we offered English language editing, which many authors were happy
to make use of, we accepted a wide range of English usage, bearing in mind that we,
as editors, are not all native English speakers ourselves.

Through the generous support of the Evangelical Church in Germany (EKD), and
the Calwer Verlag-Stiftung we are fortunate to be able to make the contributions of
this book available to readers for free on the publisher’s website. We are convinced
that access to knowledge resources should not depend on the funds of individuals or
educational institutions.

Finally, a personal word about our motivation as editors. We would like the con-
ceptual work of the Handbook to contribute to the debate on the decolonization of
practical theology. With the global approach this Handbook pursues, our hope is
to be able to show how much the culturally situated religious practices and discours-
es which are subject of the book’s chapters are shaped by international, intercultur-
al, and interreligious processes of exchange.

May the readers also enjoy being part of such an exchange.

Birgit Weyel (Tiibingen)
Wilhelm Grab (Berlin)
Emmanuel Lartey (Atlanta)
Cas Wepener (Stellenbosch)
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Birgit Weyel, Wilhelm Grab, Emmanuel Y. Lartey, and
Cas Wepener

Introduction

1 Preliminary Considerations

Calling a collection of chapters an International Handbook of Practical Theology re-
quires careful consideration. Practical Theology indicates a consistent academic dis-
course although the term refers to a variety of concepts, contexts, and approaches.
The designation as handbook suggests comprehensiveness and a well-considered se-
lection of key topics. However, if one really takes diversity seriously, it quickly be-
comes clear that with each topic considered in the book, the number of blind
spots and blanks becomes even more obvious. Editing a book always means limiting
the number and variety of all kinds of topics, approaches, and authors. As editors, we
cannot escape this imperative, since this kind of decision making also involves ex-
cluding topics, approaches, scholars, and contexts from being part of such a project.
Every handbook is merely a snapshot and is rounded up by other books.

In a way, this description can be claimed for almost all academic discourses.
However, Practical Theology does not always assume the guise of academic dis-
course with corresponding institutional frameworks: rather, in some contexts, it is
seen to be wisdom, practical knowledge. We, the four editors who met each other
and maintained conversations in the International Academy of Practical Theology,
cannot cover the complexity and messiness of all approaches in Practical Theology,
but we appreciate the openness for conversations (Cahalan and Mikosi 2014, 7) and
are aware of our self-limitation to academic discourses in this Handbook. Our con-
cept of Practical Theology therefore always means Practical Theologies in the plural.
We owe this insight to conversations with colleagues in the International Academy of
Practical Theology (IAPT). Examples are those with whom we had the opportunity to
discuss the concept of this book in two paper sessions in Sao Leopoldo, Brazil in
2019.

Last but not least, the term ‘international’ needs some explanation. At one point,
we were thinking of eliminating it altogether. The concept of nations is, like Benedict
Anderson (1963) shows, an invented tradition in terms of the nationalism and impe-
rialism of North America and Europe in the nineteenth century. Over the last decade
the self-reflection of Practical Theology has focused on plurality and diversity, but
that is still very much only beginning. In this light we made three editorial decisions:

First, Practical Theology does not only refer to the Christian Tradition. Even
though we as editors and most of our authors are Christian theologians and Christi-
anity itself is split into many different ecclesial traditions, we have also collected
chapters from scholars who belong to or refer to non-Christian religious traditions
and communities. These chapters do not only enrich Practical Theology and make

3 OpenAccess. © 2022 Birgit Weyel, Wilhelm Grab, Emmanuel Y. Lartey, and Cas Wepener, published by De
Gruyter. This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDeriva-
tives 4.0 International License. https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110618150-001
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it more diverse, but they also help our epistemology. The respective communities of
practice and theological concepts (values, norms, traditions, communities) cannot be
tacitly assumed, references must be made explicit and accessible to description and
reflection.

Secondly, there are many overlaps and common approaches between Practical
Theology and Religious Studies including empirical research on religion. There is
a whole range of disciplines that form important interlocutors for Practical Theology.
A question that is asked again and again is: What is theological about theology? The
discussion of disciplinary belongings seems to be an open field to us and containing
many ambiguities in which strict boundaries are not helpful. Following these consid-
erations, we invited contributions from colleagues who do not necessarily self-define
as theologians and who are not linked to any institutional theological background.

Finally, from our point of view, the issue of limitation, which we considered from
many different viewpoints, can lead to making explicit one’s own perspective and
scope of representation. This includes not obscuring or objectifying one’s own self-
image, but rather disclosing it. Limiting becomes a problem if it is made as if it
were ever possible to cover all possibilities or to ignore concrete contexts. As
noted above, the term ‘internationality’ is associated with hegemonic claims which
have their roots in Europe and North America. With this in mind, we encouraged au-
thors to make their affiliation, subject relation, and context-boundness transparent,
even though in some academic traditions doing so is considered a non-academic
writing style. However, the question of what Practical Theology means and for
what purpose it is practiced finds different answers depending on local, institution-
al, cultural, and religious environments. Therefore, from our point of view, it is a
proof of epistemological honesty to make one’s own knowledge recognizable as sit-
uational knowledge. In the following therefore we would like to further discuss our
context and the issue of Practical Theology.

2 Practical Theology — The Subject Matter

It is not surprising that Practical Theology, as an academic discipline, is involved in
ongoing discourse about its self-understanding, its tasks, its methods, and subjects.
The discourse on the epistemology of Practical Theology reflects the fact that the in-
terests and questions pursued by this discipline are closely related to contextually
specific challenges posed by religious communities, and practices. As to the subject
matter of Practical Theology an important question is one of relevance: Does what
academic practical theologians do have any relevance for people in their religious
and social communities? The concept of collaborative empirical research is one ex-
ample of handling the question of relevance regarding research (de Roest 2020).
Does academic Practical Theology contribute to the training of professions, while
the focus on professions may be broader than the pastoral paradigm? In which
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ways is research in Practical Theology also of interest to other religion-related disci-
plines, such as empirical religious research, sociology, or psychology?

A Practical Theology that faces the complexity, plurality and diversity of situa-
tions and contexts of religious practices in a global horizon has to make visible
the discourses which identify and shape these religious practices in a specific
sense. In this volume the term religion is taken to refer to a field of cultures, ritual
practices, and symbolic orders whose boundaries are not well defined and whose
contents are shifting. To describe a practice, an experience, an event, an institution,
or a community as being ‘religious’ depends on the respective religio-cultural con-
text and the related framework of interpretation.

3 Encyclopaedia

We assume that the assignment of religious practices to certain religio-cultural tra-
ditions, communities, and organisations already presupposes their discursive con-
struction. As such, we did not choose classifications and categorisations which are
related to fixed traditions, regions, or religions. From our point of view this leads
again to generalization and essentialization. We are not interested in an overview
of knowledge, which disregards the situatedness of knowledge and the positionality
of representation. In our conversations about the concept, we agreed that we did not
wish to allocate the chapters of this Handbook to denominational or religious tradi-
tions and organisations, nor did we want to divide the volume according to the chap-
ters’ affiliation to countries or continents. Such allocations resemble tidying up a
messy subject. We recognise that denominational and religious, regional, and nation-
al affiliations have a marked influence on the conceptions and formations of reli-
gious communities and religious practices. We assume that these interrelations are
fundamental. The chapters of this Handbook portray the discussions which shape in-
stitutions, religious communities, and religious practice as such. They show the em-
beddedness of religion.

In the light of these considerations, we chose a lean encyclopaedic system and
divided the Handbook into three sections. In the first section, titled ‘concepts of re-
ligion’, we present seventeen examples of fields in which religion is conceptualized.
Family or biography are not religious in any way, but the contours of the religious
become visible in these contexts with reference to certain discourses. In the second
section, the chapters explore strategies of religious practices with respect to their ac-
tors in a variety of twenty-eight case studies. These include e.g., rites of passages,
sacred space, and praying. These case studies not only refer to human beings
when talking about actors: They also include material objects. The third section pres-
ents a selection of fourteen key discourses Practical Theology refers to, such as Gen-
der Studies, Hermeneutics, and Philosophy. Of course, the series of topics and and
contributions could easily be extended. However, the fact that the middle section
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is the most extensive is no coincidence. The heart of Practical Theology lies in the
religious practices themselves.

To bring out the situatedness and contextuality of discourses conceptualizing re-
ligious practices, imaginations, and strategies of individuals and religious commun-
ities, we tried hard to invite authors from all over the world. The Handbook aims to
contribute to the international network of Practical Theology. We are very grateful to
the authors for embarking on this adventure with us. Especially those who did not
know us as editors at all. In this sense, it builds on the activities of the International
Academy of Practical Theology (IAPT). We experienced the biennial meetings as an
inspiring hub of conversations and encounters. We also owe much to the Internation-
al Journal of Practical Theology (IJPT), which has been published by De Gruyter since
1997. In almost every issue of the IJPT there is an “International Report” which de-
scribes practical-theological discourses in relation to a particular region of the
world and the ecclesial and religious situation there. Much can be learned from
these International Reports about how different perceptions of the ecclesial and re-
ligious situation also give rise to different practical-theological problems and theoret-
ical procedures. Nevertheless, for this Handbook we made the decision not to report
on the practical-theological discourses in their international affiliations, but to let
the authors each take their situationally conditioned perspective on their topic, mov-
ing in the conceptualization of a particular ecclesial, religious, and cultural context.

Due to the different regional, ecclesiastical, religious, and cultural affiliations of
the authors, it was our hope that the global approach of this Handbook would
emerge. It was particularly important to us to include perspectives from authors liv-
ing and working in the Global South and to represent as broad a spectrum as possi-
ble in their religious belongings and cultural orientations. To have achieved this
more fully, our circle of editors, all Christian theologians, should have probably
been composed differently. In this respect, this Handbook represents a first step to
a global approach to Practical Theology in international discourse. Perhaps it already
makes visible how cultural and religious boundaries are becoming more and more
fluid and permeable within this discourse. We have therefore refrained from a de-
tailed labelling of the ecclesiastical and religious affiliations and situational contexts
of the authors. A few traces can be read beyond the articles in the (short) author bi-
ographies. Instead, chapter authors were asked to make explicit their personal expe-
riences and views in their articles.

We have relied on the fact that denominational, religious, and cultural affilia-
tions become apparent from the author’s discourse, but that this kind of cross-
over discourse is also open to readers with other denominational, religious, and cul-
tural affiliations. In the best case, we gain new insights into what we initially per-
ceived as different: on denominational, religious, and cultural levels.
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4 Concepts of Religion in the Perspective of
Practical Theology (Part 1)

The International Handbook of Practical Theology enters the arena of the disciplines
of Practical Theology assuming that Practical Theology is an empirically grounded
and hermeneutically elaborated theory of religious practice. The primary interest
as practical theologians is the focus on ‘doing religion’. What people call ‘religion’
or ‘spirituality’ is not only vague and fluid but is related to culture and the ways
in which individuals make use of the term. The question of religion is also open
and controversial in academic discourse. When things go well, it becomes clear
that the question is indeed answered differently by the discourse partners. When
things go poorly, religion is talked about as if it were a fixed object. Is religion an
experience, an event, an institution, a community, a practice, a collection of sacred
literature, or a historical movement? Is Buddhism a religion? What is meant by Afri-
can Heritage Religion? Are there many Christianities, African religions or just one
“Christianity” or African Traditional Religion? Can practitioners of one shaping of
Islam recognize and legitimize practices of Islam in all other parts of the world? It
is the stated task of the first part of the Handbook to ‘clarify its notion of religion’.

These chapters include considerations of ‘anthropology and religion’, ‘communi-
ty and religion’, ‘family and religion’, ‘institution and religion’, ‘law and religion’,
‘media and religion’, ‘politics and religion’ and so on — all aimed at clarifying the
conceptualizing of religion in a variety of fields.

The chapters, moreover, are written by authors from different parts of the globe.
The contributors engage their topics from within their own context and culture,
which is made abundantly clear, recognizing that no one speaks for all but instead
our situatedness gives us grounding from which to explore any subject. Aware of the
historical danger of universalizing from one’s particularity — the peril of colonialist
discourse — from these vantage points they each explore possible meanings of reli-
gion in a wider, transcultural, globalizing, and decolonializing world.

What we have then in this first part is a collection of essays which illuminate the
problem of ‘religion’ in our world in its current fragmented and fluid state, and then
offers ways in which practical theologians may frame and explore their interest in
religious practices and in doing religion.

5 Religious Practices in the Perspective of Agency
(Part 2)

Whatever definition of religion is used, religion is also something people do. People
living their religion implies practitioners involved in embodied practices. This con-
ception of the Handbook becomes abundantly clear in Part 2 where twenty-eight
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sets of keywords closely connected to practices are discussed. They are ordered al-
phabetically, beginning with Artifacts and Confirmation, including Praying and Rit-
uals, and ending with Symbolizing and Weddings. A reader will encounter a descrip-
tion of animal sacrifices in South Africa within a spiritual worldview, music
performed in traditional mainline churches in a more secularized Europe, and pil-
grimages undertaken by Muslims from all over the world.

Part 2 widens the scope of practical-theological reflection, transcending tradi-
tional teaching, preaching, and pastoral care. It includes practices of traditional
communities, such as the Lutheran or Roman Catholic Churches as well as for exam-
ple practices of African Independent Churches. In the past, practices of the latter
would only have been the discussed in contexts of Religious Studies, Anthropology,
and Missiology, reflecting a clear bias on the side of Practical Theology in respect to
which churches’ practices were deemed important for scholarly reflection. In addi-
tion, Part 2 also includes a range of practices with no relation to any specific church
or religion. This is because the choice of what to include was not about what consti-
tutes religious, Christian, or theological practice, and what does not. Instead, the
choice about what to include in Part 2, was an indication of what counts in the Hand-
book as knowledge and, in addition, whose knowledge should be included amid the
fluidity of church and religion today.

In Part 2, as in Parts 1 and 3, the authors represent scholars from many parts of
the world, and a variety of disciplines and backgrounds. Apart from the religious
practices readers encounter in the chapters in Part 2, they will also, importantly, en-
counter the authors of each chapter who very deliberately situated themselves in
their socio-cultural contexts and disciplinary fields whilst exploring these practices.
This situatedness of the practices and the positionality of those reflecting on the
practices, makes for a transcultural approach as it uncovers the struggles of each au-
thor and the resources at their disposal. The practices open up windows to the life-
world of the authors, their challenges, and privileges in a very particular time in his-
tory in specific contexts. It also allows for the individual author’s idiosyncratic
understandings or definitions of religion to surface in their chapters, which is critical
for a transcultural Practical Theology. In this regard, methodologically, it is impor-
tant that the chapters deliberately take an emic perspective and provide idiographic
rather than nomothetic accounts of the practices.

This methodological approach implies that the practices reflected upon are exe-
cuted by humans with agency. In Ted. A. Smith’s discussion of theories of practice in
The Wiley-Blackwell Companion to Practical Theology (Smith 2014), he refers to
Pierre Bourdieu’s work on the topic and his distinction between “subjective”
(focus on freedom of human action) and “objective” (social structures determining
actions) which is critical for the notion of human agency in relation to practices.
The chapters in Part 2 provide a variety of perspectives on human agency as
human beings doing religion by means of their involvement in practices. And the ac-
tors in these practices include a wide variety of people in religious communities, aca-
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demia, and society, often reflecting on practices as they relate to problems, strug-
gling to enhance the life of individuals and communities.

The largest portion of the Handbook is devoted to Part 2 and thus to practices.
This is due to the conviction that Practical Theology is reflection on the relation of
practice and theory. With this emphasis on practices, the Handbook wants to move
beyond a practice-theory dichotomy and a privileged position of theory in academic
reflection. Instead, it positions practice at the core of practical-theological endeav-
ours, thus not as a secondary task, but as primary and integral. In Conundrums in
Practical Theology Bonnie Miller-McLemore (2016) shows how deeply entrenched
the theory-practice binary is, also in our academic institutions.

With practices at the core of Practical Theology, and religion as doing, important
sources of knowledge can be included into the picture, such as embodied knowl-
edge. Regarding practices it includes, importantly, human bodies. In his classic arti-
cle “On ritual knowledge” Theodore Jennings Jr. (Jennings 1996) discusses a (reli-
gious) practice, namely ritual, as well as the importance of a bodily based
epistemology and the human body as a site of knowledge production. This knowl-
edge is knowledge gained through practice such as rituals. The knowledge gained
through ritual action is “knowledge gained in action of action”; aimed at finding
out how to act. In recent years, the material turn has contributed to a focus on ma-
teriality, spatial arrangements, and the collaboration of things in practices. Theology
in many parts of the world has a strong focus on the subject. The focus on religious
practices and on agency distributed among different actors, including non-human
actors is worth pursuing further.

6 Discourses in Practical Theology (Part 3)

In the third part of the Handbook, theoretical approaches and scientific-methodolog-
ical procedures are presented. They are already referenced in the critical and con-
structive analysis, reflection, and presentation of religious discourses and practices
in Part 1 and 2 of the Handbook. In Part 3 they are explicitly named and developed in
context: Sociology of Religion, Hermeneutics of Culture, Gender Studies, Postcolonial
Studies, Phenomenology of Religion, Psychology of Religion. This list is unfinished,
because it is our view that all approaches which help in the understanding of and
reflection upon religious practices, are relevant to Practical Theology. The reader
may notice that Practical Theology is not part of the theoretical approaches as
such. Practical Theology as one chapter in addition to the list of academic discourses
presented in a handbook of Practical Theology looks like a meta-discourse. There-
fore, we put Practical Theology as a matter of subject in Part 1.

Practical Theology, as an academic reflection on the practices of religion is part
of this practice. So, ultimately, we understand Practical Theology as both, the sub-
ject, and the object of its self-reflection. This reflection cannot stay in an inner
space of one cultural and religious tradition only. The principle aim of this Hand-
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book, therefore, is to bring religious and denominational traditions and cultures into
a conversation.

A central question which has concerned us in the conception of this Handbook,
is what Practical Theology can contribute to the perception of lived religion in differ-
ent cultural contexts and religious traditions. Is not the distinction between religion
and culture rather blurred and therefore inappropriate? How can Practical Theology
refer to other religions and relationships without othering? In our academic context,
very often Religious Studies relate to the claim of a supposedly ‘objective perspective’
on religious phenomena. As editors, we are convinced that it is helpful to disclose
one’s own self-relation to the object of research. This is also part of a process of learn-
ing in ethnographic research.

The answers we give in this Handbook attempt to culturally situate every de-
scription of practice and discourse of religion. The position of the author, his or
her cultural context, and his or her religious affiliation and individual religious con-
viction must be made explicit in the processing of the topic. However, this can be at
the expense of the general scope of the representation again and lead to the fact that
Practical Theology merely makes positional statements. Therefore, we presuppose,
those who belong to other traditions or religious communities or who move in differ-
ent cultural and social contexts must also be able to understand the practical-theo-
logical analysis and reflection of religious practices and communities. We hope that
the global perspective transcends boundaries between cultures and religions by mak-
ing visible connecting themes beyond distinction. Therefore we talk about a global
approach instead of intercultural or interreligious theology. Talking of inter-cultural-
ism and inter-religiosity starts from the assumption of religions and cultures as more
or less fixed social bodies, and space of intersection in-between. Instead, we assume
that there are no fixed boundaries between religions and cultures. Rather, in the glo-
balized world we are involved in dynamic processes of cultural and religious trans-
formation creating a complex entanglement between different religious traditions,
cultures, discourses, communities, and practices. This entanglement is what we
seek to highlight in this anthology.
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Part I: Concepts of Religion in a
Practical-Theological Perspective






Marcel Barnard
Aesthetics and Religion

1 Introduction

1.1 Aesthetics

The notion of aesthetics derives from the Greek word oioOnoBat — ‘to perceive’ or ‘re-
lating to the senses’ — and at first sight this seems to have little to do with its other
meaning — ‘philosophy of art’.

In its first meaning — ‘relating to the senses’ — aesthetics belongs inextricably to
the field of religion. Lived religion is literally sensed religion. Religion is never sep-
arate from the senses and the body; it is always embodied. Whether it concerns Bud-
dhist, Hindu, Greek or Roman temples, Romanesque churches or Gothic Cathedrals;
whether sound bowls, mantras, organs, praise bands, talking drums or choirs;
whether bread, wine, sacrificial meat or umgombothi (traditional beer in Xhosa rit-
uals); whether a laying on of hands, rustling ritual garments, anointing oil, holy
water or baptismal water; whether incense or scented spices, — religion is a sensory
phenomenon. The senses, seeing and hearing, touching, tasting, and smelling, are
hermeneutical instruments we use to interpret the world around us and also the
world which we ordinarily perceive to be beyond this one, the domain of religion.

Aesthetics in the sense of ‘philosophy of art’ is also associated with religion. In
the Western world, the Enlightenment assigned religion its legitimate place “within
the bounds of bare reason”, as Immanuel Kant said at the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury (Kant 2009). From a theological perspective, we can say that with the break-
through of pure reason, the demolition of the metaphysical domain and of onto-the-
ology began to gain momentum. At the same time, the spiritual, religious, or sacred
is re-localized in the arts, whereas, to quote anthropologist Carol Duncan, “the ap-
pearance of art galleries and museums gave the aesthetic cult its own ritual precinct”
(Duncan 1995, 14). It is here that the aesthetic becomes connected with beauty. The
aesthetic experience is “a moment of moral and rational disengagement that leads to
or produces some kind of revelation or transformation” (Duncan 1995, 14).

The re-localizing of the spiritual, the religious or the sacred in the arts developed
into the dominant conception of the museum in the twentieth century. It became a
contemplative space for the meditation of art, that results in, as Ives Gilman of the
Boston Museum of Fine Arts formulated in 1918, “a profoundly transforming experi-
ence, [...], an intense and joyous emotion, an overwhelming and ‘absolutely serious’
pleasure that contains a profound spiritual revelation” (Duncan 1995, 16). The muse-
um visitor in turn becomes a “devotee who achieves a kind of secular grace through
communion with artistic geniuses of the past” (Duncan 1995, 17). It is striking that

8 OpenAccess. © 2022 Marcel Barnard, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110618150-002
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Gilman and Duncan talk about the museum in emphatically religious terms: spiritual
revelation, devotee, grace, and communion.

In our late-modern time the concept of religion was broken open, as we will see
below. Religion no longer refers as self-evident to accurately delimited beliefs and
practices that create ‘model believers’. The same applies to the concept of the muse-
um. It is no longer assumed that museums produce model visitors, but that social
identities are negotiated between exhibited objects, visitors, museum staff and affili-
ates etc., in short: they are negotiated through museum culture (Bouquet and Porto
2005, 5). The museum includes objects as well as social networks in which objects
are at the centre of a “signifying process” (Bouquet and Porto 2005, 21). Here, reli-
gion comes to the fore.

It is claimed that the much-discussed disenchantment of the world is answered
by a deliberately sought magic or re-enchantment of secular rituals that “[...] seem in
some sense to fill a void created by the ‘crossed-out God’ of rational, post-Enlighten-
ment mankind” (Bouquet and Porto 2005, 3. 20 —22). Museums are partners in this
re-enchantment; it has been demonstrated how “museum collections are constituted
and technologically manipulated [...] through the interplay of science and magic” to
achieve this aim (Bouquet and Porto 2005, 4).

We can, of course, wonder whether this is still about religion. So, the question
remains: what is religion exactly?

1.2 Religion

Religion is inextricably linked to the physical world that we inhabit bodily and per-
ceive with our senses, as mentioned above. But it is precisely the relocation of reli-
gion into the aesthetic domain that results in religion not always immediately being
recognizable as such; or that makes one consider certain phenomena as being reli-
gious, while another might view it very differently. The relocation of religion, and the
movement of religion away from traditional domains such as the church and temple
(among other spaces) towards the field of the arts (but also for example into daily
life), makes religion a rather invisible phenomenon: Religion hides in the world
and cannot be distinguished from it. So much so, that in contemporary Religious
Studies it is even questioned whether religion does indeed ‘exist’.

From this follows a matter of principle in the contemporary practice of Practical
Theology. Religion is hiding in the world, we said. But ‘the world’ is always a specific
world, a specific time and specific place, in short, a specific culture. I am a white,
Protestant, Western European, strongly influenced by secularism, and that deter-
mines my view of the world. The way I ‘know’ the world is determined by my locality
and temporality. Put differently, my epistemology is determined by my ontology.
There is no such thing as ‘objective’ positivistic knowledge (Dreyer 2016, 102-103).
More than that, my knowledge is driven by values, in my case, more specifically,
by the desire to embed Protestant-Christian religiosity, into a broader, multi-layered,
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pluralistic post-secular religious discourse. I do so because I believe that the global-
ization and pluralization of our world requires such an approach: in the end peace is
served by an understanding of the other, the stranger, who undoubtedly has a differ-
ent view of the same world as I do. The case study that I present in a moment is an
example in which, in my opinion, that desire takes on a good form.

Religious Studies, and certainly academic theology, are, at least in the Western
world, involuntarily dominated by an ecclesiastical, even Protestant, comprehension
of concepts and convictions (Nongbri 2013, 18, comp. 85-105). What we understood
by religion in the Western world was for a long time akin to the Protestant faith, driven
by accurately delineated and isolated beliefs and convictions. Nowadays, Practical The-
ology sees it increasingly as its task to give a podium voices and phenomena that have
not been conceived of before as religious, and that move beyond the demarcation lines
of the past. In that context, religion is being sought more and more in a non-isolated
domain, for example in everyday life, in the domestic realm, in the public domain
and in sports, in justice and peace, for women and children, in health, and in collective
memory and museums, as well as in the arts. Thus, theologians and scholars of religion
investigate a part of the social and cultural reality that cannot easily be isolated, but
that in everyday language points to something that we call ‘religion’ and that intuitively
also means something. In other words, religion is a discourse rather than an isolated
phenomenon. Religion is not so much ‘something out there’, but the notion of religion
is of use to approach an existential phenomenon that cannot easily be understood in
other conceptualizations (Nongbri 2013).

Religion often cannot be identified as a demarcated domain or as an independ-
ent category, and yet within half a second, Google gives more than a billion results
for ‘religion’. The notion of religion is ‘of use’, although its ‘existence’ is scientifically
more difficult to establish. Whether a phenomenon is a religious phenomenon de-
pends to a large extent on how it is named or, abstractly formulated, on the discourse
in which it is incorporated. Religion hides and at the same time reveals itself in ritual
and artistic expressions, thoughts, and actions. These expressions, thoughts and ac-
tions can be determined as religious either through popular discourse, or in isola-
tion, through analysis and investigation with academic theological methods and con-
cepts. It is quite possible to consider a museum as a completely secular institution,
but at the same time, to see it as loaded with religious meanings.

The world of arts and museums is a symbolic one. It consists of symbols that
have multi-layered meanings and that are valid within a certain culture. In other
words, symbols only have diction within a specific cultural code. It thus requires
an active attitude of the viewer or visitor in order to generate and understand
these meanings. ‘Objective symbolic forms’ and ‘subjective meaningful orientations’
go together in culture and in everyday life. Religion is a symbolic world as well, its
symbols refer to the ultimate, or the absolute, or the infinite. Lived religion is “the
culture of symbolizing ultimate horizons of meaning” (Grdab 2006, 33). In other
words, in religious discourses culture is interpreted “in terms of the infinite or of
an absolute sense” (Grdb 2006, 68). Or, again, in other words, a religious discourse



16 —— Marcel Barnard

makes use of “symbolic statements [...] which cannot be proved using encyclopaedic
knowledge, knowledge which informs our normal understanding of the world”
(Stringer 2011, 16). Symbols and artistic expressions accomplish “more than its con-
text would suggest” (Long 2010, 70 —71) and so point to a ‘beyond’, to which a reli-
gious discourse adheres. That also applies to the Christian religion, which is a ‘sub-
jective meaningful orientation’, a discourse that can incorporate many phenomena.
God is God in the midst of the gods; Jesus is Lord in the midst of the rulers; the feast
of liturgy is celebrated in the midst of other festivals; the inspiration of the Pentecos-
tal spirit blows through artistic inspiration.

Finally, at the end of the previous section we asked whether magic such as late-
modern museums evoke it is also religious. In fact, this magic is about ‘conjuring
magic’, a manipulation of the public, which in turn knows it is being manipulated
(Luhrmann 1998, 299). It is illusion, which can nevertheless evoke or keep awake
the hope of a supernatural cause. So, yes indeed, ‘magic’ may also be religious.

1.3 Aesthetics, Arts, Religion and Practical Theology

The connection between the arts and religion is almost inherent to Practical Theol-
ogy. Only decades after the relocation of the religious, spiritual, or sacred to the do-
main of the arts, the father of Practical Theology, Friedrich Schleiermacher, states
that the two are inextricably linked (Barnard 2001).

In his conceptual framework, self-consciousness (SelbstbewufStsein) is the rela-
tionship between the pure self and Infinity or God. Infinity, or God, touches or —
again in the terminology of Schleiermacher — ‘heightens’ (erhoht) the self-conscious-
ness that, as a consequence, expresses or represents itself (in an indirect way)' in
artistic forms. Thus, Infinity manifests itself in an act of representation. ‘Self-con-
sciousness’ is therefore a dynamic concept that exists in the activity of manifesting
itself, or, in German, in a darstellende Titigkeit (Schleiermacher [1821/1822] 1980, §9;
[1830/1831] 2003, §84-5; comp. 1850, 71-72; [1832/1833] 2021, 120). According to
Schleiermacher, manifestations or Darstellungen of the religious mood are possible
in a subjective way by means of artistic and ritual forms, and in an objective way
by means of discursive beliefs. In this article we focus on what he calls the subjective
way. Self-consciousness can also be touched or ‘heightened’ by a finite cause — for
example visiting a museum, looking at art or participating in worship. This ‘height-
ening’ also leads to a manifestation.

Worship — sermon, song, and music — and the arts are manifestations of the
heightened mood and, as a consequence, are closely related to each other. It will

1 A representation of heightened consciousness is tempered by intermediate moments of mood and
prototype. Mood or Stimmung places the momentary impulse in a bed of constant affection. Further-
more, there are prototypes or ideal models of representation in the human mind under which direct
representations of self-consciousness are subsumed (Barnard 2001, 191-192).
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be clear that these expressions are eminently symbolic in nature: they hold together
two domains, the infinite and the known physical world.

Rooted in the individual, these manifestations ask for an understanding commu-
nity or ‘an identity of life’ so they can be shared (Schleiermacher 2021, 12). As we said
above, a symbolic order can only be activated and understood within a specific cul-
ture with a specific cultural code. For that reason, the aim of worship is ‘the repre-
sentative communication of a more stimulated religious consciousness’ (die darstel-
lende Mitteilung des stdrker erregten religiosen Bewuftseins) (Schleiermacher 1850,
65). The perception of a manifestation of a heightened mood activates the perceiver
and heightens their consciousness. This is comparable to the consideration of the
German-American theologian Paul Tillich, that art has the unique characteristic of
deepening religious experiences. “For the arts do both: they open up a dimension
of reality that is otherwise hidden, and they open up our own being for receiving
this reality” (Tillich 1987, 247).

1.4 Religious and Artistic Expressions Are Gratuitous

According to Schleiermacher, touched or heightened self-awareness reaches its goal
in the Darstellung or manifestation. For that reason, the arts and also worship are
goals in themselves, they are gratuitous. They rest in themselves and serve no pur-
pose at all (Schleiermacher 1850, 37. 75; 2021, 42). Religious mediation — through el-
ements from this sensual world - is stripped of all functionality and instrumentality.
This also applies to the arts. The religious sensory experience rests in itself and the
same applies to the religious ritual of worship. In that sense they are separate from
the everyday world, or, better still, from the everyday world in which functionality
and instrumentality are dominant.

This theory returns in its own way in the existential philosophy of Martin Heideg-
ger, which in turn underlies the sacramental theology of the French theologian Louis-
Marie Chauvet, probably the most prominent sacrament theologian at the moment.
With Heidegger, the open-minded vision of the pair of farmer’s shoes that Van
Gogh painted grants a passage to being itself; with Chauvet, by analogy, an open-
minded taking, and especially breaking or opening of the bread in the Eucharist
grants passage to Christ himself.

Without going into Heidegger’s philosophy here, we point to a famous passage
that the philosopher dedicates to this painting by Vincent van Gogh, now in the
Van Gogh Museum in Amsterdam, of a pair of farmer’s shoes (Heidegger [1950]
2002, 13-16). In Heidegger’s interpretation not what we already know is at stake,
that shoes serve to cover the feet and that their shape depends on their function:
dancing, working the land or walking. Rather, these functional aspects of the farm-
er’s shoes rest in ‘the fullness of an essential being’ (Heidegger 2002, 14), in what
they are ‘in truth’ (Heidegger 2002, 15).
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From out of the dark opening of the well-worn insides of the shoes the toil of the worker’s tread
stares forth. In the crudely solid heaviness of the shoes accumulates the tenacity of the slow trudge
through the far-stretching and ever-uniform furrows of the field swept by a raw wind. On the leather
lies the dampness and richness of the soil. Under the soles slides the loneliness of the field-path as
evening falls. The shoes vibrate with the silent call of the earth, its silent gift of the ripening grain,
its unexplained self-refusal in the wintry field. This equipment is pervaded by uncomplaining worry
as to the certainty of bread, wordless joy at having once more withstood want, trembling before the
impending birth, and shivering at the surrounding menace of death. This equipment belongs to the
earth and finds protection in the world of the peasant woman. From out of this protected belonging
the equipment itself rises to its resting-within-itself (Heidegger 2002, 14).

Analogous to how with Schleiermacher, expressions of heightened self-conscious-
ness are indirect representations of the infinite or God (without the infinite ever
being able to be fixed or detached from the manifestation), with Heidegger the
work of art gives passage to being itself (that cannot be fixed either).

1.5 Also the Sensory Act of Celebrating the Sacraments Is
Gratuitous

If the senses play a role somewhere in the Christian religion, then in the sacraments:
we feel the baptismal water, take, and eat bread, smell and drink wine. Referring to
the philosophy of Heidegger, Chauvet elaborated on the Eucharistic gift of the bread.
How could we understand the moment that we touch, break, taste, chew and swal-
low the Eucharistic bread? The ‘reality’ of the bread is not primarily its biological and
chemical qualities, but its symbolic characteristic, that is, the way in which it is so-
cially or culturally (in culture and in the cult) instituted. Thus, bread, at least in the
Western world, feeds and fuels the body, but it is also socially instituted as a symbol
for what one shares (precisely during a meal). Bread “is the mediation of fellowship
as much as of the maintenance of biological life” (Chauvet 1995, 397). Moreover, within
the Christian community the bread is offered to God as giver of the grain and bread.
In other words, “it is presented to God as the highest word of recognition by human-
kind: recognition of God as God” (Chauvet 1995, 397). Finally, in the Christian cult
and faith, the bread is recognized as “the gift of God’s very self, as the autocommu-
nication of God’s very self in Christ” (Chauvet 1995, 398). This is the very essence of
bread (Chauvet 1995, 400) that happens in the act of the breaking, of the opening
of the bread: it reveals the coming of Christ that however never can be fixed or pre-
served; it is advent and retreat at the same moment.

Presence-as-trace; trace of a passing always-already past; trace thus of something absent. But
still trace, that is, the sign of a happening which calls us to be attentive to something new
still to come (Chauvet 1995, 58).
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Faith is always mediated, as the sacraments show; it does “not exist except as inscri-
bed somewhere” (Chauvet 1995, 402). Thus, faith and especially the sacraments are
inescapably embedded in human existence and in specific cultural settings.

From these considerations, it is a relatively small step to a case of a medieval city
church in Amsterdam that became a museum of modern art, but in which an eccle-
sial congregation still meets and celebrates the Eucharist weekly on Sunday.

2 Art Installations in the Old Church in Amsterdam®

The medieval Old Church in the heart of Amsterdam’s red-light district is owned by a
foundation and used on Sunday as a place for worship, but also has official status as
a museum. High-profile and controversial exhibitions of modern art are organized by
director Jacqueline Grandjean in the church. As the exhibitions are always site-spe-
cific, they are excellent examples of the interweaving of religion and art. The discus-
sions that the shows evoke among art lovers, churchgoers, and advocates of cultural
heritage at the same time make clear that this interweaving is not self-evident and
undisputed. We present three examples.

In 2015 the Japanese artist Taturo Atzu constructed a huge platform on top of the
building, The Garden Which is the Nearest to God. Through staircases on a scaffolding
that led up along the walls and the huge gothic windows of the church, the visitor
ended up on a platform where the roof-turret stood out. The artist stated: “I want
to activate people to look more actively and freely. [...] That old church is a strange,
fascinating place, surrounded by prostitutes and urinals. As I walked through those
narrow alleys, I realized that I wanted to create a space that was large and open: the
largest roof terrace in the distant environment” (Smallenburg 2015). And a reviewer
from a national newspaper:

The Red Light District was clean, sweet, well-arranged and cool from here, and the condom hats
from the British bachelor’s clubs seemed to be cute, dangling. But the best thing was the lead
work and the pattern of drop-shaped slates on the church roof, so close at once. Long ago laid
by many hands, only to please the birds (and the Lord, if you want). It was thoughtful and rel-
ativizing, a bit astronaut (Prisser 2015).

The uselessness of the project is striking and generated a lot of discussion. In other
words, the cultural code was being challenged and the work contested. The title of
the work of art alone, The Garden Which is Nearest to God, is a religious reference,
no longer specifically Christian, but much more generally religious. The same could
be said of the space and openness that it realized above the spatial narrowness of
the neighbourhood. Probably, it even deepens the understanding of infinity and per-

2 Tused the artworks and the here presented interpretations also in other publications: Barnard 2019,
Barnard 2020.
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Image 1: Taturo Atzu, The Garden Which is Nearest to God (2015), printed with friendly permission
of Museum De Oude Kerk, Amsterdam.

haps of absoluteness in the middle of a busy populated city-centre which is to a large
extend devoted to the immediate satisfaction of lusts. The work clearly refers to a ‘be-
yond’ the daily reality of the red-light District. As far as I know, the work did not actively
interact with the Sunday services of the Christian congregation meeting in the church.

In 2017 the French artist Christian Boltanski carried out the exposition NA (Dutch
for ‘AFTER’). He designed site-specific installations in the church building that refer-
red to the many names remembered in the church, especially on the tomb slabs. He
also constructed enormous towers of agricultural plastic on the graves, which were
higher as more people had been buried there. The visitor walked between the towers
and came into contact with coats hung on a wooden skeleton, which when you ap-
proached asked very personal questions, such as ‘Are you lonely?’ Jackets of local
residents spread out on the floor served as reminders for what a human being leaves
behind after their death. At the Lord’s Table in the choir of the church lay a thick
layer of flowers that were slowly wilting.

On one of the last Sundays before Advent, at the end of the liturgical year, where
traditional themes such as death and resurrection, destruction and purification, re-
storation, and return (of Jesus) are central, the ecclesiastical congregation designed a
church service in which the churchgoers passed singing between the towers of agri-
cultural plastic. I was one of the presiders in the service. I composed the prayers from
excerpts of Jesus’ sermons about the last things, prescribed for that Sunday. Thus, the
artwork was emphatically brought into the Christian liturgical narrative, and the art-
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Image 2: Christian Boltanski, NA (2017), printed with friendly permission of Museum De Oude
Kerk, Amsterdam.

work also allowed for this. The NA/AFTER to which the title of the work of art refers
is given an interpretation within a biblical liturgical narrative: the coming of the Son
of Man. The installations deepened the understanding of the NA/AFTER: death is a
massive force and power, and the voluminous presence of the plastic towers empha-
sized the non-obviousness of an AFTER. Or, framed in the language of the liturgical
discourse, the revelation of the Son of Man is a radical break with the familiar and
with what lies within human power.

The Kyrie-litany:
Minister: Holy places are being desecrated,

temples will all be thrown down,

not one stone will be left upon the other (Matt 24:1).
All (sung): The end is still to come (Matt 24:6).

AFTER the horrors

the sign that heralds the Son of Man

will appear in heaven (Matt 24:30).
Minister: Refugees

— they flee into the mountains,

leave behind their homes and possessions,
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All:

Minister:

All:

Minster:

All:

Minister:

All:

Minster:
All:

Minister:

All:

Minister:

their coats on the land,

— coats, jackets, everywhere,

who were wearing them, where are they?
Fled, disappeared, killed, drowned. (Matt 24:16, 18, 20)
The end is still to come.

AFTER the horrors

the sign that heralds the Son of Man
will appear in heaven.

They flee, pregnant women

with a child at the breast;

they flee in the cutting wind

through an ice cold winter. (Matt 24:19)
The end is still to come.

AFTER the horrors

the sign that heralds the Son of Man
will appear in heaven.

Wars and rumours of wars,

nation that goes to war against nation,
kingdom against kingdom (Matt 24:6a, 7).
The end is still to come.

AFTER the horrors

the sign that heralds the Son of Man
will appear in heaven.

Famines in many places (Matt 24:7).
AFTER the horrors

the sign that heralds the Son of Man
will appear in heaven.

The end is still to come.

The earth trembles (Matt 24:7).

AFTER the horrors

the sign that heralds the Son of Man
will appear in heaven.

The end is still to come.

False messiahs and false prophets
produce great signs and wonders,
mislead God’s chosen ones. (Matt 24:24)
AFTER the horrors

the sign that heralds the Son of Man
will appear in heaven.

The end is still to come.

Death everywhere,

dead everywhere,

a labyrinth of tombs,
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a jungle of towering black tombs,
as high as the number of deaths underneath.
All: The end is still to come.

When we celebrated the Eucharist, the cups and plates of Holy Supper stood in the
midst of the wilting flowers on the table, and its looks and smells gave deep meaning

to the Eucharistic prayer, which included this clause:

Minister: O Lord, come to our aid!

All: The configuration of this world will pass.
Minister: O God make us alive

All: and sanctify your name.

Minister: Thanks to the God of David

All: through Jesus his servant,

Minister: who in the same night that he was betrayed

In 2018 the Italian artist Giorgio Calo transformed all the windows of the church by
covering them with red transparent foil. The Reformation, in 1578, turned the church
into — as Milan Kundera says in The Unbearable Lightness of Being — a ‘white hangar’,
avoid of no significance. Cald ‘teared up’ the decor of that emptiness by reddening it,
to an impressive effect, especially when on the longest day in June the church stayed
open until the sun had set and the red light became more and more intense, until it
slowly dissolved in the dark night.

One could say that completely new meanings were unlocked. Red has, to quote
the color teacher Johannes Itten, ‘an irresistible radiation power’, it is ‘a fiery force’,

Image 3: Giorgio Calo, Anastasis (2018), printed with friendly permission of Museum de Oude
Kerk, Amsterdam.
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and can express a ‘feverish-like, combative passion’. It is connected ‘with war and
demons’, but also with the colour of ‘spiritualized love’. And a more extensive quote:

There are a lot of red-modulations, because one can vary it to cold — warm, dull - radiating, and
light — dark, without destroying its red character. From the demonic and gloomy vermilion red
on black, to sweet angelic Madonna-rose, red can express all the stages from the subterranean to
the celestial life. Only the etheric, spiritual, transparent-airy remains inaccessible to the red, be-
cause in that area the blue prevails (Itten 1961, 134—135, o.t.).

The red, like every colour, is full of ambivalences: It consumes, and it warms, it is the
colour of fire and of blood, of death and life, of enthusiasm and ire. In a medieval
church building like this it also evokes references to the ecclesial canonical colours,
to the liturgical red of the Holy Spirit and of the faith witnesses, the martyrs. But un-
mistakably in this specific church building it also refers to the district in which the
church stands, and which is named by this same colour, the Red Light District. At
night the church mimics the brothels around it. No illusions, the artwork seems to
say, the boundaries between church and square are wafer thin and the red therefore
evokes “all the stages from the subterranean to the celestial life”. The red has mean-
ing both from the cultural code in which the church is set, and the spiritual code
within the church. And at the same time, it transcends all that through its powerful
rule. It is this world, but different, this world in the perspective “of the infinite or of
an absolute sense” (Grdb 2006, 68): Anastasis, Resurrection.

3 Anthropological and Theological Considerations

Earlier in this chapter we outlined a general theological and philosophical frame-
work in which senses, art and museums were kept together in their coherence. We
mainly referred to fundamental theological and philosophical thinkers such as
Schleiermacher, Heidegger, and Chauvet. After a description of several art installa-
tions in the museum and church building of the Old Church in Amsterdam, we
now introduce the exemplary in a contemporary theological-philosophical discourse,
in order to show the relevance of the encounter between art and religion.

3.1 Radical Theology

In the first section of this chapter, we refer to the religious dimensions of the muse-
um, in the ways that Carol Duncan, Mary Bouquet and Nuno Porto describe. Carol
Duncan develops her narrative starting with the development of the public art mu-
seum in the Enlightenment, through nineteenth-century bourgeois culture that con-
ferred an educational and civilizing value to the art museum. This story culminates in
the narrative of the twentieth-century modern art museum and its corresponding
search for spiritual transcendence of the nothing-beyond-the-empirical-observable
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earthly world. The religious language that frames the narrative of Mary Bouquet and
Nuno Porto is far more fragmented, due to the changes that museums underwent and
the complex apparatuses into which they developed. The encyclopaedic oversight is
diversified, the public pluralized, the museum entered into dialogue, there is no over-
arching unified idea anymore (Bal 2011, 530 - 531, 540).

It is here that postmodern, so-called Radical Theology joins the debate. ‘The
holy’ is ‘the complete other’ that manifests itself to people and phenomena (Otto
[1917] 2014), and especially in art, which Richard Kearney calls ‘the poetics of the pos-
sible’ (Kearney 1988, 371). The ‘poetics of the possible’ point to the non-available, the
non-representable, in short, the stranger. One could also say: the incalculable (Chau-
vet 1995, 49). Or, in other words, the ‘indeconstructable’, the promised for, the called
for. It is always to come, never a fixed entity. It is an event that uncovers or consti-
tutes ‘truth’ (Chauvet 1995, 49; Caputo 2006, 6). Eventually the three installations in
the Old Church of Amsterdam escape description and only poetry suffices to trace
their meanings. Art evokes art. Or, to frame it in the language of Schleiermacher:
being touched by an expression of heightened self-consciousness heightens the
self-consciousness of the one who is touched, which evokes a new expression.

Analogous to Bouquet and Porto, but unlike Tillich, Kearney speaks of art as re-
ferring to ‘a quasi-belief in a quasi-God. It suspends the question of God’ (Kearney
2011, 130). When speaking about God, he speaks of a ‘God-perhaps’ and joins the no-
tion of ’the radical other’ in which religiosity was caught in twentieth-century dis-
course. He proposes his project as “an invitation to revisit what might be termed a
primary scene of religion: the encounter with a radical Stranger who we choose,
or don’t choose, to call God” (Kearney 2011, 7). It is precisely the arts that are pre-emi-
nently a place where the question of God can be asked without having to be an-
swered. Again, whether the encounter with art is interpreted as religious depends
on the viewer and the discourse in which he or she participates. Because a discourse
is never individual, the community and culture in which the viewer participates plays
a role in that interpretation.

Further, Kearney refers in his work to sacramentality. “Imagining the other as
other is what enables the self to become a host and the stranger a guest” (Kearney
2011, 41-42). The notion of the ‘sacramental’ refers to welcoming ‘the stranger into
the here and now’ (Kearney 2011, 85); it refers to the artistic process of ‘consecrating’
whatever ‘corporeal situation’ into ‘a second order reference of creative possibility’.
Kearney names this proceeding the ‘aesthetic of transubstantiation’ or ‘eucharistic
aesthetic’ (Kearney 2011, 90 - 91. 97). It is: “The word made everyday flesh” (Kearney
2011, 87). Whether this sacramentality is religious aesthetics or aesthetic religion, re-
mains undecided (Kearney 2011, 99). Going one step further, opening to God’s con-
descension in the sensory and physical remains dependent on a human response
“to the sacred summons of the moment” (Kearney 2011, 87).

Kearney makes a correct reference to Francis of Assisi, and especially to his Can-
tico delle Creature. His “mystical panentheism [...] was a way of restoring God to the
world, of rediscovering a living God amidst the ashes of a dead one” (Kearney 2011,
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100). The question of ultimate meaning, of God perhaps, can arise on a roof terrace
on a medieval church building high above the narrow alleys of the city, between tow-
ering tombs of agricultural plastic in the same building, and in a mysterious red light
that illuminates the oldest church of Amsterdam. Religious aesthetics may turn into
an aesthetic religion.

3.2 Final Practical Theological Considerations

Christian theology can be defined as the border traffic on the roads between the
areas of ‘church’ and ‘culture’. In order to be able to carry out their task, the theo-
logian must participate in both areas, wholeheartedly and with a critical sense. We
belong to both areas, to two regimes. Practical Theology can be defined as the border
traffic between ecclesiastical and cultural practices. Practical Theology that deals
with the aesthetic and the arts can be described as the border traffic between eccle-
siastical and cultural artistic practices. In the late modernity in which we live, the
boundaries between both areas are not always clear (if they have ever been). In
the ‘true’ work of art a way opens up for being to disclose itself, in the ‘true’ ritual
or sacrament, a path opens up for Christ to reveal himself. But their coming cannot
be fixed or empirically established; it is ‘Presence-as-trace; trace of a passing always-
already past; trace thus of something absent’.
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Angela Treiber
Anthropology and Religion

1 Culture and Religion

Starting from the anthropologically orientated conception that culture, as the world
of things, and of people’s relationships with them, “does make human subjects what
they are” (Scharfe 2002, 22; o.t.), the issue outlines the most important theoretical
tendencies, methodological specificities, and positions in scholarly discussions
about culture and religion. The focus is on the field of Cultural anthropology/Euro-
pean ethnology and in the German-language field once called Volkskunde since the
late 1950s.

This historical view underlines subtextual implications of imprinting through in-
ternalised denominational, theological knowledge in the sciences of Religion. For an
ethnographic approach within cultural anthropology, and for analysis from the per-
spective of historical, social, and cultural studies, there is a need to explore the ter-
minological structures determining these disciplines to seek to identify how religion
becomes visible as the object of communication. In this way, we can understand and
accept the polyphony and hybridity of academic discourse and its practices in con-
nection with Religion.

1.1 The Concept of the Human Being

If we ask ‘What is a human being?’, and we are a cultural anthropologist, an ethnol-
ogist, a specialist in cultural studies, we are always simultaneously asking: ‘What is
culture?” Researchers in these disciplines focus on the cultural contingency of hu-
manity and of human individuals; they regard culture as a product of human action,
as the ‘work of human hands’. Culture, as the world of things, of cultural objectivi-
sations and of people’s relationships with them, calls for our careful and thorough
consideration “because not only does it make human subjects what they are, it
makes them in the first place” (Scharfe 2002, 22; o.t.).

The roots of this concept of the human being and of culture are traceable to the
specific approach taken by what is known as philosophical anthropology, which
began to emerge in the 1920s and for which Max Scheler (1874—1928), Arnold Gehlen
(1904 -1976) and Helmuth Plessner (1892-1985) laid the foundations. It developed a
long-term impact on what came to be called cultural anthropology or European eth-
nology and in German sociology as it regrouped and re-established itself after 1945
(Fischer 2006; Greverus 1978).

A decisive influence came from the field’s response to and adoption of the con-
ceptualisation of a human being as possessed of ‘world-openness’, which is “in prin-

8 OpenAccess. © 2022 Angela Treiber, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110618150-003
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ciple tantamount to shedding the spell of the environment” (Scheler 1928). Human
beings achieve this via their capacity for self-distancing (Fernstellung) from condi-
tions in their environment and, in so doing, for making them into ‘objects’; this is
their ‘ability to objectify’ (Gegenstandsfahigkeit). This is the ability of human beings
to distance themselves via words, images, symbols, representations; that is, via a
concept or idea removed from immediate experience. In this theory, then, human en-
gagement with the self and the world takes place through interpretations of percep-
tions and experiences upon which active, lived experience and self-expression are
contingent. From this it follows that the act of understanding is an integral part of
the act of living.

Regardless of their critique of the generation of anthropological universals, the
questions raised by what has been called philosophical anthropology have been con-
stitutive of approaches in social theory. The reason therefore laid not least in the
manner in which they have — while respecting the factuality of variability and change
— linked questions around the natural biological foundations on which human be-
ings’ lives and activities are based and those relating to the cultural and historical
dimensions of human experience.

1.2 Religion as a Part or a Specific Form of Culture

The doubtless most influential response from the realm of cultural studies to the
question of what culture is has been the proposal by Clifford Geertz in the form of
an “interpretive theory of culture”, drawing on the semiotic, symbolic facet of culture
as a tendency in human expression and communication. It presents an image of man
as “suspended in webs of significance”, that is, culture, which “he himself has spun”
(Geertz [1966] 1973, 5). Geertz sees the sum of these webs as an ‘acted document’ cre-
ated via mimesis and participation in the life of a society. Progressing from this con-
cept, he defines religion as a cultural “system of symbols which acts to establish
powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in men by formulating
conceptions of a general order of existence and clothing these conceptions with such
an aura of factuality that the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic.”
(Geertz 1973, 90) Geertz further suggests:

For an anthropologist, the importance of religion lies in its capacity to serve, for an individual or
for a group, as a source of general, yet distinctive, conceptions of the world, the self, and the
relations between them, on the one hand - its model of aspect — and of rooted, no less distinc-
tive ‘mental’ dispositions — its model for aspect — on the other (Geertz 1973, 123).

Geertz’ approach, distinguishing religion’s ‘model of aspect’ and its ‘model for as-
pect’, points simultaneously to entanglements of meaning (cultures / religions), pro-
duced in continuous social practice, and to the character of these enmeshments as a
resource driving that social practice. In this view, then, we can conceive of religion as
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a cultural and social fact. In defining its general function as one of the creation of
meaning, however, Geertz does not intend to raise it to the status of an absolute
and universal principle. His assertions do not exclude the possibility that there are
other ‘webs’ generating significance, other symbolic systems, nor that people in
all societies adopt and share in the specific system of religion (Geertz 1973, 108 -
109, note 33)%.

In his ethnological studies on material religious culture, whose emphasis centred
on cultural history and phenomenology of religion, Lenz Kriss-Rettenbeck was an
early responder to Geertz. Kriss-Rettenbeck’s exemplary exploration of devotional
objects as material objects and specific entities representing actions demonstrated
the possibility of “constructing ideal types both of entities and of devotional styles”
from stable fields of meaning limited to specific situations, to the end of identifying
instances of the performative. In his view, understanding such phenomena requires
the researcher to examine and illuminate her own interpretive, behavioural, and ex-
pressive schemata as well as those of the ‘others’, her subjects (Kriss-Rettenbeck
1983, 219-220; o.t.), accompanied by the foundational necessity of — to speak
with Geertz — “look[ing] for systematic relationships among diverse phenomena,
not for substantive identities among similar ones. And to do that with any effective-
ness, we need to replace the ‘stratigraphic’ conception of the relations between the
various aspects of human existence with a synthetic one.” (Geertz 1973, 44) This is
critique of comparative anthropology and religious studies, that assumed, in analogy
to assumptions drawn from evolutionary biology, the existence of a series of ascend-
ing cultural levels in human society (magic - religion - Christianity). That also sug-
gested relationships among cultural phenomena that occurred at great geographical
distances from one another but appeared to bear similarities; and in so doing pre-
sumed the identifiability of specific stages of age or development in the phenomenon
in question.

As early as the late 1950s, long before research in religious studies had taken the
step, Kriss-Rettenbeck’s work, in particular, had renounced the habit of attributing
magical, that is, irrational, and primitive properties to religious rituals that evade
our own understanding. Citing as an example the Christian use of amulets and vo-
tives, Kriss-Rettenbeck concluded, in a manner which called the leading assump-
tions of contemporary comparative religious studies into question: “We may without
difficulty trace the creation and use of all Western amulets to participation mystique
(as in Lévy-Bruhl), but only if we restrict ourselves to a superficial interpretation of

1 Asad (1993) emphatically critiqued Geertz’ conception, protesting that its terminology was largely
influenced by developments in modern Christianity and was therefore of limited use to the analysis of
other traditions, as well as showing a particular tendency to leave aside matters of the exercise of
social and political power (Asad 1993). Fundamentally, this position corresponded to Asad’s call,
in opposition to Geertz’ ‘universal’ definition of religion, for the exploration of what symbols
mean in relation to the practical contexts of their use, to authority, and to forms of the exercise of
power in society (Asad 1993, 53).
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the outer appearance, negate all historicity and turn to a naive psychologism in our
interpretation.” (Hansmann and Kriss-Rettenbeck [1966] 1999, 8; o.t.)

Kriss-Rettenbeck’s exploration and interpretation of medieval Christian sources
enabled him to develop productive theoretical starting points for work on religion
from a cultural studies perspective. Via the question of how we might conceive of re-
ligiosity, specifically popular religiosity, he asserted the centrality of identifying and
illuminating the “notion, valid in the main for the whole Church, of the relationship
between teaching (‘liturgical/sacramental religiosity’), religious experience, cogni-
tion (‘spiritual religiosity’ as a causa monachorum) and human capacity (‘religious
sensitivity’)”, each in their historical context (Kriss-Rettenbeck 1963, 14; o.t.). It is
not by chance that this approach corresponds on a theoretical level with the theo-
rems proposed by Peter L. Berger und Thomas Luckmann (1966) on the ‘social con-
struction of reality’ (the objective reality with which one is presented, subjective re-
ality, internalisation, and externalisation).

Unlike Kriss-Rettenbeck’s work, Luckmann’s theoretical concept of ‘the invisible
religion’, with its philosophical and phenomenological basis, and the manner in
which he conceives of religion (Luckmann 1967, 1991), did not directly elicit a great
response until cultural anthropology became increasingly interested in topics relat-
ing to what were called alternative forms of faith and began to focus on empirical
approaches. Luckmann’s afterword to the German edition of The Invisible Religion
(1991) was of particular influence in this regard. It defines religion as founded in
the fundamental anthropological constant of the human capacity to transcend the
immediate environment and experience other, extra-ordinary ‘realities’ beyond the
everyday empirical sphere. The act of transcending alone does not amount to reli-
gion; instead, religion provides a framework for the interpretive attachment of mean-
ing to experiences of the transcendental and shapes the ways in which a culture en-
gages with these experiences. Religious consensus arises through the passing down
as tradition of conventions, both canonical and non-canonical and varying in the de-
gree of their binding force (Luckmann 1967, 1991, 167-172). Put succinctly, it is via
religion that “experiences of transcendence [are] socially constructed” (Knoblauch
1997, 186; o.t.), are “formed and ma[de] the subject of rules, with varying degrees
of success” (Luckmann 1985, 34; o.t.). Cultural studies may draw on this in forming
a concept of religion as a “part or specific form of human-created culture” (Scharfe
2004, ix; o.t.).

In light of the increasing difficulty of gaining a clear picture of ‘lived religion’ in
complex, pluralistic societies with strong cultures of individualism, this broad con-
cept of religion promises to add precision to our analysis and interpretation of
what is religious and what is not. ‘Small’ and ‘intermediate transcendences’,
which transcend the actual direct experience, as in the journey of memory through
time and space or the indirect experiences of the other (Luckmann 1991,164-183),
reveal their religious or spiritual character when an actor interprets them, from with-
in her worldview, as pertinent to an extra-ordinary region of meaning and when they
find expression via discursive practices and acts of materialisation. In this way, we
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conceive of theoretical approaches to understanding religion as models that raise our
awareness and enable us to analytically access practices a society interprets in a re-
ligious context, rather than as universal definitions.

2 Self-Consciousness

2.1 Understanding Other People

What has been called the ‘ethnological paradigm’, and its approach, based on under-
standing other people via the methodology of participant-observation-based field-
work, cast light on actions and products subjectively deemed to hold meaning, as in-
terpretations of the world, and on the conceptions that attach to these products and
actions. This attempt to draw near to the view from within, to modes of experience,
made the sensitivity and the emotional constitution of religion visible, laying the
groundwork for the insight “that the categories of function and functional rationality
alone are insufficient for the attainment of a more profound understanding of no-
tions of faith and acts of religion.” (Kohl 2001; 171, o.t.) It was the emergence of
an anthropology of understanding that enabled us to describe the acts of others in
terms that ascribed to them and credited them with a proper logic and rationality
within their own cultural and religious systems of meaning; this was understanding
in the sense of recognition of grounds for actions that were invested with meaning
and therefore rationality.

How do people, facing their objective realities, their environment, the things, ac-
tions, practices and linguistic expressions around them, garner meaning from them
and create meaning in the act of their interpretation? How do they come to under-
stand the fabric, woven of knowledge and the attribution of meaning, of ideas and
notions communicated to them and passed down the generations and of which
they are part, in all its symbolic complexity? And how does this fabric come to be;
how does it constitute itself through a shared understanding of shared symbolic
practices? Interpretive ethnology, led by the desire to understand, has come to
focus on these questions. It is a field closely associated with Clifford Geertz, who
drew directly on the hermeneutics of biblical exegesis. After the turn of the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries, when Hermann Gunkel had sought to identify the
“Sitz im Leben” (place in the life of people) of Old Testament texts, this area of schol-
arship had gained influence and significance for a historically driven Volkskunde that
was increasingly taking on the character of cultural anthropology, and for a religious
ethnology of practical theology (Gunkel [1925] 1963).

Geertz asserted a contextualising, perspective-centred approach via complemen-
tary or mutually commenting upon, contradicting, questioning interpretations of so-
cial discourses and practices enables the generation of a ‘thick description’ of reality.
The core of this exploration, therefore, is the understanding and interpretation via
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hermeneutic means of human cultural creativity — of how humans understand their
world (Geertz 1973).2

In terms of theories of knowledge, this technique of standing back from the sub-
ject/object, positioning oneself as distanced, other, as part of the hermeneutic proc-
ess and to the end of avoiding ‘going native’ in total identification, creates a point at
which the approaches of historically focused cultural anthropology and ethnological
fieldwork meet and intersect. Stepping back and distancing oneself from others’ re-
ligious worlds of ideas and worldviews calls for us to reflect thoroughly upon our-
selves, for it entails standing apart from our own - in the broadest sense of the
term — religious experiences, those experiences which go to the heart of our human-
ity and act as powerful codeterminants of our identity. It may be that in so doing, we
gain a particularly clear, perhaps painful sense of our own relativity.

2.2 Estrangement — Making the Familiar Strange

The discourse around knowledge in ethnology/cultural anthropology has accorded a
key role to the researcher’s understanding of her own emotional access to her subject
and to uncovering its initially unconscious undergirding with her own values (Clif-
ford and Marcus 1986). Klaus Peter Kopping proposes the centrality to understand-
ing during fieldwork of comprehending the dialectical relationship “in which the re-
searcher, in the encounter with the other, meets the boundaries of [her] self and [in
which] that self becomes conscious both of its prejudices and of the values it holds
most dear” (Kopping 1990, 14; o.t.).

In this context, Képping and Heike Kampf have pointed to the heuristic rele-
vance of Helmuth Plessner’s hermeneutics to interpretive praxis in ethnology and
cultural anthropology (K6pping 1990, 14; Kampf 2003). The human position in the
world that Plessner terms ‘eccentric positionality’ is about a capacity for reflexivity;
a human being is able to step back from herself and to take an attitude to herself
with which she acts in accordance, and, in understanding, to step back in distance
from the act of understanding itself. In 1948, drawing on his experience as an emigré,
Plessner speaks of painful experiences which led him out of the sphere of the famil-
iar and opened up a view to the discovery of the Other; experiences acting as cata-
lysts to a ‘cognisant comprehension’ which brings about consciousness of an inter-
pretive approach to the world:

2 The scope of this article prohibits a discussion of the ‘writing culture’ debate and its critique of the
approach to culture as ‘text’ (Clifford and Marcus 1986), which primarily emphasises the discursive
nature of writing in ethnography, or of the postcolonial ‘writing against culture’ approach (Abu-Lugh-
od 1991).

3 For an overview of the debate see Berg and Fuchs (1993).
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That is why the estranged vision of the artist fulfils an indispensable condition for all genuine
understanding. It lifts what is invisible in human relations because it is familiar, into visibility;
in this new encounter, understanding is brought into play; so that what is in fact familiar be-
comes accessible by virtue of being estranged. Without this estrangement there is no under-
standing; it constitutes a roundabout approach to the familiar, the counterfoil which puts the
familiar into perspective as foreground and background and makes it comprehensible (Plessner
1978, 31).

There is now no way back to the former state of unconsciousness, of taking things as
read: “Instead, the knowledge of the provisionality and constructed character of the
comprehension [we have] achieved is inherent to this act of understanding.” (Kampf
2012, 398, o.t.)

Following this argument, we as cultural anthropologists must abandon any no-
tion of our research aiming towards a final and thereafter immovable understanding
and therefore definition of the Other — specifically here the Other of religious practice
— in its difference to what we identify as our own. For, were we to continue to seek
such finality, we would lose our insight into the interrelationships and interreferen-
tialities among perspectives drawn from our own cultural horizons in the practices
with which we approach understanding the Other.

3 Making Religion: Approaches to Interpretation

3.1 Thing-World

The influence of phenomenological approaches and the methodological repertoire of
research in the field effected a turn towards subjective components of religious expe-
rience which has enabled insights into the interrelationships among fields of signifi-
cance pertaining to religious teachings and the specific experiential worlds of actors.
At this juncture, the question has arisen of the extent to which cultural anthropology
and ethnology can seek to explore subjective religiosity. Around the end of the 1990s
the emphasis on the subject observable up to that point in the field’s evident focus
on personal, internal experiences of reality was challenged. Calls emerged for a new
concentration on their “externalisations, in which [these experiences] become visible
and which arise, are shaped anew, and invented in [subjects’] engagement with the
culture passed down [to them]” (Scharfe 1997, 149; o.t.). The ‘thing-world’, the per-
formative praxis of rituals and gestures, of images and signs, habitual religious prac-
tices as the embodied substructure of group-specific acts of making the world - in
other words, ‘lived religion’ in its material visibility and its historical making — are
key points of departure for work on religion in cultural anthropology and ethnology.
As previously indicated, the roots of this approach lie in a constructivist view of cul-
tural and religious phenomena (objectivations) in their constructed entanglements of
interrelationships. These phenomena come into being through practices of adoption
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and of the imposition of a specific character on such rituals and acts, upon the sedi-
ment of attributions of meaning passed down the generations and enacted by, for
example, religion constituted in the form of a church and / or via individual access
to other corpora of knowledge.

This approach corresponds overall to the more recent notion of material religion,
which conceives of images, objects, songs, and specific bodily movements as medi-
ating the transcendental and seeks to understand the interconnections between reli-
gious experience and materiality, with the aim of achieving an “integrated approach
that includes the mental dimension within a material approach” (Meyer 2012, 11;
o.t.). This concept came to be in a context of increasing critique levelled from repre-
sentatives of the humanities and cultural studies at tendencies towards de-material-
isation perceived as being at work in constructivism and semiotic interpretive meth-
ods: “[Ilnstead of prioritizing semantic approaches that look through concrete
manifestations so as to get at the abstract meanings behind, it is key to approach re-
ligion as a mundane, practical and material affair — as present in and making a
world” (Meyer 2012, 20; o.t.). Attributions of meaning are nevertheless directly relat-
ed to the materiality of a thing’s physical shape and form, in which are ‘inscribed’
societal prescriptions for courses of action; the entanglements of meaning created
by human hands materialise in an open-ended process.

There is a view that the perception of a process of de-materialisation being at
work on religion has emerged, inter alia, from the response to Thomas Luckmann’s
work, a response whose concomitant has been a concentration on individual reli-
gious cosmoses of meaning which form in the personal sphere, beyond and aside
from institutional forms of religious socialisation. This tendency may also be re-
sponding to the observable decline in the institutionally linked ‘visible’ practice of
faith (Meyer 2011, XV). This said, Luckmann does not suggest that religion is dissolv-
ing, disappearing from modern, pluralistic societies, but rather that it is manifesting
in other new socio-cultural forms outside institutional religion lived via churches
and other similar bodies, diffusing through areas of society, such as sport, politics,
and entertainment, which we do not associate with traditional ideas of what religion
is. This process, suggests Luckmann, makes religion ‘invisible’, that is, no longer rec-
ognised for what it is (Luckmann 1991; cf. Scheer 2015, 90).

In the context of research into religion from the perspective of Protestant theol-
ogy, which explores religion as an institutional phenomenon, of ecclesial studies, of
sociology and what was once Volkskunde, likewise for research into Protestant reli-
giosity, we can indeed perceive a neglect of ‘lived religion’, leading to its invisibility.
The origin of this development lies in the Protestant conception of the personal
sphere and of the inward nature of faith (inner belief) alongside freedom of con-
science to be exercised in accordance with one’s judgement (free conscience). Stud-
ies by Anglo-American cultural anthropologists/ethnologists on Christianity refer in
this context to a ‘mentalistic’ or ‘Protestant bias’, which denotes self-perception as
more modern or progressive than other confessional communities or denominations
due to the assumed ability to be religious without material aids. It is in line with the
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tradition, theologically initiated in the Reformation, of rejecting the use of mediating
forms to tackle the problem of presence and materiality. Another influence here is a
hangover from a religious aesthetic prized by a middle-class Protestant milieu, which
defines a correct way to practise religious emotionality to the ultimate end of attain-
ing the proverbial ‘Protestant inwardness of faith’. This has entailed a narrative
which, in line with a specific denominational culture-critical theology, degraded
the use of things, rituals and the physicality associated therewith as ephemeral, su-
perficial, and devoid of true meaning.

From the late nineteenth century onward, forms of religious externalisation,
through the influence of evolutionist notions in religious studies, fell under the es-
sentially age-old suspicion of being tantamount to magic, superstition and fetishism,
as therefore essentially archaic, pre-modern, primitive stages of culture. This claim to
superiority over the use of things, perceived as ‘irrational’, failed to take account of
the dynamics of religious actions and practices as conferring meaning. Rituals per-
formed within a community or collective, accompanied by the transferral of a cultur-
al knowledge held by those involved and consciously reflected upon to a (greater or
lesser) degree (‘tacit knowing’; Polanyi 1958), generate sensory dispositions and
moods which provide the required conditions for acts of transcending. This takes
place via the perceptible, or put differently, experiencable, appresentation (Mitverge-
genwdrtigung) of the symbolic practice’s referent. This appresentation points to
extra-ordinary experiences and realities, which may, for instance, find themselves
endowed with eschatological interpretations, and likewise to mediated experience
of a close, intense connection to a community, or to immediate experience of remem-
bering the past or planning the future. It may indeed occur as presentation, in which
instance symbolic practice itself becomes reality and is conceived of as such (Soeff-
ner 2004, 42).

There have doubtless historically been boundaries, drawn in the context of eccle-
sial canonisation, between the faithful and those without faith. These notwithstand-
ing, taken-as-read experiences of rootedness or incorporation into a community, pro-
ceeding with little or no awareness of self and unfolding via mimetic practices in
communicated action, without knowledge of a meaning to this expression founded
in religion or theology and without the powerful transcendental experience of com-
munitas (Turner 2003), but accompanied by a community or group experience, be-
long to the category of the religious.

Approaches that foreground the aesthetics of religion are gaining traction in
work on religion from cultural anthropology and ethnology. These approaches
place emphasis on a sensory anthropology which seeks to explore the use of the
senses, sensory perceptions, the interpretive horizons of what subjects see, hear,
taste, and touch, mindful of their mediated character and their historicity. In its mim-
esis of the interpreted narrative of salvation via the employment of the physical mode
and the Church calendar, Christian praxis pietatis, particularly in its pre-Reformation
traditions, has made use of the constitutive function that attaches to human physi-
cality in engagement with things accessible to experience via the senses and their
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embodiments as extensions of human embodiedness. And at an early stage, what is
known as Jesuit anthropology had recognised that the presentation, the making pre-
sent, of the transcendental requires the deployment of the senses and the generation
of an emotional mode of expression, and that the sensory embodiment of a religio
carnalis is what creates religious experience (Lundberg 1966; Daxelmiiller 2000, 221).

Post-Reformation traditions of teaching in Protestantism, with their emphasis on
a direct personal relationship to God and on self-responsibility, are reticent towards
or actively reject the use of expressive practices with bodily character and material
objects as media of the transcendental. This said, these traditions, too, render reli-
gion tangible or palpable in materialised expressions of a field of discourses and
things, to which end they employ communicable, mediated repertoires of forms
and practices, passed down through the generations. Practices, such as Bible
study, which revolve around internalisation and self-examination, are core expres-
sions of ‘Protestant inwardness’. The attention to the appropriateness or otherwise
of emotional states reveals itself as a process of the ‘cultivation of emotions’,
which, experienced as mediating the experience of the divine, find expression in
emotional concepts and practices learned in the context of the traditional body/
soul dichotomy. This tradition cultivates a critique of the bodily aspect of religious
sensibility and embodies it in the subject’s physical disposition and habitus, their
gestures, and expressions. The particular emotionality found in the religious practi-
ces of the Pentecostal and charismatic movements are no exception to this; they turn
the body into the core medium of the transcendental in the form of the ‘Holy Spirit’,
of its presence and immediacy (Scheer 2014, 2015).

3.2 Ambiguities

The onward march of modernisation in the European setting has increasingly weak-
ened the social normativity of religious symbols, images, rituals, and their use and
has increased the scope of their ambiguity, their significative plurality. Encounters
between people with divergent cultural and religious orientations and in many in-
stances clashing sets of attitudes and expectations are no longer limited to the excep-
tional contexts of regionally specific urban settings. In our day, acting in concert with
the occurrence and accessibility of heterogeneous bodies of religious knowledge
from a wide range of interpretive contexts on the multimedia stage, people find
themselves increasingly challenged to live with ambiguities and multiple potential
interpretations of cultural, religious, and attitudinal factors. What positions do
they take up relative to one another in these settings, and what positions are as-
signed to objects? We are called to pinpoint the cultural techniques and strategies
which people employ to fill the space opening up through religious plurality and am-
biguity for new standpoints and identifications. Likewise, we seek to explore peo-
ple’s responses to this emergent situation; do we find tolerance, a search for certain-
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ties and an associated rejection or indeed violent repudiation of the ‘foreign’ and
new, or an assumption of cultural ambiguity?

In a striking ‘alternative history of Islam’, specifically of Islamic culture of the
post-formative but pre-modern period, Thomas Bauer, a researcher on literature
and on Islam, has applied the term ‘cultural ambiguity’ to the phenomenon, of un-
perturbed attitudes to vagueness and ambiguity, among scholars as well as else-
where, and indeed of the conscious generation of ambiguities as a cultural techni-
que. “Where one social group simultaneously draws norms and attributions of
significance for specific areas of life from opposed or highly divergent discourses,
or when differing interpretations of a phenomenon find acceptance at one and the
same time within a particular group, without either or any of these interpretations
gaining exclusive primacy” (Bauer 2011, 27; o.t.).

In this, Bauer is referring to a concept, originating in psychology (Frenkel-Bruns-
wik 1949), termed ‘tolerance [or intolerance] of ambiguity’. Later work in this area
identified a connection between intolerance of ambiguity and feelings of psycholog-
ical discomfort, such as fear and threat, alongside characteristics of ethnocentrism,
dogmatism, authoritarianism, and rigidity. These authors came to the conclusion
“that religiosity, as a dogmatic attitude, is typically concomitant with increased in-
tolerance of ambiguity” (Reis 1997, 112; o.t.). People with a synthetic one, by contrast,
tend to remain calm even in situations that to them appear unfamiliar, unstructured
and difficult to exert control over, thereby managing the situation, and show atti-
tudes characterised by circular thought patterns that rather than falling into an ‘ei-
ther/or’ scheme, will tend to prefer both.

The ethnologist Dieter Narr formulated similar ‘diagnoses’, or, put differently,
characterisations of lived religion. He refers to undividedness/decidedness as a con-
spicuous characteristic of popular piety, explaining “that it neither seeks to achieve a
balance of ideas, eliminating contradictions, nor attempts a timid severance between
the sacred and the profane spheres” (Narr 1959/60, 70; o.t.). The historical anthropol-
ogist Carlo Ginzburg characterised the idiosyncratic ‘theology’ proposed by the six-
teenth-century miller Menocchio, who fell victim to the Inquisition, as an ‘imbroglio’
in an attempt to illuminate that which was flamboyant, ambivalent, new and strik-
ing, un-decided, about his ‘simplified religion’ (Ginzburg 1979, 84, 163 -164). Ginz-
burg reads this phenomenon of ‘religious living’ as a “plebeian reduction and correc-
tion of official theology”, implying that a counter-cultural tendency attaches to it
(Scharfe 2004, 226; o.t.). This is also the context in which the sociology of religion,
drawing on Bourdieu, characterises ‘popular religion’ as ‘heterodox’: “It does not
align itself with an orthodox worldview, but diverges from it, indeed may at times
oppose it” (Knoblauch 2009, 240; o.t.).

Likewise, the type of religious practice which, defined as popular, spiritually
based religiosity, has emerged on the scene in recent decades places people’s “con-
scious, emotionally experienced individual concept[s] of meaning, translated into
real-life action”, at its centre (Polak 2008, 98; o.t.). This conceptualisation is one
way in which people seek to express themselves in antithesis to the reified character
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of their everyday lives and to religious practices defined and determined by others,
dominated by ‘experts’, similarly in opposition to the radical practical concept of do-
minion over nature embodied in science and academic study (Heimbrock 1998, 33).
Read thus, popular religion and spirituality resist academic (or, more precisely, sci-
entific) and rationalist worldviews as well as those founded in rationalist theology,
along with their orthodoxies of perception.

Similarly oriented perceptions have emerged from the sociology of religion in re-
lation to everyday religiosity as it manifests itself in our day. In this context, Armin
Nassehi refers to the figure of the ‘composer’ of religion, which an ethnologist would
term ‘bricoleur’ (‘DIYer’); this denotes a type of religious experience “which is accus-
tomed to living in an inconsistent world”, living a form of religiosity which “can get
along with inconsistencies”; this attitude renders inconsistencies simultaneously a
problem and a solution (Nassehi 2007, 119; o.t.).

Studies on migration have shown that people employ diverse individual coping
strategies in response to the emergent awareness of their socio-cultural religious so-
cialisation that is concomitant to the self-alienation inherent in the migration proc-
ess. These strategies may range from re-arrangement, adjustment, and re-orientation
to the taking of a completely new direction and/or conversion of their prior religious
identification. In some instances, such developments may bear definition as distinct
spiritual paths, as ‘process-based religious doing’ or ‘religioning’ (Nye 2000, 21; Ja-
ciuk 2019, 48), which pushes the matter of a specific, actual location within a partic-
ular tradition into the background or renders it redundant. We might well describe
this manner of engaging with religion as a strategy revolving around psychologically
balancing out deficits or limitations in societal participation.

We may conceive of cultural ambiguity as part of the human condition; we find it
ubiquitous as we go about and manage our daily lives, for the things and the norms
we encounter require our interpretation and we may find ourselves in metaphorical
battle around contradictory sets of values. The setting of the everyday is a distinctly
rich source of situations which call for action beyond the routine. The space a culture
creates for the ‘undecided’, for ambiguity, provides a potential path to a solution.
One of the central properties of cultural ambiguity is a lack of exclusive claims to
the definition of an unambiguity within a particular group or society; instead, the
group or society includes and encompasses divergent interpretive patterns stemming
from competing norms and accepts them. This means that there is no description of
norm versus deviance at work; instead, an instance of cultural ambiguity in this con-
text may be conceived of as the result of strategies of boundary-drawing and exclu-
sion between historically established religious fields. Such results include the
“genealogy of the distinctly modern, secular category of ‘religion’ and the “classify-
ing taxonomy of religion” (Casanova 2009, 91; o.t.), likewise the various, historically
located variations on the images of self and other produced by professionals (theo-
logians and scholars in the humanities) and also laypeople whose classifications
gravitate towards unambiguity, in terms of popular piety, vernacular religion, super-
stition and magic (Treiber 1996).
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This means that, for an ethnographic approach within cultural anthropology,
and for analysis from the perspective of historical, social, and cultural studies,
there is a need to explore the terminological structures determining these disciplines,
to seek to identify how, on a socio-cultural level, religion becomes visible as the ob-
ject of communication. We would also do well to retrace the boundaries drawn —
where they are drawn at all — around defined ‘reality’ via the oppositions religious
/ secular, sacred / profane, and rational / irrational in each relevant socio-historical
context.

3.3 Forms of Speeching about Religion

Paul Mecheril and Oscar Thomas-Olalde (2011, 38) have turned a spotlight on the bi-
nary way of speaking about religion within academia, with one type of speech rooted
in a ‘model of appropriation/adoption’ (Aneignungsmodell) and the other proceeding
from the ‘model of religious identity as destiny’. The first of these conceptions of re-
ligion appears to relate more substantively to the ‘native population’ of the society
the migrant enters; it describes individual subjects’ religiosities “as dynamic, hybrid
and contingent elements of identity, [or,] better still, as preferences” (Mecheril and
Thomas-Olalde 2011, 36).* By contrast, Mecheril and Thomas-Olalde continue, nu-
merous studies around migration resort ‘in a reductive manner’ to the concept of ‘re-
ligion’ in order to present, explain and position the Other as they see fit. A focus on
concepts of diversity and ethnicity, on the specific groups of migrants in question,
and a funnelling of the relevant issues down to religious organisations and institu-
tions will lead to the attribution of a central role to religion alongside and in this seg-
ment of society and the subliminal application of an ethno-cultural label. In this
way, the praxis of hegemonic discourse effectively produces a group via “essentiali-
sation, attribution and representation” and in so doing posits a religious identity
(Mecheril and Thomas-Olalde 2011, 45; o.t.), with the effect that research on religion
often finds itself perpetuating ‘religion’ as a popular topos without realising it.

The layers of interpretation of ‘religion’ and ‘culture’ outlined here and emerging
through competing discourses call for us to make clear distinctions in our academic
use of the terms. We need to distinguish the concept of religion as a “part or specific
form of human-created culture”, alongside the notion of religiosity/spirituality as
particular modes of subjectively lived religion accessed by communicable, ‘tradition-
al’ forms of practice, from the deterministic equivocation of religion with/as culture,
which turns religion into culture’s sole determinant or, conversely, in the perceived
relativity of a coherent field of interpretation, makes religion appear as culture (Nas-
sehi 2007).

4 We are unable here to explore more closely the theoretical concepts of hybridity (Bhabha 1994),
creolisation (Hannerz 1987) and transculturation (Ortiz 1940).
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In day-to-day reality, the categories, of course, are blurred; these academic con-
structs nevertheless require analytical distinction from concepts and strategies
around categorising culture and religion that draw on everyday manifestations of
these phenomena and which serve to aid individuals’ self-positionings in their spe-
cific lifeworld within their societal surroundings, satisfy their spiritual needs and, in
so doing, generate an individual sense of self-identification or self-stabilisation. For
instance, people may participate in religious traditions consciously estranged from
the spiritual/transcendental significance they carry; this participation serves instead
as a strategy for the individual to lay down roots in the tradition’s specifically located
function as a repository of cultural memory. Alternatively, the separation of religion
from culture, that is, from religious traditions, may become part of a distinct spiritual
stance, what we might term a practical, everyday cultural technique of differentiation
between culture and religion.

3.4 Final Review: ‘to Find a Language in Difference’

When academics use the category of ‘religion’, they, like non-academics, very often
do not mean the same thing as their peers. Culture and religion are dynamic fields of
reference and significance within a world of things, which structure people’s percep-
tions and experience. Merely speaking the same language carries no guarantees; we
must be aware of the position from which the act of speaking is taking place. Every
encounter, then, calls for translation from one cultural/linguistic field of reference
into another. The sociologist Encarnaciéon Gutiérrez Rodriguez describes the encoun-
ter of conversation as a transcultural space, an interstice between the divergent so-
cialisations that shape language. Connotations of linguistic expressions that are spe-
cific to particular cultural or group-based settings or contingent upon specific
situations or that emerge from the individual’s sets of associations give birth to se-
mantic lacunae which hinder decoding (Enzenhofer and Resch 2011). Gutiérrez Ro-
driguez observes in this context: “The translation project that emerges from this en-
counter does not pursue the goal of articulating a universal commonality but rather
attempts to find a language in difference.” (Guiterrez-Rodriguez 2008, 3) Similarly,
when we encounter one another across academic disciplines, we need to act in the
spirit of interpretive understanding in cultural anthropology, recognising and reflect-
ing upon the cultural codes that arise through our academic and general socialisa-
tion and determine our perspective on the world and the ways of speaking we
have adopted and assimilated — including our own. In so doing, we bring to light
our implicit, heterogeneous prior conceptions of religion and religious practice. If
we are to comprehend one another and perhaps reach consensus, we need to accept
and tolerate the polyphony and hybridity of academic discourse and its practices.
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1 Prologue: Letters in My Luggage

As a student I enthusiastically embraced the challenges of liberation theology, became
involved in activist politics, and joined international solidarity movements. The resis-
tance to apartheid particularly captured my imagination as it was justice-seeking and
also generating new theological thinking. I ached to understand more, engage more,
and share in this political/ideological struggle. I was 21 years old when I packed my
rucksack, travelled by coach to London and boarded an evening flight from Heathrow
to Johannesburg. I had been awarded a WCC Scholarship to study at the famous black
theological seminary FedSem — then located in the sprawling township of Edendale.!
That, as a white person, I gained a visa to study at the seminary now seems incredible.
At the time I was too excited (and too naive) to appreciate the strangeness of my situa-
tion. I also had some distracting practical concerns. What to take with me from home to
sustain me on this life transforming journey?

My sleeping bag and the lovely dress my mother bought me for graduation were
obvious essentials. I rolled up a spare pair of Jeans with some tee-shirts and a long
cheesecloth skirt. I remember carefully choosing a little broach in the shape of a
rose. But what books to take? In the end only two; my Bible and Dietrich Bonhoeff-
er’s Letters and Papers from Prison (1973).

During the year I spent in South Africa I lived in the pages of this book. I loved
Bonhoeffer’s fine theological mind — formed by a classical education and rooted in
the great I traditions of the Church - a background very different from my own. But
while enchanted by him I was also irritated by his deeply bourgeois sentiments, his
at-homeness in a world of man-friendships, cigars and courteous, but quaintly pat-
riarchal, attitudes to women. I suspect if meeting in person conversation would
have been awkward. But on paper his life became open to mine and, in my new con-
text, revelatory.

I was young. I was in South Africa in the middle of a war. I was living in a town-
ship on a campus surrounded by a high wire fence and sharing a small room (actual-
ly the converted ‘ladies’ end of a toilet block) with Lindiwe — the only other woman
student. I was beginning to get to know people who were ‘involved’ and at risk. I was
also living alongside Bonhoeffer in the last days of the Reich and the last days of his
life. There is not space here to list all that this particular collision of worlds generated
for me, but some things are particularly important.

1 The seminary had been exiled from its previous campus for political reasons and was in temporary
accommodation.

8 OpenAccess. © 2022 Heather Walton, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110618150-004



48 —— Heather Walton

Image 4: Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers
from Prison; SCM-Edition 1973 in possession of the
@ author, © Heather Walton.

I was learning that in a struggle you must live with deception, silences, the acknowl-
edgement that informers are your friends, and your friends might be informers. You
become oddly close to your enemies and simultaneously distanced from people
whose lives are not dominated by the ongoing conflict. What I grasped about Bon-
hoeffer’s letters in this context was that they are written by a committed activist
whose famous celebration of ‘worldly’ Christianity is constituted out of experiences
of deep ambiguity and irregular intimacies. The man on paper knows he is a ‘guilty’
actor not an innocent victim. He must always dissemble and remain silent about mat-
ters of fundamental significance. The voice that reaches us strains to speak and can-
not do so clearly:

Am I then really all that which other men tell of? Or am I only what I know of myself [...] strug-
gling for breath, as though hands were compressing my throat. (Bonhoeffer 1973, 349)

What South Africa was also teaching me, and which I found reflected in the letters,
was the peculiar intensity of relationships forged under pressure. I have never been
to better parties than those in which people segregated by the state drank together
and banned persons broke their banning orders to come dancing. When Bonhoeffer
writes that despite everything he would not ‘wish to live in any other time’ I under-
stand it. His deep love for friends is palpable but so also are the realities of separa-
tion. Separation of distance but also of circumstances. Bonhoeffer has taken sides,
but he is still not suffering in the same way as those without any power who do
not await trial but are casually condemned. Pondering Bonhoeffer’s writing I became
acutely aware that although I settled down each night into my camp bed (the sleep-
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ing bag had proved a wise choice) only a few feet away from where my friend Lindiwe
lay down to sleep, in reality, we still inhabited different worlds. Furthermore, Bon-
hoeffer and many of the other activists I met in South Africa had made irrevocable
choices with their lives. I was passing through.

The time I spent in South Africa formed me as a person and shaped my theolog-
ical work. The way I think and the ideals I cherish are entangled with strong sense
impressions and body-memories out of which they were generated. As I write this
paper I am standing again at the open door of my room as evening falls in the town-
ship. I can hear fellow students singing hymns as they chant their way out of chapel.
I can smell cigarette smoke and cooking fires and the particular clear amber soap
and coconut oil skin cream that Lindiwe used. I can taste the pink-sweetness of
guava juice. In Letters and Papers Bonhoeffer’s theology does not come cleansed
of its context. It is a theology that communicates the feel of rough woollen blankets,
the smell of men in confined spaces, the taste of a ‘glorious liver sausage’ (1973, 100)
sent by his mother, the sound of sirens and the sweep of light across the sky, a sense
of Spring in the air outside and the noise of a fellow prisoner weeping. And most of
all it comes from a small and restricted space. Bonhoeffer compared his prison cell to
the cell of a monk. A place confined and apparently set apart. Yet also one in which
the life of the world is compressed into spiritual and theological energy; as a magni-
fying glass turns light into fire.

2 Reading Religious Lives

In a context in which analyses of secularisation, postsecularisation, enchantment,
re-ritualisation, religious fundamentalism and religious decline endlessly contend
together, it is easy to understand why the study and representation of particular
lives appears an increasingly attractive way to reflect upon questions of religious
identity. It has also proved a creative means to engage theologically with the complex
nature of contemporary faith. Within practical theology there has been a significant
and productive turn towards employing life narratives as ‘data’ for social analysis
and for theological reflection (e.g., Ganzevoort, De Haardt, and Scherer-Rath 2013;
Moschella 2016; Couture 2016; Wolfteich 2017).

Although, until recently, our academic use of personal life experience has been
relatively uncommon it has enabled some very important developments to take place
within the discipline (e.g., McLemore 1994). Today, however, more and more practi-
cal theologians are placing elements of their own life narratives within their texts
(e.g., Beaudoin 2010; Couture 2017; Graham 2017; Walton 2018; Wigg-Stevenson
2017). This is in part due to a (rather belated) acknowledgement of the necessity
for reflexivity in research practice (Dreyer 2016; Goto 2018; Bennett et al. 2018). Al-
though our use of life writing is still often cautious and circumscribed, there is
also growing recognition of how fruitful an epistemic resource personal experience
might become. Practical theologians are hard-wired to make deep connections be-
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tween faith and practice and life writing is a fertile space in which to explore this
process.

Published works in practical theology that employ life writing are thus increas-
ing exponentially. However, to date there has been very little focussed exploration
into the nature of life writing itself. Nor has there been substantial critical engage-
ment with the work of scholars from other disciplines who are bringing their own
methodological insights to this discursive form. In the sections that follow I will
refer to some of these methodological developments — while illustratively referring
back to the personal narrative with which I began this chapter. I shall then focus
in Part Three upon my own work and what I hope this contributes to developing proj-
ect of practical theology

2.1 Literary Studies

Life writing is one of the oldest and most engaging literary forms but comprehending
life writing ‘as literature’ is a challenging process. For example, many practical the-
ologians take for granted that their task is to empirically represent lived religious ex-
perience and then hermeneutically elaborate upon it. However, when we consider life
writing through a literary lens it begins to appear that experience itself is constructed
within the narrative process. As Paul Ricoeur has famously argued it is through the
constructive work of ‘enplotment’ that experience is shaped into a form that enables
us to access and comprehend it. To become intelligible at all it must be placed within
a narrative frame:

It seems that our life, enveloped in one single glance, appears to us as the field of a constructive
activity, deriving from the narrative intelligence through which we attempt to recover [...] the nar-
rative identity which constitutes us [...]. It is exactly the kind of identity which the narrative com-
position alone, by means of its dynamism, can create. (Ricceur 1991, 437)

So, although my South African story is a sincere attempt to communicate experience
it has been constructed to achieve a particular end and the experiences themselves
receive their form through the story I have told. It is true. But it is also ‘fictive’ and
this quality marks all life writing as it is as dependent as any other literary form
upon the plotting devices out of which narrative is formed.

But literary critics challenge us further by pointing out that enplotment is not a cre-
ative act that takes place ex nihilo. We fashion our own stories according to the narra-
tives we inherit and the patterns they have laid down. For many literary scholars the
starting point for exploring this process is St Augustine’s Confessions which is frequent-
ly taken as initiating the autobiographical genre within Western culture (Anderson
2004). Augustine’s work borrows the structure of a quest myth from the legends of bat-
tles and heroes, exiles and homecomings that were the cultural currency of his time.
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This form became the pattern through which countless spiritual writers who followed
him were to express their own stories of travail, transition, and transfiguration.?

Romanticism, emerging within late eighteenth century as an aesthetic response
to the rationalist ethos of the enlightenment, radically inverted Augustine’s narrative
of the soul’s journey towards the divine. Instead, it imaged the human quest as a
self-creating journey towards personal authenticity. It is this romantic quest narrative
that many influential cultural theorists identify as shaping notions of the self and
spiritual identity in contemporary Western culture — whether or not people identify
as religious (e. g., Taylor 1989; Heelas and Woodhead 2005). When I ask my students
to describe their own spiritual journey’s they speak of: ‘being true to myself’, ‘discov-
ering who [ was meant to be’, ‘needing to find my own way through’ etc. As they do
so they are standing within a narrative tradition that stretches from Augustine to the
present day, but which has taken many twists and turns through history. However,
although we employ a common script it does not imply that our spiritual narratives
are nothing but shallow repetitions of received ideas.

First it has to be said that the script endures because it remains meaningful to
many people. Whether employed to describe a struggle with cancer, gender transi-
tioning, becoming a poet or religious conversion — a story that tells of a difficult jour-
ney to positive selfhood can be a powerful way to frame identity. Second, as the gen-
erative work of Judith Butler has enabled us to understand, in the day-to-day
performance of socially inscribed scripts individuals find themselves unable to
fully achieve the roles ascribed to them. We improvise and make changes and
these small performative gestures mean that the scripts are not as stable as might
be imagined and are, themselves, implicated in creative processes of social change.
Third, as literary critics have delighted to point out, in the inherited tradition the
quest for a coherent narrative self is never achieved - it deconstructs before our
eyes. The ‘I’ Augustine establishes is continually on the edge of toppling into
chaos; anxiety wrestles with faith throughout his text (Anderson 2004, 27). Even
within the romantic tradition, in which huge energy is devoted to the social perfor-
mance of the expressive self, there is consistent uncertainty that this has been ade-
quately achieved. Life writing is writing that both constructs identity and displays
the contradictions and incongruities out of which it is formed.

The literary insight that our personal narratives are both scripted and unstable
might be thought of as undermining their theological use. However, in my opinion,
it opens up much more depth and complexity to the form. If I simply read Bonhoeff-
er’s letter as the saintly musings of a man boldly facing martyrdom, they might be
inspiring. However, they became revelatory for me precisely because of the intense
struggles they embody and the silences they contain — hands ‘compressing my
throat’. There are things he cannot speak and things he does not know how to
say, and they mark the text just as surely as the faith and hope he seeks to commu-

2 See Walton (2015) for a detailed exploration of this mimetic process.
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nicate. This partial and often contradictory narration of Christian experience makes
sense to me. I am always conscious of mispronouncing the sacred script and that the
border between belief and betrayal is never a wall but a very fine line.

I write these words aware that theologians are still rather inclined to seek the in-
spiration of virtuous and exemplary lives as data for theological reflection. However,
some very interesting theological reflections emerge when we admit the ambiguities
that haunt religious life narratives. For example, in her recent work on women’s life
writing practical theologian Clare Wolfteich (2017) takes the risk of writing about Doro-
thy Day’s separation from/neglect of her daughter as she struggled to fulfil her religious
vocation. A tragic tension in the life of this iconic woman is revealed. This is a very hard
account to write and to read. However, Wolfteich has gifted me with a narrative of Day
that I find I can now place next to my own life in powerful communication with my own
struggles and dilemmas. Similarly, in my life writing I always seek to make evident the
points of tension and contradiction in my faith life in order that the frayed edges of my
own story can become threads my readers might connect with.

2.2 Epistemology

Reflection upon the ambiguities, gaps, and silences inherent within narrative con-
struction was fundamental to the massive epistemological shift generated by second
wave feminism. Women began to question why so many aspects of their experience
were culturally invisible and, indeed, whether they were unnarratable in a patriar-
chal frame. Convinced that male experience had shaped ways knowing the world
the movement was symbolically rooted in constellations of small consciousness rais-
ing groups in which women began to share personal narratives and to explore their
political significance. Those involved cherished the conviction that narrative agency
could produce both personal healing and new knowledge.

Pressing this insight further feminist cultural theorists developed standpoint
epistemologies. Opposing traditional conventions of critical neutrality Sandra Har-
ding (1991) argued that ‘strong objectivity’ is achieved when those bear the impact
of social marginalisation are recognised to have a privileged understanding — and
are enabled to explore their insights in conversation with others. Donna Haraway’s
generative work on situated knowledge similarly emphasised that vantage point in-
forms viewpoint. Her vision was that networks of persons differently located, yet in
dialogue with each other, might together produce ever more ‘truthful’ understand-
ings of embodied experience:

So feminists don’t need a doctrine of objectivity that promises transcendence [...] but we do need
an earth-wide network of connections, including the ability to partially translate knowledges
among very different power differentiated communities. [...] Feminist objectivity means quite
simply situated knowledge (Haraway 1988, 579 —80).
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Views of epistemology as both located and dialogical have now gained currency
across a range of different fields and, to return to life writing, encourage us to
read our own lives in relation to those of other people in different contexts whose
insights challenge and enrich our own. This work does not entail abstraction or gen-
eralisation but delving deeper into the particularity of persons and lives in order cre-
ate relational wisdom. Encountering Bonhoeffer’s soul-searching reflections in South
Africa was transformative for me — deepening my perception and giving me keys to
interpret my own experiences. However, I return to Haraway’s assertion that we
should seek the translation of knowledges ‘among very different power differentiated
communities’ to question how we might understand the limits of such dialogue. Al-
though separated by time, gender, and class I shared with Bonhoeffer a saturation in
Western culture and a privileged social location. In some ways it was easier for me to
engage with his reality than that of the good friend with whom I shared a cramped an
intimate space for several months. A genuine desire for meaningful communication
does not mean it is easily achieved.

As we are increasingly aware political silencing is achieved through processes
which render personal narratives inadmissible: stories of the forced removal of indig-
enous children, child abuse and the sexual victimisation of women were often told in
the past but remained as if untold by their narrators. Coloniality as a cultural mech-
anism similarly renders many contemporary experiences unaccountable. Decolonial
thinkers are now calling for the “unveiling of epistemic silences” and the creation of
a “geo and body politics of knowledge hidden from western epistemology” (Mignolo
2009, 4). This will entail engaging with a reservoir “of ways of life and modes of
thinking that have been disqualified by Christian theology” (Mignolo 2013, 133)
and post-enlightenment thinking. Yet to access such a reservoir of understanding en-
tails more than the silenced gaining the power to speak. Coloniality does not simply
divide us from others but also create fissures within the self as people struggle to find
modes of communication between the diverse worlds they inhabit. Kwok Pui Lan
names the difficulties encountered:

What is the process of self-fashioning that is going on in the story-telling process? ‘Speaking for
oneself’ is never an easy and unambiguous process, especially when one constantly navigates
between two cultures and languages. For example, are there silences and ellipses in the narra-
tives? [...] Can one deal with the moral ambiguities and inconsistencies when one worldview col-
lides with another in the process of negotiating multiple identities? (Kwok 2011, 35)

Practical theologian Courtney Goto has reflected deeply upon the fact that the frac-
tured stories of people experiencing oppression do not easily find a space within a
discipline dominated by white western voices and modes of expression (Goto
2018). She questions whether practical theologians possess the capability to engage
with voices that resist incorporation into conventional frames of academic credibility
and coherence. Convinced that ‘empirical’ research can become another form of cul-
tural imperialism through which personal stories are colonised within an alienating
interpretative framework she argues that people must, nevertheless, be enabled to
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share their lived experience. Referring to her own pedagogical practice she advocates
that instead of withdrawing in disillusion students resisting coloniality should be en-
couraged to enter this communicative process more deeply but differently. First of all,
there should be appreciation of epistemic advantage, “a critical, perspectival edge
created by experiencing oppression personally or empathically, enabling a knower to
stand in multiple places, discern what others might neglect, and challenge ignorance
or violence” (Goto 2018, 202 italics original). With the recognition of this advantage
students may gain confidence to write with forms of hyper-reflexivity and embodied
rhetoric that reveal how they have been integrally formed by their contexts and dis-
play their affective as well as their intellectual means of grasping the world. It is
Goto’s hopeful vision that writing which is courageously open is paradoxically less
vulnerable to objectivization for it “invites readers to engage in a parallel process”
of self-examination and to consider the ways in which their own experiences have
“been shaped by patterns of prejudice, privilege and violence”. In other words, it in-
vites relationship; “author and reader are in conversation in the space created by
writing and reading” (Goto 2018, 216).

2.3 Social Research

Goto’s hope for a relational narrative connection also stands behind the turn to forms
of life writing which are becoming hugely influential within contemporary qualitative
research. Norman Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln, leading scholars in this field, argue
that an encounter with the narratives of those resisting ‘epistemic silencing’ should
prompt qualitative researchers in all fields to “construct stories that [...] will be dia-
logical counternarratives [...] stories that create spaces for multicultural conversa-
tions, stories embedded in the critical democratic imagination” (Denzin and Lincoln
2008, 6). Specifically, the development of autoethnography as a lively and productive
methodology facilitates this form of encounter as it “provides a framework to critical-
ly reflect upon the ways in which our personal lives intersect, collide and commune
with others in the body politic” (Spry 2011, 54).

Autoethnography, which is a relatively recent arrival within the field of qualita-
tive research, encourages deep critical attention to personal life narratives as a
means to gain understanding of issues that have a collective cultural significance.
Not only does it esteem ‘insider’ knowledge, but it also pays attention to the form
in which this understanding is communicated. Pioneers in the field Carolyn Ellis
and Art Bochner have repeatedly emphasised that autoethnographic writing must
be evocative; framed to engage intellectual and also affective, embodied responses.?
Norman Denzin goes further and argues autoethnography not only communicates

3 See Walton (2014) for an overview of ‘evocative autoethnography’ which builds upon the founda-
tions established by Ellis and Bochner.
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but ‘performs’ transformation as it embodies “a way of writing, hearing and listening
[...] a return to narrative as a political act. [...] It uses the words and stories people tell
to imagine new worlds” (Denzin 2003, 105).

The subject matter of autoethnography varies hugely. I have used this methodol-
ogy to reflect upon motherhood and secularisation (Walton 2014, 21-30), political
activism and the work of preaching (Walton 2014, 10 —20). However, as a form of
life writing it shares the concerns of this genre with two distinct but overlapping
foci: the epiphanic and the everyday. In reference to the first Ellis and Bochner en-
courage researchers to write about epiphanic insights that emerge from their partic-
ular cultural identity or social location. Norman Denzin also advises autoethnogra-
phers to focus on moments of revelatory significance that construct identity;
“always write out of those spaces and experiences that carry the sting of memory,
those epiphanies, and turning point moments that leave a mark on you™*

This is good advice because what a writer communicates with passion about mo-
ments of clarity and awe (including fearful moments of pain and grief) presses into
the imaginations of their readers and generates intense responses. Interestingly these
responses are not tied to the subject matter that evoked them. When I read about
Bonhoeffer’s prison experiences, I understood that they were very different indeed
from my own encounters with the confining power and ‘banal’ evil of the apartheid
regime. However, they spoke so powerfully to my context that it seemed natural to
me to use his prayers and memorise his poetry as a means to express my own devel-
oping spiritual / political understanding. When I write about my own particular and
personal ‘epiphanic’ experiences I am asking my readers to engage with different ex-
periences from their own contexts which provoke similar intense, hyper-reflexive en-
ergy. I am asking them to seek out the epiphanies present in their everyday lives.

Attention to the significance of everyday life is fundamental to autoethnographic
writing — and part of a turn to the everyday within social research more generally.
Recognition has grown that the ofttimes neglected sphere of daily living is where
most people exercise agency and construct selfhood. It is the plane on which our
most meaningful life experiences unfold and also where the impacts of economic
and political forces are most keenly felt — and, in some cases, resisted (Walton
2014, 170 - 85). The multi-layered nature of everyday living is what inspires radical
autoethnographic researchers who continually seek to delve deeper into the particu-
larity of experience as a means of voicing their political challenges. It is also why a
turn to everyday life is also proving theologically generative.

For example, in the work of mujerista theologian Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz we are
presented with a powerful articulation of the importance of lo cotidiano as the
place in which Hispanic women engage in caring and cooking, shopping and sex
but also social struggles and meaning-making work that “has descriptive, herme-
neutical and epistemological importance” (Isasi-Diaz 1996, 67). It is from the every-

4 https://www.dur.ac.uk/writingacrossboundaries/writingonwriting/normandenzin (08.10.2019).
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day that vibrant theological understandings emerge out of lived religion. These incar-
nate epistemologies appear as very different from the ‘normative’ perspectives of ec-
clesial and academic traditions and encourage a reconceptualization of theology it-
self making it “possible for us to see our theological knowledge as well as all our
knowledge as fragmentary, partisan, conjectural and provisional” (Isasi-Diaz1996,
72).

Isasi-Diaz is articulating here points about the nature of theological thinking
through life narratives that I have been at pains to stress throughout this chapter.
However, I would wish to add that theology generated in this form is not only frag-
mented plural and provisional it may also be rich, colourful, and vital. In Bonhoeff-
er’s letters his unsystematic reflections are not separable from the cultural textile and
personal texture of the man who wrote them. As such what they offer is not abstract-
ed understanding what the cultural theorist Bruno Latour describes as truth ‘warmly
clothed, incarnated and strong’ (Latour 1989, 115). As practical theologian Natalie
Wigg Stevenson (2017) has argued we need to develop more nuanced ways of ap-
proaching where truth lies in our theological reflections. Older understandings of
normativity are difficult to operationalise in relation to autoethnographic writing.
However, as their evident epistemological significance cannot be denied we will
need to discover new means of appraising value. Significant work on this topic is un-
derway in qualitative research but is only just beginning within practical theology.

3 Writing My Life

Up to this point I have been at pains to stress the rich potential of life writing as we

seek to understand contemporary religious practice and also as we seek to become

more creative in our theological reflections. I have argued that we are not engaging

with coherent and reliable (so-called empirical) accounts that can be easily process-

ed into conventional theological statements. Quite the contrary. Life narratives are

unwieldy and difficult to tame for our own ends. They reveal things we might prefer

to ignore such as:

— The constructed, fictive, and mimetic nature of narrated experience.

— The gasp, silences and fissures narration contains.

— The difficulty of representing trauma and pain — or indeed any deeply disruptive
experience within a conventionally ‘storied’ framework.

However, the revelatory power of life narratives also sheds light on things that we are

learning to celebrate. These include:

— The dialogical and relational nature of meaning making.

— The importance of everyday life and the epiphanies it contains.

— The located and embodied nature of our understanding.

— The potential of an intense focus upon the particular to illuminate wider cultur-
al, political, and theological issues.
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— The vivid and compelling nature of theological reflection that is ‘incarnate and
strong’.

I now turn back to my own practice to explore how I seek express these qualities of
life writing in my own work. I would like to highlight three practices that have be-
come particularly important to me as my engagement with theological life writing
has developed and deepened.

The first relates to making explicit links between life experience and theoretical
thinking. I am a life writer, but this does not mean that I wish to repudiate theoretical
thinking and embrace a moist and moody immanence. I am someone who is, by tem-
perament, perhaps a little too analytical — I love a good theory. It is rather that I now
seek to tie my theoretical reflections back into the life situations out of which epis-
temic challenges arise. In recent years I have made it my custom to include short life
writing extracts in my most ‘abstract’ scholarly articles. The incident retold gestures
towards the existential elements the theoretical argument addresses. So, for exam-
ple, an article on postsecularism begins with an account of going to church one Sun-
day morning (Walton, 2018) and a discussion of new materialist thinking begins with
an account of clearing up after putting my daughter to bed:

Blossom, the favourite doll, was sprawled face down on the carpet. Her stiff limbs outstretched, and
her long golden nylon hair tangled. I bent to pick her up and it was as if a current ran through me.
A small but perceptible force that made me shiver slightly. This doll could not be impersonally han-
dled but commanded respect. She was animated and something of my child’s life was bounded up
in her. I combed her hair with my fingers, smoothed her dress and sat her in my daughter’s little
chair where she could be found and loved again next morning (Walton 2014, 31).

Secondly, I now seek to make evident the relational nature of understanding by ad-
dressing very directly (as I have done in this chapter) the ways in which my own
ideas are formed out of intense encounters with others — which may be personal, po-
litical and/or textual. I treat authors I admire as friends and write about my friends in
ways that acknowledge their shaping influence upon me. In my book Not Eden (Wal-
ton 2015) I employ an extended, ‘relational’ metaphor to describe my experience of
becoming politically engaged in South Africa.

I read newspapers and cut out bits to file. I wrote down tables of statistics noting infant mortal-
ity, malaria, and TB. I studied philosophy and wrote my diary. I liked this serious person I was
playing. She had taken her vows and was dedicated like a nun. But then I went to visit. I stayed
in [the Young Christian Workers] house. There was no place for me there. I had to sleep in the
bed of whichever person was away that night or in the space that was left when two people
shared one bed [...]. I was sleeping in the hollows other bodies had left in the mattress, in
rooms where clothes other people had worn were scattered on the floor and where the cigarettes
they had smoked were still in the ashtray (Walton 2015, 120).
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This image illuminates a process leading from observation to involvement — literally
a living-in-the-life-space that others have created. I think this metaphor holds good
for my academic theological practice also.

A third important aspect of life writing that is increasingly becoming part of my
academic discipline is the active disclosure of the many spheres in which I dwell and
the overlaps as well as the tensions between them. This is facilitated by the genera-
tive capacity of life writing and, in particular, the practice of journaling. I have pub-
lished edited extracts from my journals that demonstrate ways in which being a part-
ner, a mother, a friend, an academic, a lover-of-lovely things, a writer, a gardener and
someone who enjoys wrestling hard with a dense theory (particularly if it is French/
and or Marxist) all tumble together in my theological thinking. Some of my ‘jour-
naled-articles’ are about specific challenging issues in my life such as an extended
period of infertility, a personal bereavement and suffering from anxiety. The frag-
mented heterogeneity of journal writing naturally lends itself to exposing the ‘unre-
solvement’ that these experiences entail and to experimental theological work as
steps in the development (or not) of understanding can be noted and transcribed.

Working in these ways, writing in these ways, still feels a little transgressive
within practical theology. It is therefore deeply enjoyable! However, I have to concede
that I am only gradually learning ways of proceeding that are taken for granted in
other spheres. Artists have always opened themselves up to the inspiration of the
‘found object’; something happened upon in the midst of life that becomes epiphanic
to them. Poets and creative writers have similarly found that great power lies in the
improper mixing of things that should remain apart. What is metaphor other than
relational thinking with revelatory effect?

What artistic work in all spheres teaches is that particular experience, com-
pressed through intense focus upon it, can become incandescent. Light into fire.
This was what I found in Bonhoeffer’s Letters and Papers and which so caught my
imagination. The personal writing of a man in a particular and prescribed environ-
ment combusted old ways of thinking and sent sparks flying far beyond their prison.
I covet this incendiary art for contemporary practical theology and am excited by the
challenge of working to develop a theopoetics of practice within our discipline (Wal-
ton 2019).
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Jaesung Ha
Communication and Religion

1 Practical Theology as Communication

From the beginning, practical theology itself has been an effort to communicate with
the world outside the church and contemporary society. Don Browning introduces
practical wisdom as useful for practical reasoning with the concept of phronesis
that Aristotle and the Gospel of Luke commonly used. It distinguishes itself from the-
oria or techne and religious communities often demonstrate it in a powerful way by
constituting practical rationality and conveying it to the world. Christianity has prac-
tical reason with a narrative envelope “about God’s creation, governance, and re-
demption of the world,” in which “the life and death of Jesus Christ further God’s
plan for the world” (Browning 1995, 10).

Browning has well demonstrated how practical communication might happen
since he developed a practical reasoning in the postmodern society or in the post-
Christian culture. In the postmodern “deconstructionism” of pluralistic society, peo-
ple “are all suspicious of all truth claims.” (Meracadante 2014, 183) He argues that
religious communities must “exhibit reason or, more specifically, practical reason”
to make sense to the outside world (Browning 1995, 1).! In the post-Christian era
of high reflection and communication, people do not feel that they are living in
the present, but rather as deferred between past memory and future hope. The cul-
ture is rapidly changing into nihilism, and the church has lost its power to reform the
world, let alone itself. Communication of religious faith has come to an end from
within. The Church’s voices have lost its authenticity and rather received backlash
from the public about its corrupt inside. Society, culture, and politics univocally
stand against the church throughout the world, especially in Korea’s current society.

There is, however, one instigator for religious involvement in this atheistic era,
that is, an individual’s suffering. “Suffering is pervasive, intrinsic to the human con-
dition,” (Hunter 1991, 1230) and no one is able to escape from the vulnerability to
suffer. Tim Keller, a preacher and Christian thinker, once said, “there is nothing
more certain than the fact that you are going to suffer and/or people around you
are going to be suffering” (Keller 2008). Suffering to those who tolerate pain is
real; therefore, people are “not interested in the theoretical issue of suffering [...]
[but] are torn apart by what is happening to real people, to those we know and
love.” (Hauerwas 1990, 2)

1 Especially, about a form of speech, Browning introduces Habermas’ three competences, that is, “to
speak the truth, establish normative claims, and express oneself authentically” (Browning 1995, 200).
Even among the uneducated people, according to Habermas, these communicative competences are
essential not to break down the communicative action.

8 OpenAccess. © 2022 Jaesung Ha, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110618150-005
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A Korean church introduced in this paper insists to grow because it has been
dealing with human suffering in a unique way. It does not communicate practical
wisdom with the society in a sophisticated way; instead, it has radical means to com-
municate with suffering individuals and connect them to God, that is, interpreting
life in the light of the Scripture. This church follows “a classic expression of the theo-
ry-to-practice model” by “conform[ing] itself totally to the Word of God revealed in
Scripture” (Browning 1995, 7). At first glance, it seems naive and subjective process
of appropriating biblical instructions for one’s benefit.

However, the church exceptionally uses human suffering as a means to commu-
nicate with the world with biblical interpretations. Struggling with questions of why
for a deep meaning functions as a path to faith in God. Regardless of the negative
impressions of churches during the post-revival era in Korea, the church’s model
of practical theology that interprets personal suffering is being used as a guide to
faith. Its confessional theology in the form of universality per se is a remarkable
way of communicating with the gospel to society by offering a spiritual meaning. Al-
though Browning and Edward Farley commonly slam the confessional theology “as a
hamper in practical theological thinking” (Ha 2011, 206) Korean churches that in-
clude this principle have been thriving with confessionalism among the past perse-
cution and ongoing pluralism.

2 Suffering and Interpreting in Narrative
Community

At the gate of Seoul in Korea, from the busiest No. 1 highway from the south, no one
can miss the church to the left on the hillside with its large billboard sign saying,
“Marriage is not for happiness, but for holiness,” which reminds us of a popular
Christian author, Gary Thomas, and his bestselling book Sacred Marriage (Thomas
2015). The church is well-known for many peculiarities: first of all, the senior pastor
is a woman who established the church in 2002, a time period when Korea did not
have many female pastors. The church started its gatherings in a high school gym-
nasium in Seoul, but now it has two places to gather on Sundays. It is the Wooridle
Church, which means our church. The church has been known for its magnetic power,
especially for those who have suffered multiple afflictions in life including illness,
abuse, or affairs. Its members are not usually local residents: they mostly come
from distant cities within two, three, even five hours by car.

The church presently has more than a thousand ‘powerful’ small groups for look-
ing after souls, which they call “pastures”. They are a vital part of the church in
which meetings are composed of Scripture readings and applications. There are pas-
tures for couples, for women, and for workplaces; the size of each group is typically
from seven to fourteen people. Once or twice a week, they gather at home, work, or
church, doing Bible study and communal dialogues, which takes at least three hours.
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Regardless of some resentments of the long meeting hours, the majority of the mem-
bers still have a strong desire to attend the pasture meetings.

After reading the Bible, they share their life stories in light of the word for which
they term this activity the interpretation of life. This allows for them to share their suf-
ferings and ultimately seek spiritual meanings. Browning summarizes that “herme-
neutics is basically a conversation” (Browning 1983, 49) as a process of interpreta-
tion, e.g., between theology and psychology. Biblical hermeneutics of life,
however, is the church’s unique process of finding the underlying message suffering
brings through the intersubjective group process. The church finds it effective regard-
ing communicative and collective healing to practice Bible meditation, confession of
sins, and resolution for holiness in life. By helping those who suffer interpret their
lives based on scripture, the church facilitates spiritual growth of individuals and re-
building of families.

The church has also begun seminars for ministers since 2014, which is called,
“THINK Bathtub Ministry Seminar”. Public baths are common in Korea, in which ev-
eryone is expected to be naked, although sex-specific.? This metaphor makes it clear
that the church prioritizes confession of sins, revealing wounds and weaknesses,
while enabling rehabilitation from relational brokenness.

Victor Frankl, a survivor of a concentration camp during World War II, created
the logotherapy based on his first-person experience of fatal sufferings and life-
threatening fears among fellow inmates. He accepts the reality of “the unavoidability
of suffering,” (Frankl 1963, 181) but believed that a person’s suffering has a meaning
in itself. In the face of his own sufferings, including high chances of death, he brave-
ly and rationally observed people’s responses to their own detrimental destinies. He
kept asking questions about the meanings of suffering while most other prisoners be-
came hopeless in sustaining their interpretations.

The question which beset me was, “Has all this suffering, this dying around us, a meaning? For,
if not, then ultimately there is no meaning to survival; for a life whose meaning depends upon
such a happenstance-whether one escapes or not-ultimately would not be worth living at all.
(Frankl 1963, 183)

Frankl’s concern in the camp was not survival itself. Instead, he believed that his suf-
fering certainly had a meaning up to the moment of death. At the site of struggle for
survival, he spawned the idea of logotherapy to help “the patient regain his (or her)
capacity to suffer,” (Frankl 1963, 180) not simply to enjoy life.

His ideas of suffering and meaning have made an important shift in therapy:
rather than getting rid of pain itself, the therapist can help illuminate a meaning
or purpose hidden under the surface of hopeless situations of the patient. The pur-

2 It is not ‘gender-specific’ in Korea yet, legally or commonly. It has been a big dispute between pro-
gressivists and conservatives about the issue, but Korea still keeps its original constitutional position
on ‘sex’ instead of ‘gender’.



64 —— Jaesung Ha

suit of happiness by regarding unhappiness as a symptom of maladjustment is a re-
sult of the ‘mental-hygiene philosophy’. Instead of endeavoring to find pleasure or
avoid pain, he sees a human as one who can embrace sufferings as long as hardships
are meaningful.

Pastoral ministry is expected to accomplish a hermeneutical task by concerning
“itself with ways of seeing and responding to situations of contemporary life that
comfort with the vision of life that emerges from Scripture and tradition.” (Hunter
1991, 592) The church has paved its way for the search for meaning through its pecu-
liar practice for sufferers. The church does not only try to comfort those who mourn
to make them happy again, but it also actively welcomes suffering in an individual’s
life and gets involved with it to make it meaningful. Instead of helping people over-
come afflictions instantly, the church first teaches how to change themselves rather
than changing their surrounding situations or related others.

By getting involved with people’s sufferings communally and spiritually, the
church encourages them to interpret their lives in light of the scripture. It provides
a way of seeing life’s predicaments, whose purposes and meanings can be found
only in faith. The church functions as a pastoral guide for those in chaos by present-
ing a way of individual but biblical hermeneutics to find spiritual meanings.

The church values the interpretation of individual life based on the interpreta-
tion of the Bible. It is interesting to see how the church members do not just depend
on sermons of the pastor. Instead, they actively participate in the process of interpret-
ing the Bible in their own words. The church likes to use the term interpretation of life
instead of the scriptural interpretation.

Rosemary Ruether once found that Korean women’s life experiences and their
views of scripture are closely integrated: “it is they and their lives that are the
text, and the various scriptures and traditions provide material by which women
can interpret their lives” (Ruether 1998, 271). The integration of their life stories in
the form of particularity with Bible stories is respected and shared, which ends up
becoming an active interpretation of life. The Bible is not simply one of the many
reading materials but the one true resource that makes them obedient even during
the suffering.

Once people register as a church member, they will be taught how to interpret
their lives based on a personal and communal application. They are encouraged to
seek individualized meanings for their suffering. Life situations such as broken rela-
tionships may not be easily altered, but the confessing of sins within small groups is
necessary because they believe a person’s suffering is not bigger than the graceful
purpose of God. The authority of the Bible is universal and is accepted as absolute:
theodicy always prevails over individual sufferings. It is natural in this situation that
no other voice can be bigger than that of the Scripture. The church welcomes whom-
ever suffers: it practices hospitality especially for those with broken relationships.
Therefore, it is not strange for the church to be called “the shelter for sufferers.”
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3 Hermeneutics of Scriptures and Sufferings:
Encounter of Universality and Particularity

Instead of taking a western medical paradigm to get rid of pain, the church targets
the extraction of messages from God. One of the common words that people like
to mention is “my sinfulness” in the midst of suffering. In appearance, the church
wrongly imposes a sense of guilt on the sufferers or victims. However, the habit ac-
tually began with the pastor’s personal experience before the church existed. As a
matter of fact, the whole church is repeating the healing process of the pastor’s in-
dividual afflictions in the past.

The pastor had a distinctive biography: she was not a welcome baby at birth. Her
parents gave her a boy’s name before she was born?, expecting a boy to inherit the
family’s name in the Confucian patriarchy. Her growth was full of disappointment
because she felt ashamed as a girl and was resented by the family.

Regardless of the negative attitude in the family, she grew up well and went to a
prestigious college. She married a medical doctor and lived with parents-in-law for
five years. As defectives from North Korea during the Korean War, they were beyond
harsh and oppressive to her. She experienced serious verbal abuse and unforgiving
demands from the family. She tried to kill herself in depression which finally made
her run away from home.

As a runaway, she experienced a spiritual conversion. In an interview with the
author, she said she had met Jesus Christ in person and returned home. She recon-
ciled with the family by confessing her sins and asking for forgiveness. At the same
time, she began studying scriptures with the Daily Bible, a Christian magazine for a
quiet time. She has not skipped even a single day for more than forty years thereafter.
Under the supervision of her pastor, she also began to lead a Quiet Time group in a
local church.

Her husband died in her late thirties due to a sudden rupture of the liver. As a
single mother, she founded Quiet Time Mission for biblical meditation and went to
a seminary, sensing the limitations in her ministry as a lay person. She was ordained
as a minister in order to facilitate God’s ministry without interruption.

Following the pastor’s model, church members share their life stories in depth;
she often introduces some of the cases to the whole congregation under their con-
sent. The church is always added up with novelties of the first-person experience
and keeps up to date in terms of taking care of a person, which only reinforces its
priority of the Bible. For the pastor and the congregation, “God is always right!”
Whenever they share their particular stories, they commonly accept them as part
of the universal and providential will of God. Theodicy prevails at all times among
the congregation.

3 Rev. Yang Jae Kim has a boy’s name that is not common among Korean women.



66 —— Jaesung Ha

There are rules of thumb for the community to practice: no future divorce, no
marriage to a person without faith, no abortion, no silence in revealing sufferings,
and no financial interaction between church members. The pastor insists these are
essential for a person’s real change.

When Browning defines hermeneutics as a conversation, he refers to bringing
something foreign to a familiar understanding, based on Hans Gadamer, David
Tracy, and Richard Rorty. He emphasizes it as a process in which a necessary conver-
sation happens “for understanding the depths of one’s own faith [...] And under-
standing the perspectives and meanings of the other people” (Browning 1983, 49).
Distinguished from Browning, the church does not use mutually critical hermeneu-
tics between two equal partners in a rational conversation. Rather, it resonates the
method of Tillich, which states that people have questions from life and the Bible
proposes the answer. Foreign to Tillich, the church members themselves actively par-
ticipate in the hermeneutical process and willingly accept the will of God in the
midst of sufferings through obedience.

Hermeneutics of life in the church is not simply a cognitive theological process.
Although it looks like a simple one-way application of faith or theology, it is the fruit
of painstaking engagements between suffering and faith, life and the scripture, med-
itation and confession, human desire and God’s will, and furthermore, particularity
and universality. Its uniquely embodied hermeneutics of life has helped people expe-
riencing suffering keep discussing between those poles conversely and communally.

A new meaning discovered through interpretation reduces the depth of suffering.
Howard Brody says that the “relief of suffering comes most often by changing the
meaning of the experience for the sufferer and restoring the disrupted connectedness
of the sufferer with herself and with those around her” (Brody 2002, 30). By finding
meanings, a person is capable of suffering deeper and thus can endure longer, re-
gardless of life’s unfavorable fortunes. The community with empathic acceptance fa-
cilitates healing by interpreting the meaning of individual suffering in particularity;
it helps relieve the pain by seriously considering “the multiple aspects of personhood
and personal meaning” (Brody 2002, 30).

4 Narrative, Interpretation, and Community

One important difference between this church and the charismatic movement is that
the former does not follow the model of medicine to remove the pain. Rather, it seeks
“a narrative unity,” as Stanley Hauerwas suggests, as an alternative (or supplemen-
tary) model of healing the charismatic or medical tradition (Hauerwas 1990, 120). The
narrative is simply a story of our life, but it has a multitude of forms of expression
that convey our stories of ordinary life. It is necessary that “our lives [...] have a nar-
rative unity” (Hauerwas 1990, 119). Our life is not laid out as is lived in a way of mere
chronicity; instead, it expresses itself by maintaining a pattern of narrative unity that
is bound up with stories.
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The situation is graver when patients themselves lack any sense of narrative unity, for medicine
becomes impotent to bring about or enhance patient well-being, even by accident, if there is no
“intelligible narrative” to ground questions about better or worse: treatments (Long 1986, 80).

Thus, storytelling by a person in suffering is a crucial part of becoming or recovering
herself. Especially “intelligible narratives” are an effective (or essential) way of pro-
moting the well-being of the sufferer. Narrative unity may build and grow “out of a
kind of belief system that not everyone has” (Hauerwas 1990, 120).

Christian stories in the past contributed to the growth of Christian communities
and to the maintenance of its tradition regardless of multitudes of counterforces
against the church. However, by storytelling of the narratives, the church was able
to avoid Christian amnesis and continue to reaffirm its identities. In its tradition,
the story has been a way and a tool “to invite those outside to join our family and
become renewed by sharing our memories” (Culbertson 2000, 44).

On the other hand, stories of a person in the family can help form an interpretive
community because “a commonality of interpretation creates the sense of belonging
or family loyalty” (Culbertson 2000, 51). People in the Wooridle Church have explored
the spiritual meanings by interpreting both the daily texts and the individual narra-
tives, which reinforces their communal identity. For them, interpretation is consid-
ered prior or superior to objective facts of sufferings, in which the faith community
is worth being maintained in order to pass its beliefs and values to those who are not
aware of their meaning. Beyond individual and particular narratives, the church of-
fers a universal canopy of faith that covers their shame and discovers a common
hope through biblical interpretation that meaningfully binds them together. By shar-
ing the interpretive strategies among members, the church “becomes a social unit [...]
(of) an interpretive community” like a family does (Culbertson 2000, 51).

How can any one of us know whether or not he is a member of the same interpretive community
as any other of us? [...] The only ‘proof” of membership is fellowship, the nod of recognition from
someone in the same community, someone who says to you what neither of us could ever prove
to a third party: ‘we know’ (Fish 1980, 173).

When the whole church shares common religious belief systems, however, the com-
munication of religious meanings in a narrative unity gains powerful effects on the
individual and the community. It makes the community build itself by connecting in-
dividuals as a common unit of particular narratives and general interpretations. It
also expands itself by repeating its own script, that is, a sequence of repetitive prac-
tices of listening and empathizing. In this context, shared stories of enduring suffer-
ings end up with a powerful community of interpretive communication, which re-
duces their formidable sufferings into tolerable pieces.

Instead of existing for themselves as an end, communities “are created in re-
sponse to a call” (Kornfeld 2001, 17). The sense of calling strengthens the motivation
to serve and care for others as well as themselves. Because all communities, whether
religious or not, take care of each other as their root for existence, they are ‘spiritual’



68 —— Jaesung Ha

by nature.* The church, however, prioritizes God’s call first and its members share
their visions of healing based on the common confession of faith as a general theo-
logical property. The scripture and the confessional tradition function as bases for
the current community progressing towards a meaningful interpretation of life
both individually and communally.

5 Practical Theology that Creates, Cultivates, and
Cares for Community

Introducing a revisionist model for contemporary theology, Tracy argues that “the
two principal sources for theology are Christian texts and common human experi-
ence and language” (Tracy 1975, 43). He does not ignore the importance of “appro-
priate interpretations” of the scriptures and “a theologian’s responsibility to the tra-
dition” (Tracy 1975, 44). However, he regards both coherence in articulating reality
and adequacy for common human experience as more important values of today’s
practical theology. As with Browning, he goes beyond Tillich’s correlational model
for intrinsic conviction and consistency of the task of theology in order to explicate
the ultimate meaning of the existential everyday life.

The Wooridle Church’s approach to interpretation of life considering scriptures
may look simple or naive in this respect: it does not allow any mutually critical po-
sition on the scripture or on the redemptive historical faith in Jesus. The orthodox
theology that most Korean churches represent has a major strength in its “ability
to develop sophisticated models for providing systematic understanding of the
basic beliefs of [the] church community,” with its weakness in making “intrinsic
use of the other scholarly disciplines” (Tracy 1975, 25). That is why Browning
draws a line between confessional theology and practical theology: “Confessional-
ly-oriented religious interpreters may stop the process here” (Browning 1995, 6). In
his mind, practical theology must be critical in order to develop its own religious mo-
tivation and test its adequacy for communication of meanings with the world out-
side. Confessional interpreters, however, may not be able to continue the process
of critical hermeneutics on the traditional text regardless of having well-organized
theological properties to be effectively transferred to others.

Therefore, Browning recommends practical theologians to think in religious
and philosophical terms with/using a narrative envelope outside. It is important
for Christian churches and theologians to cultivate a new way to communicate
with the secular world on the level of common human reason. However, it is still cru-
cial that Christianity keeps its tradition and identity within the society with its faith-

4 Annie Dillard defines community as a ‘spiritual fact’ before it is built as a social or political reality.
She says we have to begin with contemplation instead of activity in order to experience a sense of a
common life, our “hidden wholeness.” Quoted in Kornfeld 2001, 19.
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ful presence and servanthood without compromising its core values as manifest in
the scripture.

Hermeneutics of classic texts must “be a community effort involving several peo-
ple and their respective horizons in a dialogue with the classic texts” (Browning
1995, 50). Widely leaning on Gadamer’s works, he defines hermeneutics as “a com-
munity process” in which the community and its members actively — but each in a
different degree — participate in a dialogue or conversation to attain a consensus
that is still fluid and open (Browning 1995, 50). Concerning the church as a commu-
nity of interpretation, he illustrates Josiah Royce’s image of the church as the “be-
loved community” that is “committed to the process of loving interpretation to ach-
ieve the good and true” (Browning 1995, 51). Communal understanding of
conversation, nevertheless, must be a mutually critical or correcting process so
that it incorporates both the present praxis questions and the past textual hermeneu-
tics. Anton Boisen’s metaphor, the living human document, is a good example of a
correlational revisionist theology integrating the individual’s archaeological stories
and the biblical and theological texts.

The Wooridle Church tries to communicate with Korean society in its own way,
saying “the family is not for happiness but for holiness.” Although the secular soci-
ety may not understand what this means, the church tries to communicate a meaning
of family in a different way and embrace those who suffer from it with its strong, con-
servative, and text-oriented practical (or pastoral) theology. The church keeps a prac-
tical intention to integrate its conservative values in practicing care for specificities of
individual, interpersonal, and socio-cultural problems.

Although it is not mutual or critical enough as Browning expects for phronesis,
the Korean church communicates the practical issues about abortion, divorce, fem-
inism, or homosexuality based on the orthodox scriptural readings. Confessing the
inspiration and inerrancy of the Bible, the pastor simply but faithfully performs
her duty as “a Christian pastor by bringing men into the obedience of the Gospel,
to offer them as it were in sacrifice unto God” as John Calvin appointed” (Taylor
1989, 228).

Although different from this radical openness among congregations, most other
Korean churches accept the authority of the Bible like this church. Their communi-
cation with society is largely limited to personal evangelism and charities, which
still falls short in terms of the practical theological expectations. However, their con-
servative values seem to be hardly compromised, considering the church and polit-
ical history that perpetuate the status quo of today’s practical theology in Korea (Ha
2015).
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6 Hermeneutical Particularity and Particular
Hermeneutics

Paying attention to particularity in pastoral and practical theology has accomplished
a spectacular paradigm shift in theology in which a specific human experience gains
eligibility to be part of an academic status. Considering the stronghold of academia
throughout history, generality or universality with objectivity has always prevailed
over particularity with subjectivity due to the nature of human understanding,
that is, it is easier to grasp the overview than the smallest details. That is why Martin
Heidegger defends particularity against metaphysical generality: a loss of particular-
ity in the modern technological era means a loss of subject (Heidegger 1982).

Traditionally, theoretical theologians have overlooked practical theologians who
actively include and participate in messy details of life as non-academic or less wor-
thy for systematic speculations. Miller-McLemore raises a significant question about
practical theology’s tendency of abstraction and objectivity that may obscure certain
voices of truths in order to get some scholarly validity (Miller-McLemore 1999). Due
to loyal commitments and efforts of many practical theologians, practice and reality
of life have intruded in the academic fortress, being planted yet to grow.

On the contrary, the propensity toward practice and particularity brings about a
relative disregard of the traditional texts including scriptures, which Korean churches
and theologians are critically concerned about. Some radical proponents of particu-
larity even require to change scriptural texts instead of changing of situation. Al-
though Christian theology has a wide spectrum in Korea, simply erasing or correcting
the essential Christian resources upon the need of sufferers may provoke a critical
opposition from the majority of Christian believers.

By criticizing Rebecca Chopp’s theory of “a hermeneutic of marginality,” Antho-
ny C. Thiselton, a renowned British scholar in biblical hermeneutics, regards it as a
“restless ‘hermeneutics’ that leaves behind any foundationalism, and moves through
the endless polyvalency of language” (Thiselton 1992, 461). The scriptures, according
to Chopp, must be “de-centered” for “an experience of emancipatory transforma-
tion” (Chopp 1989, 126). However, Thiselton is concerned that it is hard to “establish
adequate criteria for determining how far a tradition can be transformed before it
ceases to remain this tradition” (Thiselton 1992, 461). He raises an important question
about her priority to the present particularity over the traditional text.

Might it be that many pastoral theologians, by concentrating on the segment of the process that
concerns the present, have fallen into the very same trap of objectifying pastoral phenomena in
ways which give privilege to the present as over against the biblical text? (Thiselton 1992, 557)

Thiselton pays critical attention to Browning’s note on contingent particularities and
diversity in the public world, whose terms are found also in Tracy and Farley. Al-
though Thiselton is “extremely cautious about George Lindbeck’s tendency to locate
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the meaning of biblical texts in intralinguistic or ‘intratextual’ categories,” both of
them give a doubt together to “this tendency to give privilege to the present” (Thisel-
ton 1992, 557).

He understands the fluidity of hermeneutics between the text and the present ex-
perience. He mentions that “the flow of interpretation between the horizons of bib-
lical texts and those of pastoral situations assumes different forms and different
functions as the two sets of particularities change” (Thiselton 1992, 557). He resents
that many books on hermeneutics fall short in expectation because of simply gener-
alizing the situation or being ignorant of diversity and even the text itself. The old
text of scripture contains different types of texts such as didactic, narrative, poetic,
boundary situation, apocalyptic and so on. He maintains that these different texts
“perform different, though often overlapping, hermeneutical functions, especially in re-
lation to different reading-situations” (Thiselton 1992, 558).

He warns about the existential understanding of the text and particularity for its
danger of making the text of the Bible “individuating vehicles” (Thiselton 1992, 563)
in pastoral theology. Existential readers like to use the “boundary situation” of Karl
Jaspers, but they may lack “the social and communal perspectives of socio-pragmatic
or even speech-act models” (Thiselton 1992, 563). It is important for him to recon-
struct the lifeworld that is bound to the author with the text’s directed goal first.
Therefore, not only is pastoral theology using the essential “listening skills” with pa-
tience in respect of others, but also do the historical biblical studies expand critical
“objective” methods into “re-live” or “reconstruct its life-world and [...] seek to enter
it by sharing its form” (Thiselton 1992, 559).

Most of all, Thiselton points out that “the relation between biblical material and
the present situation cannot be regarded as fully symmetrical” (Thiselton 1992, 606).
By quoting Pannenberg’s argument that “the present can be understood only in the
light of the past history of traditions,” he summarizes that “divine promise shapes
both the nature of reality and how the present is to be understood” (Thiselton 1992,
606). He objects the trend of “over-privileging of the present in pastoral theology”
(Thiselton 1992, 606), that is, the inclination of giving too much emphasis on the pre-
sent situation.

Korean churches including the Wooridle Church have demonstrated a strong ded-
ication to the biblical text, which is closer to Thiselton than to other theologians.
They take particular hermeneutics of the individual in a situation by giving prefer-
ence to the text, not without giving attention to the particularities of human suffer-
ing. Although Korean pastors, pastoral counselors, or pastoral theologians offer
proper significance to the present issues of suicide, poverty, or injustice, they are
still expected to stay within the priority of biblical authority by the churches.



72 —— JaesungHa

7 A Practical ‘Biblical’ Thinking

Although Browning always prioritizes practical moral reasoning in practical theolo-
gy, he still pays attention to the postmodern trend of ignoring the biblical axis. Con-
sidering the issue of homosexuality in the 1980s, he thought it deserves a “calm,
careful, loving, unanxious, and undogmatic reflection” (Browning 1983, 74). Howev-
er, he finds that supporters of homosexuality are “all [taking] a modern scholarly
critical view of the Bible” (Browning 1983, 82). Although he takes a position of a
non-dogmatic approach to homosexuality, he is still marveled at the asymmetry in
understanding of God.

[S]ome of the higher-level metaphors (God as love) are used, but others (God as creator and gov-
ernor) are neglected. Neighbor love as a principle of obligation is affirmed, but on the whole it is
disconnected from principles of justice and unsupported by understandings of human nature
(human tendencies and needs) as articulated in the arguments either from orders of creation
or from natural law (Browning 1983, 86 —87).

Browning resents that the movement attracts great attention within the present social
context. Within practical moral rules and social roles at the lowest levels, biblical
patterns are gone, and new ones have replaced them in their place. He asserts
that it should be properly balanced with “parental, familial, and societal expecta-
tions with respect to sexual preference” (Browning 1983, 89). He does not mean
that it cannot be tolerated; instead, he does not want it to be advocated.

Many Korean churches are currently advocating against the upcoming movement
of legislating gay marriage by the progressive government and its major Democratic
lawmakers. Churches and lay leaders including lawmakers, lawyers, medical doctors,
professors, and college students have been working together to communicate with
the secular society in stopping the legislation. It has been successful so far to
slow down the rushing political movement. With Christian fundamentalism, they
have sound practical reasons to execute social resistance. Founded on the teachings
of the scripture, their communications to the secular society are translated into the
scientific data of public health.®

Korean churches have accomplished a peculiar progress in communicating with so-
ciety while carefully balancing between the universality of faith and the particularity of
care. They prioritize the scriptures as God’s word and confess their belief in Jesus Christ
as a savior and moral standard. However, they are not simply naive in communication.

5 HIV patients have been rapidly increasing in Korea for the last two decades due to a failure of pub-
lic health policies for control on a socio-political level. In 2017, the number of teenage HIV patients
expanded up to 600% compared to 2001. Korea has been in danger of AIDS expansion since 2013
when the total number of patients exceeded a ten thousand according to the Kukmin-ilbo daily news-
paper in October 10, 2018: http://news.kmib.co.kr/article/view.asp?arcid=0012749709&code=
61221111&cp=du (29.11.2021).
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They have actively participated in particularity of individual sufferings in order to take
care of people and to rebuild their surroundings based on the universality of faith.
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Birgit Weyel
Community and Religion

1 Introduction

One of the central questions of practical ecclesiology is what social forms lived reli-
gion takes on. Since the 1970s, this question has caused much debate in the German-
speaking academic world. The debate has been spurred by social changes that have
affected membership in the two mainline German churches: the Catholic and the
Protestant church. Particularly, these churches have seen a significant decline in
membership, which they are now seeking to address through church policy. Church
leaders in the Evangelical Church in Germany (EKD) have a strong interest in re-
search that considers the causes for this as well as ways they can influence future
developments. Thus, they are in support of this research field of practical theology
both financially and ideationally by expressing interest in the research results of
practical and systematic theology and by inviting researchers to lectures and consul-
tations. The Church Membership Surveys, which the EKD has conducted every ten
years since 1972, are a prominent example of how church itself engages as a research
actor and incorporates scholars in the conceptualization and interpretation of data.

On the level of broader scientific reflections, sociological theoretical concepts
that combine empirical methods with theory formation have proven stimulating
and garnered much acclaim during this time. Practical theology draws heavily on
the sociology of religion in developing its theoretical impulses. In addition to classic
concepts by Max Weber, Georg Simmel, Emile Durkheim, Ferdinand Ténnies, and Ni-
klas Luhmann, contemporary scholars have also introduced important recent devel-
opments such as the role of media and network theory. Examples for these contem-
porary scholars are Andreas Hepp, Markus Hero, Christian Stegbauer, and Roger
HauBling. They provide theoretical concepts that relate to the sociology of technolo-
gy as well as the sociology of religion. By considering and collaborating with sociol-
ogy, practical theology has developed impulses that are not limited to the level of
theory but have also found expression in empirical methodological approaches,
both quantitative and qualitative. Therefore, concepts of sociality and empirical stud-
ies that consider various forms of religious community formation interact closely. In
this way sociological approaches are helpful lenses through which scholars can per-
ceive religious sociality.

During the fifth Kirchenmitgliedschaftsuntersuchung (Church Membership Sur-
vey; short: KMU) conducted in 2012, I was part of the scientific advisory board
which investigated the concept of church as a network. In my view, this conceptual-
ization is an obvious choice based on practical ecclesiology, since it acknowledges
how transformative processes of digitization have been. Furthermore, practical eccle-
siology heuristically benefits from representing relationality in various forms (Her-

8 OpenAccess. © 2022 Birgit Weyel, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110618150-006
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melink and Weyel 2015; Roleder and Weyel 2019; Weyel 2016, 2018). In addition to
working on the 5th KMU, I supervised three Ph.D. students in a doctoral network to-
gether with my two practical-theological colleagues Peter Bubmann (Erlangen) and
Kristian Fechtner (Mainz). On behalf of the church, we conducted research on the
concept of a ‘temporary congregation’ (Bubmann et al. 2019; Weyel 2019). This in-
volved actors from within the church who helped to consult and to evaluate the re-
sults of this collaborative research (de Roest 2020). The experiences and findings of
these two projects significantly shape my approach in this field. In the following, I
will first establish contextual background by outlining social transformation process-
es (2.). Then, I will lay out the organizational role the church holds when faced with
the recent membership developments (3.) to develop new perspectives on religious
community formation through networks. This is also the focus of my reflections
(4.) and synopsis (5.), which again hark back to the role of religion as a social prac-
tice. In the conclusion, I will touch on the implications this holds for practical the-
ology within the current discourse (6.).

2 The Institutional Nature of the Protestant Church
Faced with Processes of Social Transformation

Since the end of the 1960s, German churches have seen a decline in membership oc-
curring in waves. In response to this trend, the Evangelical Church in Germany (EKD)
initiated a membership survey, which they conducted for the first time in 1972 and
every ten years since then (Hild 1974; Bedford-Strohm and Jung 2015). When consid-
ering the twentieth century as a whole, the number of members leaving the Church at
the end of the 1960s was significantly lower than, for example, during the Weimar
Republic, when, following World War I, the church ceded to exert governmental sov-
ereignty in Germany and church and state separated on an organizational level.
Many also left the church during the National Socialist era (Hanselmann, Hild,
and Lohse 1984, 36). However, even with these earlier trends, the decline in member-
ship since the end of the 1960s shook the self-perception of the Protestant Church. In
1956, 96 % of the total population in the German Federal Republic were members of
one of the two Christian churches; only a minority of 4% claimed another religion or
no religion at all. The Protestant Church held a slight majority over the Catholic
Church with 50.1% Protestants compared to 45.9% Catholics (Eicken and Schmitz-
Veltin 2010). These statistics underline that the Christian churches understood them-
selves as people’s churches in the sense of Churches of the people of the Federal Re-
public of Germany (West). In a period of 65 years the membership statistics have
since changed dramatically. As of 2020, Protestant and Catholic church members
represent a combined 51% of the German population (both West and East); another
2.9% of Germans identify as Christians that belong to other Christian communities
like the Baptists, the Methodists, and Orthodox churches (Russian, Greek, etc.).



Community and Religion =— 77

The Catholic Church holds a slight majority over the Protestant Church: They make
up 26.7 % of Germans whereas Protestants make up 24.3% (Kirchenamt der Evangel-
ischen Kirche in Deutschland 2021). A major factor for this development can be
found in the way the communist regime in East Germany broke with church tradi-
tion. After the reunification, the developments in East Germany greatly impacted re-
ligious ratios in unified Germany. Other factors include waves of migration from pre-
dominantly Catholic (Italy, Spain, etc.) and Islamic countries (e.g., Turkey). In
addition, demographic changes, i.e., changes in gender roles, declining birthrates,
and more women in the workplace, must also be considered as a significant factor.
In recent years (2021/22), church membership has again drastically decreased. While
the motives for this cannot be boiled down to a single event, this new trend has sure-
ly been significantly spurred on by the sexual abuse crisis in the Catholic Church. By
handling this crisis inappropriately, the church has revealed an unwillingness for
transparency and self-criticism as well as a tendency to systematically isolate clergy.
For the Protestant Church, on the other hand, it seems like the institution has lost its
relevance and become more alienated from modern Germany. As of now, there have
not been sufficiently detailed analyses on how the Covid-19 pandemic has impacted
the relationship to the church. Overall, however, we can observe complex transfor-
mation processes that have considerably influenced the relationship Germans have
to the church, which cannot be summed up by secularization alone. It should be
noted that federal German statistics do not provide information about individual
parts of the country. In fact, there are significant religious-cultural differences be-
tween federal states, regions, and state churches. In some regions (e.g., Branden-
burg), the popular structures of the Protestant Church are thinning out in such a
manner that the church can barely uphold the comprehensive system of parochial
congregations. Kristian Fechtner has thus diagnostically declared that the people’s
church is currently undergoing the late stages of its transition (Fechtner 2011,
207), whereby its future social form remains open. However, although the church
is losing its institutional character as a people’s church, it is still able at present
to incorporate different forms of religious sociality. Eberhard Hauschildt and Uta
Pohl-Patalong therefore speak of the church as a “hybrid” (Hauschildt and Pohl-Pa-
talong 2013, 218). As a result of the transformation processes outlined above, howev-
er, the organizational character of the church is becoming more prominent whereas
its institutional character is losing importance.

3 The Church as an Organization

Coming from sociology, the concept of organization, developed by Niklas Luhmann,
was made strong in practical ecclesiology. Within a plural and differentiated society
communally exercised interactions of a congregatio sanctorum not only depend on
but also presuppose organization. “Specifically, functional systems and organiza-
tions must create opportunities for interactions, that is, they must provide appropri-
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ate temporal, spatial, social, and, not least, thematic arrangements.” (Hermelink
2011, 112; o.t.) Religious practice remains dependent on the frameworks of church or-
ganization. Past and present criticisms of the church as an organization therefore
come to nothing if generally directed towards character of the Church as an organ-
ization. It would be more precise to criticize the church as an organization only
when it dysfunctionally relates to the enabling of religious practice. Tensions in
the concept of church are to be kept alive for the benefit of enabling religious prac-
tice, because critical and constructive potential can be found in it in the determina-
tion of the relationship between organization and religious practice. Against the
background of the previously outlined processes of social change and the accompa-
nying decline in church membership, the EKD is increasingly presenting itself na-
tionally to the regional churches and to the public as an organization. The thesis
paper Kirche der Freiheit (English: Church of Freedom) (Kirchenamt der Evangeli-
schen Kirche in Deutschland 2006) has become a symbol of the church’s increased
development into an organization (Organisationswerdung) and how this comes into
tension with the self-understanding of the church as an institution by threatening
to call into question the latencies of a public church. The paper assesses the actions
of church leadership according to organizational-sociological paradigms, such as
quality and personnel management, in other words, business management tools
(Meyns 2013). In view of the decline in membership and staff resources this is an ob-
vious approach. The paper appeals to pastors, volunteers, and full-time staff to
change their mentality in order to set free a willingness to reform and a spirit of op-
timism within the congregations. There have been many criticisms of this from a
practical theology perspective (Karle 2011). I would like to emphasize two aspects.

First, according to the Protestant understanding, the task of the church is func-
tionally determined by the proclamation of the gospel (Confessio Augustana Art. 5 in
Dingel 2014, 100 -101). A self-preservation of the church as an organization, on the
other hand, cannot be justified theologically. The organizational character must be
kept in contact with this function, otherwise there is a danger that the functional log-
ics of business will gain the upper hand in the church.

Second, church members could be turned into consumers who are viewed by the
means of market research. In the logic of supply and demand, the religious subject
and the church are pulled apart. Here the church as congregatio sanctorum remains
hidden; both the individual and the congregation itself bear responsibility for their
church life within the framework of the theological concept of a priesthood of all bap-
tized Christians. Church life includes, in addition to church services, a variety of other
occasions, public and private, in which religion is practiced.

The self-understanding of church as a business enterprise orientates church or-
ganization towards an economic concept of organization designed for businesses,
“which see themselves under pressure to compete and perform.” (Hermelink 2011,
90; o.t.) Church membership, which is institutionally supported by occasional partic-
ipation in worship, is measured by the church against the idea of involvement. This
notion originates in the theory of volunteerism and leads to commitment to church
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community life becoming the norm for the church concept. The expectation of the
church as an organization towards its members changes by differentiating between
commitment and indifference. This distinction reflects a critique of how most church
members participate (or do not participate) in church life. The statement of Thies
Gundlach, Vice President in the Church Office of the EKD regarding the 5th Church
Membership Survey entitled “Engagement and Indifference” is an example of how
the church considers the ways church membership is lived out as deficient:

The “extremes” are being strengthened, members are either actively committed or predominant-
ly passively involved through their biographical situation. This means, however, that the mild,
moderate form of evangelical piety and church involvement — the so-called majority religion
for which our church is widely designed - is on the wane. Accordingly, what is expected from
the church is increasingly diverging: some want clearly recognizable communities shaped by re-
ligion, while others want situational pastoral care that is reliable and individually oriented. Are
these mutually exclusive expectations towards the church on the part of different groups in-
creasing? Do the actions of church leadership increasingly get caught in a quandary of irrecon-
cilable polarities? (Gundlach 2014, 130 -131; o.t.)

From my point of view, Gundlach’s dramatization of the situation in the final sen-
tence can only be understood against the background of perspectives led by organ-
izational theory. As a matter of fact, the polarization within the church stated here is
produced rhetorically and cannot be reconstructed from the survey data. Church
membership has always been diverse, and participation in church life has always
been affected by the current biographical situation of its members. The intrinsic plu-
rality of the church is, in fact, a characteristic of the church as a people’s church. The
organization of the church, however, casts a devaluing view of popular church life
and the diversity of its membership forms because membership numbers are declin-
ing.

With the decline in church tax revenues and membership, reform processes that
target the church as an organization and demand further organizational processes
have become necessary: Congregations will have to merge, church buildings will
have to be used alternatively, staff numbers will have to be cut, and areas of work
will have to be closed down. In any case, there is a need for church leaders to re-
spond to the decline through organization. However, a central question of practical
ecclesiology is whether the churches will reflect their organizational actions in such
a way that allows different social forms of lived religion to be integrated (Grdb 2006;
Grab 2016).

4 The Church as a Network

The concept of the network brings another way of perceiving and describing sociality
into view, which complements previous approaches instead of providing an alterna-
tive. In general terms, the ‘network’ is a transdisciplinary concept, which needs to be
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investigated by considering more or less complex phenomena as relational entities.
In the theories of sociology, the concept is not limited to constellations of people. A
key element of actor-network theory is that it also includes things (objects) that take
part in social processes through the interaction of people and things. This hybridiza-
tion of actants is one of the pivotal components in Bruno Latour’s Actor-Network-
Theory (short: ANT). I understand his famous text We Have Never Been Modern, pub-
lished in French with the subtitle Essais d’anthropologie symmétrique, as a critique of
a modern style of thinking, which is characterized by a paradox. On the one hand,
modernity is associated with practices of “translation” (Latour 1993, 10), in which
new mixtures — hybrids — emerge, not only but especially through technological in-
novations. On the other hand, modernity is associated with practices that aim to dis-
tinctly separate the spheres of the human and the non-human. Latour calls them pu-
rification practices. Mixtures (or ‘translations’) and separations (or ‘purifications’)
are closely related to each other.

The hypothesis of this essay is that the word “modern” designates two sets of entirely different
practices which must remain distinct if they are to remain effective, but have recently begun to
be confused. The first set of practices, by “translation”, creates mixtures between entirely new
types of beings, hybrids od nature and culture. The second, by “purification”, creates two entire-
ly distinct ontological zones: that of human beings on the one hand, that od nonhumans on the
other. Without the first set, the practices of purification would be fruitless or pointless. Without
the second, the work of translation would be slowed down, limited, or even ruled out. The first
set corresponds to what I have called networks; the second to what I shall call the modern crit-
ical stance. (Latour 1993, 10 -11)

At this point, I quote Bruno Latour at length to show that his network theory is a very
comprehensive critique of modernity and has far-reaching consequences for a theory
of the social. In light of this the agency of things and the role of technologies in so-
cial processes come into view. This becomes more plausible considering not only but
especially the digitization of the workplace and daily life. Beyond that, however, the
critique is also a dialectical critique of critique itself, because critical thinking is al-
ways connected with separation and differentiation. Thus, there cannot be an exit
from modern thinking en passant.

I also refer explicitly to Bruno Latour at this point to hint at the depth of the
theory’s background when using the concept of the network in practical ecclesiology.
A network theory of religious community formation can go further than just incorpo-
rating the relations between humans into practical ecclesiology. It is also a self-cri-
tique of a style of thinking whose research-practical and theory-flexive implications
are at least hinted at when the material dimension of religious practices is consid-
ered. However, in my view this does not exhaust the theoretical potential of Actor-
Network-Theory. The use of the network category to describe religious community for-
mation is, in my view, of heuristic interest.

A first aspect is the option of looking at social interactions and relational struc-
tures in the cultural transmission of religion with the help of the theory design. So-
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ciality processes, friendship networks, etc. become visible as social structures in
which religiosity emerges and is lived. Religious communication, which needs to
be defined in more detail, can be traced online and offline in the context of social
networks. Online practices form part of the connections found in everyday life, re-
sulting in fluid transitions. In other words, the separation between online and offline
practices seems less and less plausible. Research must react to this through a “con-
ceptual shift” (Przybylski 2021, 4) that focuses on the “in-between”. “The main at-
traction of digital sociology is precisely that it enables the development of experi-
mental forms of inquiry that cut across the divides between the sciences and the
humanities. It may develop and inform richer approaches to ‘data interpretation’,
more adventurous ways of introducing social theory into the space of digital re-
search” (Marres 2017, 6).

Secondly, the entry point of network research can also be reversed by examining
the role of religious practices in the formation of social networks. The interdependen-
cies of religious communication and sociality come to the fore. Thus, the way religion
is socially embedded comes into view. Lived religion can be understood through so-
cial links both within and outside the church as an institution. According to this un-
derstanding, the religious network is not a specific form of sociality, but rather joins
sociality concepts such as institution and organization as an empirical and theoret-
ical model of description. Moreover, the network has already been established as a
descriptive model for online communities.

The impulses that arise from network theory are therefore on several levels. On
the one hand, the impulses are on a methodological level, which investigates the re-
lationship between the individual and sociality under conditions that include trans-
local mediatized communication. These interdependencies have been described in a
differentiated way for the friendship networks of young people (Hugger 2018, 16 —17).
According to this description youth scenes can be considered as thematically focused
networks that are constituted through mediatized communication. They are thereby
dependent on permanent communicative self-assurance through processes of assign-
ment and delimitation (Krotz and Schulz 2014, 34). Further impulses also arise from
terms and theoretical concepts associated with network analysis. Network theory can
build on classics of interpretative sociology. Christian Stegbauer’s work, for example,
builds on Georg Simmel’s theory of social circles. Stegbauer’s reception of Simmel
offers an explanatory model for the development of culture from the concatenation
of situations (Stegbauer 2016, 79 —90). Situations enable interactions and their corre-
lating processes of negotiation that are needed for behavioral assimilations or devi-
ations. Here, negotiation is referring to “the process that aligns behavior with the sit-
uation and its specific requirements on the one hand, and with the other attendants
on the other, thereby making them compatible with each other.” (Stegbauer 2016, 82;
o.t.) Through the concatenation of situations culture develops. At the same time, re-
lationships are formed “which provide the materials for determining structures in
network research” (Stegbauer 2016, 83; o.t.).
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In the context of network research, the nodes of the links, the ties, can be deter-
mined as social actors. The concept of networks thus aims at representing the social-
ities that are found at the meso level. The concept of a network can also be used to
capture and describe small social structures. A classic example can be found in con-
version research, which can show how specific changes in a person’s relationship
constellation can favor or impede conversion (Roleder 2019). The concept of networks
also makes it possible to analyze the structure of individual social occasions in detail
(Roleder and Weyel 2019). In this case the analysis is on the micro level: the personal
network of relationships of an individual person which is characterized by friendship
and kinship is represented. It is also possible to survey very large networks. An ex-
ample of this are global flows of communication on social-media platforms (Merle
2019, 330 -351). Network research has its heuristic value for practical ecclesiology
at the meso level, i.e., in the ‘in-between’ space between close contacts (such as fam-
ily and friends) and large organizations (such as church, political parties, etc.). Com-
munity formation through regular face-to-face communication as well as communi-
cation via social media, the regular use of cell phones, IP telephony, computer games
and mobile broadband can be considered with the network paradigm. It brings a key
factor of communicative practices into the picture: online and offline forms of social-
ity can be considered together and as crossovers. Andreas Hepp and others have
coined the concept of “communicative figurations” (Hepp and Hasebrink 2018, 31)
for this purpose. It takes up the developments of “deep mediatization”. “With
deep mediatization, the very elements and building blocks from which a sense of
the social is constructed become themselves based on technologically based process-
es of mediation. In such a sense, deep mediatization is an advanced stage of medi-
atization.” (Hepp, Breiter, and Hasebrink 2018, 6; see also Hepp 2020) Hepp and oth-
ers focus primarily on the trends of a changing media environment in their cross-
media research approach. They list the following as possible consequences for indi-
vidual social domains: optionality, opportunities for social contingency and partici-
pation, spatial expansion, the blurring of boundaries, acceleration and immediacy,
concealment of agency, stabilization of sociality, social surveillance and segmenta-
tion, and exclusion and division. It should be noted that this overview outlines pos-
sible consequences that still need to be empirically investigated and described for
social fields such as religion (Hepp and Hasebrink 2018, 31).

In a study of religious online communities, Anna Neumaier has shown that the
characteristics of community classically assigned to traditional communities by Max
Weber and Ferdinand Tonnies can also be found in online communities. Neumaier
mentions the symbolic sense of belonging but also refers to characteristics of com-
munities that are ‘action-related’ such as shared rituals, internal interaction, and
support (Neumaier 2019, 24). Neumaier presents a differentiated picture of commu-
nity formation in her work as she highlights that online communities do not exhibit
characteristics of post traditional community formation per se. Both the attributes of
community formation that Ferdinand Ténnies ascribes to the traditional village com-
munity, as well as the characteristics assigned to post traditional, deterritorialized
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forms of religious community formation in media sociology can be found in online
communities. This description of Neumaier can also be understood to support the
notion that community building in networked communities does not have a funda-
mentally different quality to other networks, such as e.g., Campbell and Sheldon
suggest. “Rather than living in a single, static religious community, the study of re-
ligious online community shows many people in contemporary society live among
multiple religious networks that are emergent, varying in depth, and highly person-
alized.” (Campbell and Sheldon 2022, 76)

5 Summary: Religion as a Social Practice

The manifestations of sociality and the terms and theoretical concepts for sociality
are to be distinguished on the one hand, but also to be related to each other on
the other hand. Institution, organization, and network are concepts of sociality
that relate to different logics of the functioning of the church and can be comple-
mented by further concepts. In my view the relational approach to processes of reli-
gious community formation is a key field of research for practical theology because it
allows the relevance of mediatized communication for religious practice to be con-
sidered. Concepts of sociality always have theoretical implications that make state-
ments about the emergence of socialities, their integrative power, the relationship
to the environment, and their modes of functioning.

The church structures religious communication and many other church and non-
church activities. This relationality-orientated research approach perceives the re-
spondents in their interconnectedness with others, i.e., with the social roles they
hold. Moreover, the structure of institutional places that provide opportunities for
(religious) interactions can be made visible. Such places can be understood as situa-
tions in which culture emerges and relationships are developed.

In this way, the inner diversity of a Protestant church congregation and its com-
municative densification and structural gaps, as well as its interconnections with
structures outside of church organization can be shown. The results cannot be pre-
sented in detail here, but examples can be found in the following in Roleder and
Weyel (2019). The network survey clearly showed that the community of the church
is embedded in its social environment. It was demonstrated that the wider commu-
nity of the church consists of a multitude of more or less densely interconnected
communities in which religious communication takes place but that it also tran-
scends its own boundaries and is part of trans-local networks of relationships.

This method calls for an important change of perspective in practical ecclesiol-
ogy. Religion can be located in multiple areas of life; faith is communicated, in, but
also beyond the church community. As Volker Drehsen has stated building upon Max
Weber, religion has its own social value (Drehsen 2009). Church members are actors
that carry their religious interest and their religious knowledge with them in many
places. Their main role is not to present the church with motives and expectations
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it must react to. Church members do not form a counterpart to the church as an or-
ganization but rather play their own part in forming the church.

The idea of network formations in the church also has rhetorical value. It sug-
gests that ‘the church congregation’ (singular) represents a polycentric entity,
which, put pointedly, consists of many congregations as social microcosms. With
the help of network theory, we can speak of ‘the church congregation’ as an organ-
izational unit and at the same time see the diversity of different communities. The
church congregation does not appear to be distinctly delimitable, even to the outside
world: It is ‘open at the edges’. Various events, associations, and groups, etc. are
linked to each other through joint participation: The community food bank and
the sports club, the support association for a children’s home and the music club.
These informal, everyday situations, have their own occasionality, but naturally re-
main related to the organization of the church, because they tie to their congregation.

6 Concluding Remarks: The Role of Practical
Theology and Practical Ecclesiology

Concepts of sociality, empirical perceptions, practical-theological church theory and
church-guiding strategy drafts have all been closely related to each other in this dis-
course over the last 50 years, sometimes in a tense way. The sociologist Herbert
Kalthoff aptly writes in his introduction to the volume Theoretische Empirie: Zur Rel-
evanz qualitativer Forschung (English: Theoretical Empiricism: On the Relevance of
Qualitative Research):

The theories [...] open up different approaches to the observed empirical world. Thus, they stand
in a complementary as well as in a competitive relationship to each other. Complementary rela-
tionship means that the approaches complement each other in explaining the social world and
are also used to break down its empirical data. At the same time, which theory is referenced in
qualitative research is determined by both the data collection method and the empirical data.
The interplay of research question, methods, and data collected generates plausibility for partic-
ular theoretical approaches. (Kalthoff 2015, 19; o.t.)

This is also true for practical ecclesiology. I wanted to make clear that empirical per-

ceptions both presuppose and present very different images of the church. When

methods are proven in the field their implications are reproduced. They offer possi-

bilities of perception, but they also have limits. Therefore, it seems important to me

to make the interactions between empirical perceptions and images of the church

more explicit in the process, and especially in the presentation, of research by

— making the theoretical backgrounds and their assumptions about the social
world more transparent to recipients;

- highlighting the methodologically conditioned one-sidedness of the approach to
ecclesiastical reality more strongly;



Community and Religion =——— 85

- fanning out the ambiguities of both quantitative and qualitative research, and
- relating the perception of church and the conceptual-strategic images of church
to each other without confusing them.
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Nadine Bowers Du Toit
Development and Religion

1 Introduction

Discourse on Religion and Development has witnessed a shift in recent years with a
distinct move from religion as a threat to social welfare and development, towards
the recognition of the role played by religion or spirituality in promoting develop-
ment. The ‘turn’ towards religion as being beneficial to development, has largely aris-
en from the recognition that for the global South “spirituality is integral to their un-
derstanding of the world and their place in it, and so is central to the decisions that
they make about their own and their communities’ development” (ver Beek 2000,
31). It should be noted, however, that while development discourse has only recently
recognized the value of religion, it is religious practitioners that have been at the
forefront of mitigating the effects of poverty for centuries.

As a woman of colour, writing from the perspective of the Global South and more
specifically from an African context, both constructs of religion and of development
are contested notions. By placing this on the table, the intersection of religion and
development as a growing field — also within Practical Theology — becomes dialog-
ical and produces a creative tension within this exploration. This chapter explores
three key points of engagement within the discussion of religion and development,
namely: poverty alleviation, social capital and agency. It is important to note, how-
ever, that as a South African working in the field of Theology and Development,
these concepts are explored with reference both to recent discourse on these con-
cepts and contextualized with regards to African and, at times, South African praxis
with main references to Christian praxis. Although the chapter’s contextualization
takes place largely within an African context, there are many points of contact
with other contexts in the Global South, as well as tensions with, and perspectives
from, the Global North.

The chapter begins with various critical perspectives on the notion of poverty al-
leviation by exploring the tensions between charity and development, the ‘double
legacy’ of missionary colonialism and development for Africa and the importance
of holism and the decolonial debate for religious engagement with poverty in an Af-
rican context. These discussions recognize the intersections of gender, religion and
culture as being key to poverty alleviation. The section also deals with the impor-
tance of Faith Based Organizations (FBOs) as agents of poverty alleviation and
their contribution. The second part of this exploration deals with the way in which
religion is argued as being central to social change and poverty alleviation, through
the manner in which it generates high levels of social capital. This discussion is also
contextualized within a sub-Saharan African context in particular and explores the
way in which churches and church groups, act as core assets in mobilizing bonding,

8 OpenAccess. © 2022 Nadine Bowers Du Toit, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under
the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110618150-007
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bridging and linking capital in service of poorer communities in particular. The final
section deals with the notion of agency and the ways in which religion can promote
social transformation, by highlighting in particular the importance of recognizing
theological notions of power and justice in seeking such transformation. The section
highlights the need to problematize development projects themselves by questioning
whether they are truly liberative as well as being aware of the ways in which our ec-
clesiology of development could be challenged.!

2 Poverty Alleviation

2.1 Charity versus Development?

While discourse on religion and development is more recent, religious responses to
poverty alleviation has a long history. In fact, all religions “have a long tradition of
charitable work, including giving food and other items to the poorest and caring for
orphans and the sick and dying” (Tomalin 2013, 20). Moreover, disaster relief as well
as provision in the areas of education, health and the strengthening of livelihoods
has been central to religious work. These actions are rooted in the fact that most re-
ligious traditions have “mechanisms of helping the poor as a central feature”. For
example, in Buddhism it is “selfless giving”, in Islam the practice of “Zakat” as pillar
of the religion and in the Judeo-Christian religions “love of neighbour” (Tomalin
2013, 20). The engagement of religions with poverty has, however, been critiqued
as more firmly located within a ‘charity’ — rather than ‘development’ paradigm.
The charitable approach often entails the provision of basic needs to relieve the
plight of the poor, such as: food, clothing and the provision of welfare services in
the form of care homes for the elderly and orphanages. Although not wrong in
and of themselves, these ‘first generation’ development strategies, as popularly iden-
tified by development scholar David Korten (1990, 115) and framed within Christian-
ity as an example of ‘service’ to the poor, may lead to dependency if not combined
with the empowerment strategies of development (Korten 1990, 115; Swart 2006,
24.25). Swart (2006, 24) also notes that in this way, charity work may even represent
“a form of paternalism of which the net result has been the historical, almost com-
plete estrangement between the Christian churches, on the one hand, and the work-
ing classes and poor on the other”.

Tomalin (2013, 20), nevertheless, acknowledges that while many religious ac-
tions may fall more firmly into the charitable paradigm, religious actors do ask ques-
tions as to the roots of poverty and inequality and how these should be overcome,
which she argues “bridges the gap” between development work and charity work.

1 It should be noted that this contribution does not seek to deal with all mainstream religions, but
largely focuses on Christian faith communities.
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The 2012 Busan gathering of the World Council of Churches, for example, saw a wa-
tershed in the ecumenical understanding of diaconia, a term which had come to
dominate ecumenical development discourse and had largely been understood as
compassionate service to the poor and marginalized. Ecumenical scholars in the
field now point towards the importance of not reducing the notion of diaconia to
compassionate service or acts of charity: “ecumenical diakonia today requires a crit-
ical analysis of what causes poverty and human suffering and bold action in defense
of the excluded and their rights”. In this way Christian understandings must be shap-
ed by equal notions of compassion and justice (Phiri and Donsung 2014, 253; Nord-
stokke 2014, 265).2

2.2 The Colonial Era: A Double Legacy

The notion of ambivalence with regards to religions’ engagement with poverty alle-
viation occurs from several perspectives, not least of which is what may be termed
the “double legacy” of colonial missionary endeavors. Christian approaches towards
poverty alleviation during the colonial era in the Global South, for example, are ac-
knowledged as much for establishing basic welfare infrastructure such as schools
and hospitals, as they are for the manner in which colonialism stands at the very
root of the systemic impoverishment of the Global South. Manji and O’Coil’s
(2002) seminal article entitled “The missionary position: NGOs and development
in Africa”, for example notes that during the colonial era, missionary societies and
other voluntary organizations are identified as providing “a cheap form of private
welfare” in order to control the black populace as the wealth of their countries flow-
ed to the Global North. They further note that charity of this kind was not only in-
tended to assist the poor, but also to serve the rich in their quest to quell social un-
rest that would affect colonial interests (Manji and O’Coil 2002, 570). While Xaba
(2015, 5) acknowledges this, he notes not only the role played by missionaries in es-
tablishing soft infrastructure, but also in standing “in support of Africans against
colonial interests”. This double legacy remains relevant within today’s continuing dy-
namic between global North donors and their global South recipients as discussed in
the section that follows pertaining to Faith Based Organizations.

2.3 Faith Based Organizations as Active Agents in Addressing
Poverty Alleviation

In terms of poverty alleviation, the most active agents of development have certainly
been Faith Based Organizations. Their contribution to development and the allevia-

2 This discussion is taken further in the section on religious agency.
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tion of poverty, are perhaps most popularly identified by James (2011, 111) as the fol-
lowing:

— providing efficient development services;

— reaching the poorest at grassroots;

— having a long-term sustainable presence;

— being legitimate and valued by the poorest;

— providing an alternative to a secular theory of development;

— eliciting motivated and voluntary service;

— encouraging civil society advocacy.

Indeed, “existing studies appear to show that Faith Based Organizations (hereafter
referred to as FBOs) are more likely to score highly in terms of moral and ethical
standing, understanding of the local context, flexibility and the ability to mobilize
energy and resources” (Tomalin 2012, 699). The term FBO, however, is itself contested
— even by FBOs themselves — and has come to refer to a wide range of organizations
including: congregations, mission organizations, aid and NGO? type organizations,
denominations, networks and even training institutions. Clarke and Jennings
(2008, 6) provide perhaps the broadest definition: “any organization that derives in-
spiration and guidance for its activities from the teaching or principles of faith or
from a particular interpretation or school of thought within the faith”. This contest-
ation has resulted on the one hand in some scholars arguing that congregations, for
example, should not be included in this definition. On the other hand, arguments
exist that “to limit the definition of FBOs to formally registered organizations that re-
semble NGOs would exclude much religiously inspired development work with
which donors might usefully engage” (Clarke and Jennings 2008, 6). Although con-
gregations have at times been critiqued for engaging more in charitable relief and
welfare responses, congregations remain important as they are often the first point
of contact, since they are often made up of the poor themselves.

Various typologies have also emerged in order to seek to categorize FBOs, ac-
cording for example with regards to their faith-centeredness or characteristics, how-
ever, due to the complex and contested nature of FBOs, this is no easy task (see Sider
and Unruh 2004). Tomalin (2012, 694) makes the important point that in the Global
South many organizations “operate in contexts where the relationship between the
religious and secular are not clearly differentiated”. Unlike the Global North,
which makes a clear distinction between the material and the spiritual realms and
may not always acknowledge the manner in which religious behaviors and values
lie at the roots of issues such as poverty and marginalization as being religiously in-
fluenced, development in the Global South cannot ignore the importance of religion.
In fact, FBOs in the Global South may be expected to engage the civic realm from the
perspective of faith (James 2009, 10). James (2011, 11) adds that it is in fact faith that

3 Non-Governmental Organizations.
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“provides fuel for action” in many FBOs and that the unique contribution of FBOs is
indeed their faith basis, which he argues “offers hope, meaning, purpose and tran-
scendental power” to the work of poverty alleviation. Tensions remain, however,
with regards to the intersection of religion and development as evidenced within
the work of FBOs. On the one hand, FBOs use of relief and development work to pros-
elytize has been identified as problematic, while on the other hand FBOs themselves
find the pressure of donors to downplay their faith ethos equally challenging (Thaut
2009, 329). Tomalin (2012, 696) highlights the ways in which Western donor agencies,
while claiming their “engagement with FBOs as evidence of their acceptance of the
importance of incorporating cultural and religious values and practices into develop-
ment policy and practice”, in fact prove the exact opposite by requiring that there be
little to no evangelical faith expression. The emerging findings of my own current re-
search entitled “Does Faith Matter? The role of Faith Based Organizations as civil so-
ciety role players in South Africa”, however, appears to indicate that South African
Christian FBOs are not swayed by donor calls from the North to downplay their Chris-
tian ethos, with one respondent of the study claiming that this would be like “dis-
owning my own mother or father”. While scholars remain divided as to whether
FBOs can claim to possess a comparative advantage to secular organizations in
terms of their outcomes, FBOs have and do continue to play a key role in addressing
the alleviation of poverty worldwide.

2.4 Holism, Decolonizing and Intersectionality in Addressing
Poverty

As already alluded to, development in the Global South has highlighted the impor-
tance of values and spirituality within development work, as there is no separation
between the physical and spiritual realms within most cultures in the South. Indeed,
August (2014, 46) argues that “followers of Jesus Christ who engage in social action
should never have to choose between satisfying physical hunger and spiritual hun-
ger or between healing bodies and saving souls”. This has served as a critique to the
dominant secular economic Modernization development models of the North, which
conceived of development as an “inevitable, unilinear process that operates neutrally
in every culture” and which reduces the meeting of human need to the physical
alone (August 2014, 62). Perhaps most problematic about this model of development,
was that it was based on the flawed assumption that in order for development to
occur, western values, worldviews and goals were to be pursued (August 2014, 63).
African scholars such as Adenay (1987, 96) highlighted this issue over 30 years
ago. She argued that while Christian development projects should not be uncritical
of cultural practices that dehumanize, it should ask the following questions: ‘Does
the project fit with local worldviews, concepts and values?’, ‘Does the project fit
with local structures?” and ‘does the project fit with local economic resources?’
Such questions, she argued, are key in placing local people at the centre of the de-
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velopment agenda and thus ensuing the sustainability of development work (Adenay
1987, 96 -106).

Current discourse, however, demands that we move one step further: how could
African Initiated Church grassroots praxis for example unearth points of critique
‘from below’ to decolonize current western development praxis? In what ways
does its holistic cosmology challenge western notions of development and promote
grassroots agency of the kind that is rooted in Africa? These questions challenge us
to ask in what ways indigenous culture can not only be valued but be placed at the
center of development praxis in Global South contexts and pose a challenge to West-
ern models.

African development scholars and practitioners also recognize the manner in
which religion and culture highlights the intersectional nature of poverty. Several Af-
rican scholars, for example, highlight the manner in which patriarchal religious be-
liefs re-inforce cultural practices, resulting in women’s increased vulnerability to
poverty (Fagbeminiyi and Oluwatoyin 2010; Para-Mallam 2006, 413). In addressing
women’s social disadvantage, it is, therefore, “also important to examine and to at-
tempt to transform religious attitudes” (Tomalin 2013, 157). In addition, poverty alle-
viation work must “disentangle patriarchal values from their justification as religious
and promote alternative (many would argue ‘authentic’) interpretations of religious
traditions that are supportive of women’s human’s rights and empowerment” (Tom-
alin 2013, 167). This would include the notion of gender partnership and mutuality in
development work, as promoted by African Christian womanist scholars such as
Mercy Amba Oduyoye who argue that the “partnership of women and men are
both necessary if the church is to be whole and to be the light of Christ for the
world” (Onwunta and August 2012, 3). This partnership, it is argued, could see
faith leaders, who are still largely male, stand in solidarity with women on key de-
velopment issues such as maternal health, HIV/AIDS and Gender Based Violence
(GBV).

3 Social Capital

3.1 The Value of Religion within the Social Capital Debate

The centrality of social capital to development is largely shaped by the way in which
empirical studies show that increased levels of social capital directly reduce levels of
poverty, increase wellbeing, reduce crime rates, increase economic productivity and
intensify political participation amongst others. In fact, some scholars have argued
that communities with both higher and more diverse stocks of social capital “will
be in a stronger position to confront poverty and vulnerability” (Traunmiiller and
Freitag 2011, 253). Fukayama (2001, 18) notes that beyond the role of the state,
there are only two “other potential external sources of social capital”: religion and
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globalization. He goes on to state that while secularization applies largely to western
Europe, other parts of the world are seeing new forms of religiosity and religiously
inspired social change.*

The central role of religion in building social capital, is largely due to the fact
that religious organizations are able to generate significant amounts of social capital.
Three major arguments are identified as supporting this notion. Firstly, religious or-
ganizations, such as churches, play a central role in community life — often perform-
ing “social, cultural and educational services”. This includes access to basic services
such as healthcare and education. They also serve as places where community mem-
bers develop civic skills as volunteers and they offer spaces for those often-marginal-
ized groups in community (such as the poor, women, migrants, the elderly) to partic-
ipate civically (Traunmiiller and Freitag 2011, 254; Ruben 2011, 232). It could be
argued that these actions are based on religious teachings, which promote such ac-
tivities as aspects of religious capital.

It has also been argued that participation in civic organizations, such as religious
organizations, create social bonds and social trust — “making collective action much
easier” as well as advancing “values and mores regarding communal life, such as
reciprocity, trustworthiness and friendship”. Some scholars refer to ‘spiritual capital’,
which they view as providing a theological identity and worshipping tradition, un-
dergirded by a “value system, moral vision and basis for faith”. This form of capital
is embedded within groups but expressed through individuals and enhances social
capital (Olney and Burton 2011, 29).> While both Fukayama (2001, 18) and Traunmiil-
ler and Freitag (2011, 254) recognize the fact that religious organizations could also
generate ‘negative’ social capital in the form of exclusivist or sectarian groups that
foster intolerance, distrust and even violence — they appear to argue that the benefit
for the ‘common good’ far outweighs the bad.

The benefit of religions in the development of social capital for the common
good is supported by recent studies. In the US context, almost half of all association-
al members, personal philanthropy and volunteering is within a religious context
(Traunmiiller and Freitag 2011, 255) This is no different in Europe, where “faith-
based volunteering and faith-based donations comprise a substantial part of active
involvement and philanthropy in Europe” — despite the differences in variation
across neighboring countries (Traunmiiller and Freitag 2011, 255.256). Such findings
were not only acknowledged by governments, such as the UK’s ruling Labour Party
in the early 2000’s but promoted within their policy documents. FBOs were viewed as
“contributing to community and empowerment and engagement through their net-

4 This, however, is tempered by the fact that social capital also has negative outcomes such as sec-
tarianism which breeds “intolerance, hatred and violence” (Fukayama 2001, 18).

5 It should be noted that this identification has also come under fire from some scholars who argue
that it fails to recognize group hierarchy, neglects reflection on the “dynamics between ritual action
and social action and fails to distinguish between spiritually motivated social action and politically
or culturally motivated social action” (Montemaggi 2011, 68).
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works, organizational capacity and resources, local knowledge and voluntary action”
(Montemaggi 2011, 70), thus not only assisting to deliver basic services but also to
promote community cohesion in partnership with the state.

In sub-Saharan Africa, churches and FBOs deliver up to 40 % of basic health care
provision and have extensive reach into poor households due to their long term re-
lationships with the civic cause and strong identification with the demands of the
poor. Churches/FBOs are also recognized for their contribution to the protection of
human rights and, more recently, with regards to reconciliation and reconstruction
after civic conflict (Ruben 2011, 232). In a South African context, religious actors
are identified as generating considerable amounts of social trust through their volun-
teer work, care work and involvement in social services. So much so that one of the
provincial governments recognized the religious sector as the key role player in their
‘Social Capital Formation strategy’ (Eigelaar-Meets, Gomulia, and Geldenhuys 2010,
53). The role played by religious communities in moral formation and the develop-
ment of values is also viewed as valuable within the South African context.

This is affirmed by scholars in other African contexts who view religious beliefs
as “associated with solidarity, altruism, humane values, charity etc., thus promoting
co-operation with others and positive attitudes towards others” (Kaasa 2013, 580).
Adogame (2013, 114) for example points out the way in which African Christians in
the diaspora, harness spiritual and social capital to “lift themselves out of poverty”
through church-based savings and loan schemes which pool resources to provide re-
sources such as microfinance to small business owners. In an unequal context such
as South Africa, with high levels of race-based inequality rooted in its Apartheid leg-
acy, religious actors are viewed as possibly providing both bridging and linking so-
cial capital by fostering the dismantling of racial, cultural and socio-economic bar-
riers (Eigelaar-Meets, Gomulia, and Geldenhuys 2010, 54). The latter, however, has
not been realized fully in our context and remains a challenge in order to bridge
the race-based inequality. How could partnerships between largely rich white congre-
gations and poorer black congregations be encouraged in a way that fosters the dis-
mantling of those barriers in order to give rise to reciprocity, trust and empowerment?
This is not an easy question to answer in our context, but it is one which must be
dealt with, as much current generation of social capital focuses on bridging (within
communities, homogenous race and economic groups) rather than linking social
capital (towards other communities, racial and economic groups).

3.2 Approaches to Poverty Alleviation that Build on the Social
Capital Debate

Perhaps the most well-known recent approach to community development that
builds on discourse around Social Capital is Assets Based Community Development
(ABCD). ABCD is a strengths-based approach, premised on the understanding that
local communities can drive the development processes themselves through the uti-



Development and Religion — 97

lization and mobilization of their own (often unrecognized) assets (Mathie and Cun-
ningham 2003, 474; De Gruchy 2015, 78). In fact, ABCD is identified as “a practical
application of the concept of social capital” as ABCD recognizes for example the “po-
tential of community associations to mobilize bonding social capital and increase
bridging social capital” (Mathie and Cunningham 2003, 478). With regards to reli-
gion’s role in promoting this approach, De Gruchy (2015, 82) notes the following:

Each particular religious institution offers a unique configuration of specific resources which
can be utilized in the process of community building. Yet every religious institution, whether
large or small, urban or rural, Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, Muslim or Buddhist, or other always
offers certain common sets of resources which can be mobilized.

Churches and church groups, then, act as core assets in mobilizing bonding and
bridging and linking capital for the community. Haddad (2010, 129), for example,
notes the manner in which networks of religious women in rural South Africa
serve as places where women “find courage, strength and resources to persevere
in the face of near death” by “harnessing the physical and spiritual resources” within
these networks. Perhaps one of the most interesting ways in which the social capital
debate intersects with praxis — is the manner in which the African Independent
Churches (AICs) may be viewed as generators of social capital in order to address
poverty and marginalization. While AICs, could not be said to be applying ABCD
as an approach, it is clear that they bond, bridge and link for the good of the com-
munities in which they reside. The development projects of AICs are “small scale,
self-generated, resourced by local congregants and internally funded” (Masondo
2014, 10). AICs, therefore, may be termed generators of social and spiritual capital,
because their development work is not centered on financial capital, but rather on
their extensive social networks and shared spiritual and cultural values, which
they use to bridge and link their people to the resources needed for development.

4 Religious Agency

4.1 Agency, Power and Participation in the Context of Religion
and Development

Religious agency is part of the way in which both individuals and collectives contrib-
ute to social change. It is also tied to dimensions of human action and identity. The
notion of agency within development discourse has perhaps most popularly been de-
fined by Amartya Sen’s book Development as Freedom (1999). Sen argues that free-
dom is both the end and means of development. In his definition, freedom is “not
the opposite of oppression”, but is rather opposed to unfreedom, a word he defines
to include the full range of hindrances to human flourishing or “capability depriva-
tion” (De Gruchy 2015, 73; Sen 1999, 23). While Sen defines freedom from in terms of
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common development indicators such as: from starvation, malnourishment, escapa-
ble morbidity and premature mortality, he also defines it as freedom to, for example
literacy and numeracy, political participation, freedom of speech etc., (Sen 1999, 36).
He sees freedom as central in enhancing “the ability of people to help themselves
and also to influence the world” (De Gruchy 2015, 73), as a means of development:

With adequate social opportunities, individuals can effectively shape their own destiny and help
each other. They need not be seen primarily as passive recipients of the benefits of cunning de-
velopment programmes. There is a strong rationale for recognizing the positive role of free and
sustainable agency — and even of constructive impatience. (Sen 1999, 21)

Underlying this is the assumption that all citizens — not just the elites — should be
active participants in their own social, political and economic life. In advocating
for this kind of participation, power must be central to development discourse and
practice. A “more egalitarian pattern of distribution” must be promoted by encourag-
ing the participation of the poorest of the poor in their own development, challeng-
ing rich Christians to “critically examine their own power base” (Swart 2006, 47— 48).
This is not unlike the call of Liberation Theology, which should be re-explored in
order to provide theological critique to current engagement with the poor and margi-
nalized in many contexts. Where Christian development practice attempts to under-
stand power only in terms of empowerment as skills transfer and ‘projectized’ devel-
opment, then people are reduced to objects of development rather than as agents
and subjects of their own development. This kind of projectized development
could thus be seen as retaining the “relationships of power that were characteristic
of the missionary and charity services of the churches” (Elliot 1987, 17— 23) which pro-
moted dependency and the abandonment of indigenous knowledge systems in the
past. In a South African context, for example, Christian development practitioners
seeking to ‘do’ development that is sustainable and just, must recognize the manner
in which our racially-skewed poverty and inequality calls into question our practice.
In a recent article on the need to decolonise the development praxis of Christian De-
velopment Organisations (CDOs) in a South African context I noted the following:

CDOs will need to reflect on whether they are truly contextually engaged and valuing local
knowledge systems and cultures or whether their own policies and practices continue to “en-
shrine white superiority and black inferiority” (Vellum 2016, 2; Tshaka and Mafokane 2010,
535). How do they read the bible and do they read the bible with those they serve? What
kinds of spirituality inform their practices? Do they take black experiences as their point of de-
parture when designing projects and programmes? (Bowers Du Toit 2018, 31-32)

If CDOs fail to take such issues into account — and this includes Global North CDOs
working in the Global South - rather than promoting agency and self-reliance, they
will reproduce dependency and disempowerment.

It is also important to note that often development that focuses on projectized
notions of development that do not recognize power — and which may be termed
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‘pragmatic’ — encourage close partnership with the state. In many contexts, however,
this partnership may be with a corrupt state that seeks to oppress the very people
who should benefit from development. In such contexts, the role of the church in de-
velopment, must include a prophetic element that recognizes the roots of poverty
and inequality in such contexts and not only seeks to promote development through
its daily development work, but also through its solidarity with the poorest of the
poor.

4.2 Social Movements as Examples of Religious Agency

Some of the most prominent examples of the role of religious agency in social change
is that of the Civil Rights and Anti-Apartheid movements respectively — movements
which sought to stand in solidarity with the poor and oppressed. Prominent develop-
ment scholar, David Korten, argues that in order for development praxis to be values-
driven, social movements often take the lead in “promoting an alternative vision of a
more just society” (Korten 1990, 124). He argues this as the ‘Fourth Generation of de-
velopment’. These movements are not driven by “budgets or organizational struc-
tures”, but rather by an “idea, by a vision of a better world”. They are well positioned
to drive social change as they possess the ability to “rapidly and flexibly network di-
verse and dispersed individuals and organizations that are motivated by voluntary
commitments” (Korten 1995, 55). South African scholar, Ignatius Swart, argues that
as a role player in global civil society, the church has a unique role to play in the in-
tersection between development and civil society discourse (Swart 2006, 144). And,
indeed, economic justice and resistance to the global forces of neo-liberalism are
macro development agenda’s which a civil society role player with global reach,
such as the church, can and must address.

Such social movements are most commonly exemplified by global campaigns
such as Jubilee 2000/Drop the Debt, which drew on biblical notions of justice to
call for an end to the crippling debt imposed by the Bretton Woods institutions on
the Global South. Movements such as this one used the power and reach of the glob-
al church to activate and mobilize a global advocacy campaign by promoting an al-
ternative vision of a more just society. More recently the #Feesmustfall student move-
ment in South Africa has tackled the issues of inequality, neoliberalism and lack of
transformation in the Higher Education sector in SA. Although the social movement
itself was not a religious one, in a country that is 80 % Christian, some of the student
activists who participated identified as Christians and saw their activism as an out-
working of their theology. Their activism was viewed as rooted in their vision of a just
God as found in scripture, a God who had compassion for the marginalized and op-
pressed and called them to do likewise. However, they also critiqued mainstream
Christianity for subscribing to the kind of theological dualism that focuses life
only on the ‘world hereafter’ and results in passivity and inaction from the church
(Lee 2017). Such social movements, as fourth generation actors driven by agency
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often fueled by religious motivations, then play an important role in re-activating
what may be termed as a prophetic vision of a more just society.

5 Conclusion: The Challenge of this Contribution
for Contemporary Practical Theological Discourse

Practical Theology stands at intersections — of faith and life, of theory and practice,
of church and society — and this contribution embodies much of that ambiguous, yet
exciting, tension in seeking to discuss the intersection between religion and develop-
ment. The latter field is itself an emerging one largely populated by scholars within
the fields of Sociology of Religion and Development Studies, and this chapter also
acknowledges this placement, while seeking to engage faith praxis from diaconal,
grassroots and contextual perspectives. Religion and Development discourse re-
mains a fairly open field with much still to be explored. The global and local com-
plexities within which faith-based development practitioners work are challenging
and in need of greater engagement from the perspective of Practical Theology and
this chapter sought to highlight some key points of departure in current discourse.
It also seeks to give voice to some of the critical discourses and issues in the
study and practice of the field. Notions such as decolonization and the manner in
which development itself is implicated in the colonial project; the subtle difference
between empowerment and power / charity and liberation; the need to center culture
and gender in development discourse and the manner in which religion complicates
and implicates faith-based development are all highlighted.

Through exploring these critical perspectives in this contribution, Practical The-
ology is interpreted as a form of Public Theology — and voice is given to often un-
heard perspectives emerging from the Global South at the intersection of church
and society. There remain, however, many unheard voices in the intersection be-
tween religion and development as this is both an emerging sub-field within the
fields of Development and Theology respectively. These are also key challenges for
the larger field of Practical Theology itself, as it highlights the importance of inter-
sectionality within the field. Are, for example, notions of power and gender (in
both research and practice) foregrounded in our research as Practical Theologians?
Do we, as scholars in Practical Theology, acknowledge our own positionality with
sufficient emphasis? Is there an acknowledgement within the academy that the
most prominent Practical Theological voices are still from the Global North, and
how can these power dynamics be acknowledged and addressed? Perhaps even
the manner in which my own contribution is written, still betrays my bias in working
at times from Global North definitions towards the South so the challenge to decenter
the North — even as a Global South scholar in such an emerging field — remains. Per-
haps this is the ‘elephant in the room’ as we seek to produce Practical Theology that
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centers our own practical theological realities and not only Northern discourse and
practice.
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Mutaz al Khatib
Ethics and Religion

1 Introduction

This article! focuses on the concept of ethics and its link to religion from the “prac-
tical theology” perspective. It highlights the scope of overlap between the concepts of
ethics and religion at two levels: a) the theoretical level represented in meta-ethics
and other central concepts, and b) the applied level highlighting the deep debates
of good or morally and religiously justifiable forms of practice. This is to be ad-
dressed through a modern and complex issue called “geneticization”. It is the phe-
nomenon of the genetic approach to the human body, including genetic intervention
(GI).

2 Islamic Ethics: Concept and Theoretical
Framework

Classical Islamic philosophical thought defined ethics as a condition, or a well-es-
tablished characteristic of the soul, that drives the actions of the body (Miskawayh
no date, 41; al-Mawardi 1981, 5; al-Ghazali 2004, 3:53). Following the Greek philo-
sophical sources, these types of writings were inclined to describe the nature of
the soul and its characteristics in addition to defining the virtue and its divisions
(Draz 2008, 2; Walzer 1962, 236 —252). However, this early perception limits ethics
to Greek philosophy only, whereas the modern concept of ethics has witnessed
two developments. Firstly, it went beyond the classical concept due to being transi-
tioned to normative sciences (i.e., logic, epistemology, and ontology), which compre-
hensively study human behaviour making ethical judgements the outcome of accu-
mulated knowledge from studying human behaviour. Secondly, the possibility of
ethical evaluation is no longer an axiomatic issue, given the complexity, expansion,
and multiplicity of knowledge. This has led to research in meta-ethics, i.e., the study
of ethical systems from an external perspective, to understand their differences, sim-
ilarities, and operational mechanisms (Arkoun 2007, 83— 84).

If the traditional notion, which considers ethics as a branch of philosophy (Phro-
nesis, commonly known as practical wisdom), is adopted, it cannot be seen as a dis-

1 This research was made possible by the NPRP grant Indigenizing Genomics in the Gulf Region
(IGGR): The Missing Islamic Bioethical Discourse, no. NPRP8—1620 — 6 — 057 from the Qatar National
Research Fund (a member of The Qatar Foundation). The statements made herein are solely the re-
sponsibility of the author.
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Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
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tinct discipline within the classical Islamic classifications of science (al-Nadim
2009). Moreover, the sources on this issue from such perspective are limited because
they will depend on the philosophical writing style and its development throughout
Islamic history (Masa 1953, 225; al-Jabiri 2014, 9 - 10). In fact, the number of Arab-Is-
lamic sources in the field of ethics is enormous, if we exclude, in our approach, the
Greek philosophical conception (Fakhry 1994; Fakhry 1978, 1:9 —10). Ethics addresses
the goals of human acts and living a good life. On this basis, it is more comprehen-
sive than the dualistic conception of halal (permissible) vs. haram (prohibition), or
the dualistic concept of righteousness vs. wrongfulness. Consequently, the concept
of ethics is complex because the sciences that address human conduct at all levels
are numerous. Hence, this explains, partially, why ethics as a domain has not wit-
nessed independence from the rest of the known fields of Islamic studies. Ethics,
as we understand it today, intersects with several fields in Islamic studies, including:
figh (Islamic law), usul al-figh (Islamic legal theory), kalam (theology) and Sufism, as
well as adab (a genre explaining the ideal behavior or code of ethics for specific pro-
fessional groups like scholars, students, jurisconsults, jurists, physicians, etc.).

The concept of good deed has two divisions: ontological and epistemological.
These divisions seek to answer the questions, “Who are we? How should we be-
have?” Traditional Islamic theology was preoccupied with two main issues. The
first is the human attitude towards the Divine Act and the human act itself, including
the issues of free will and obligations in addition to the relationship between reasons
and causes, salvation and happiness. The second issue is obligation, including the
source of obligation, evaluation of acts, whether reason-based evaluation or tradi-
tion-based evaluation, and the nature of good and evil. Muslim theologians, there-
fore, formulated a debate on the basis of ontological vs. epistemological aspects.
Does revelation establish the provisions on ethical evaluation, or is it only for expla-
nation and demonstration? Here, we have two major theories. The first theory, advo-
cated by the Mu‘tazila, is ethical objectivism. This means that ethical foundations
have an existence independent from the Divine Will, and thus they precede the ex-
istence of the divine command and prohibition. Command and prohibition are of the
requirements of good and bad; i.e., command comes according to the good and pro-
hibition comes according to the bad, where the function of revelation here is only
revealing and explanatory. The second theory, advocated by the Ash‘arites, is the eth-
ical voluntarism or the Divine command theory. Its advocates argue that good and
bad are pre-determined by the Divine Will; therefore, there are no normative bases
before the revelation; i.e., command makes the deed good and prohibition makes
it bad. This is, however, the doctrine of the Ash‘arites (‘Abd al-Jabbar no date,
6:1:7— 8; 6:2:323; al-Taftazani 1998, 4:282-3; Hourani 1985, 57— 66).

It must be made clear that the concept of good vs. bad involves three possible
interpretations: A) being appropriate to behavior or contradictory to it (mula@’iman
li-I-tab* aw mundffiran), B) perfect or imperfect, where these two interpretations
are unarguably rational, and C) where act is subject to being righteous or wrongful
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to God (reward and sanction), which raises controversy (al-Razi 1997, 1:123; al-Shah-
ristani 2009, 363; al-Taftazani 1998, 4:282; al-Qarafi 1973, 88).

The foregoing analysis falls within meta-ethics and the sources of normative pro-
visions. Although the mainstream approach throughout history is the Ash‘arite ap-
proach, the development of theological and doctrinal debates led to the crystalliza-
tion of the higher objectives of shari‘a (magasid al-shari‘a). This theory was built on
the idea that Divine commands and prohibitions are rational and not arbitrary, as
“the commands are compatible with the overriding interests (maslahah), while its
prohibitions are directed against the overriding harm (mafsadah)” (al-Qarafi no
date, 2:126). In other words, the interests on which rewards and sanctions are
based, namely, the interests for the Hereafter and the common interests between
the worldly life and the Hereafter, are known only through command and prohibition
(al-‘Tzz, 1991, 1:5, 10). It was possible to build this theory, which was founded by a
number of Ash‘arite scholars, by deducting the various jurisprudential rulings and
knowing their reasons or objectives, and linking them to inclusive interpretations
which set them in order. The interest here is not determined by reason independently.
Rather, it is determined by shari‘a, which is the only source of obligation and prohib-
ition according to the Ash‘arites. From a different perspective, Mu‘tazila believe in
obligation stemming from human reason (al-taklif al-‘aqli).

These debates took the form of a concrete and comprehensive methodology
through Islamic legal theory (usiil al-figh), dealing with the normative rulings,
their sources, and the methods of deriving them. It is a discipline that combines rev-
elation and reason. There are differences between the legal theorists (usiliyyin) from
different schools in terms of inclusiveness and exclusiveness, but the higher objec-
tives of shari‘a highlights holistically the philosophy of shari‘a and provides a ration-
al justification for the system of normative rulings presented by the jurists of the
schools (fugaha’ al-madhahib).

3 Geneticization and Genetic Intervention

How can the previous conceptual and theoretical framework operate in a topic such
as genetics? Why genes in particular? The topic of genes is linked to the achieve-
ments of modernity on the one hand, while, on the other hand, it is characterized
by the complexity of the concepts of ethics and religion according to the new per-
spective of practical theology. The topic of genes, moreover, belongs to the field of
interdisciplinary studies, as the subject of genes today relates to the fields of
moral philosophy, biomedical ethics, social sciences, and Islamic law (figh).

With regards to the issue of genes, three concepts can be highlighted: genetici-
zation, genetic intervention and genetic enhancement. Geneticization is the most
comprehensive among them, with different types of GI, e.g., treatment and enhance-
ment.
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The concept of geneticization has been introduced in the scholarly literature to describe the var-
ious interlocking and imperceptible mechanisms of interaction between medicine, genetics, so-
ciety, and culture. It is argued that Western culture currently is deeply involved in a process of
geneticization. This process implies a redefinition of individuals in terms of DNA codes, a new
language to describe and interpret human life and behavior in a genomic vocabulary of codes,
blueprints, traits, dispositions, genetic mapping, and a gentechnological approach to disease,
health, and the body. (ten Have 2001, 4: 295)

GI includes all processes that are subject to human genes, including therapy and en-
hancement. GI is implemented on two types of cells: a) reproductive cells, where in-
tervention is often implemented on an embryo / foetus, either by modifying an (un)
desirable characteristic, and b) somatic cells, where intervention is implemented on
someone who already exists and his/her characteristics are stabilized, such as the
newborn.

The most problematic practice in GI, presumably, is enhancement, which refers
to “any change in the biology of a person which increases the chances of leading a
good life in the relevant set of circumstances” (Savulescu, Sandberg, and Kahane
2011, 7).

4 Genetic Intervention according to Contemporary
Figh Discourse

Islamic legal opinions are the applied field that is supposed to reflect theological and
ethical perceptions in the form of normative rulings that address the behavior of the
believer. The jurist’s examination of the methods used, and discussion of the objec-
tives is based on a specific conception of two aspects: genetic techniques and their
ability to make a difference, and the objective of the lawgiver or the Divine Will. The
jurist reaches the ruling by ijtihad (independent legal reasoning), which is meant to
reveal the Divine Will. How has the topic of genes been discussed in contemporary
fatwas? Three of the main institutions, which addressed this issue, are featured here
to highlight the topic of this article. The first institution is the International Islamic
Figh Academy (IIFA) in Jeddah, affiliated with the Organization of Islamic Coopera-
tion, which brings together the members representing their countries and experts ap-
pointed by the IIFA and belonging to different disciplines. The second institution is
the Islamic Figh Academy (IFA), affiliated with the Muslim World League based in
Mecca. The third institution is the Islamic Organization for Medical Sciences
(IOMS), based in Kuwait.

The IOMS has reacted positively to genetics by considering it “part of human-
kind’s self-identification and the manifestation of God’s Will in His creation”, and,
consequently, the IOMS introduced this into the area of collective duties (furtid al-ki-
faya) that countries or institutions must abide by. From a holistic view, genetic engi-
neering can be employed by good and evil means, as their lawful use is limited to the
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prevention or treatment of diseases, except for germ cells because of their problem-
atic issues related to lineages. It is religiously prohibited to use them for the purposes
of experiment. The general rule here is that, according to the IOMS statement, genet-
ic research and its applications should not go beyond the commitment to “the rulings
of shari‘a and respect for human rights recognized by Islam and not detract from fun-
damental freedoms and human dignity”.> The IFA in Mecca has a similar but more
conservative stance. It believes that no research, treatment or diagnosis of human
genes should be conducted except as a matter of necessity (dariira) after an accurate
and prior assessment of the risks and potential benefits, preceded by obtaining the
religiously accepted consent, while maintaining the full confidentiality of the results
and adherence to shari‘a rulings.? The IIFA, however, confirmed the decision of the
IOMS and allowed the examination of germ cells, but prohibited the therapy in its
current form because it does not take into account shari‘a rulings. It only allowed
for therapeutic intervention in somatic cells but under certain conditions, as long
as it does not lead to greater harm, and is definitely used for healing or alleviating
pain; when there is absolutely no alternative approach. However, GI is prohibited for
enhancement purposes because it interferes with the essence of the creation (asl al-
khilga) and changes it, which is a violation of human dignity and does not come out
of a religiously considered necessity or need.*

The concern of the muftis in dealing with the uses of genetic technology is the
search for the Divine Will in terms of commands and prohibitions as explained
above, especially in Muslim societies, where great importance is given to the dichot-
omy of halal vs. haram. The problem here, however, is in the absence of a scriptural
reference that reveals God’s will, which means that the mufti must practice ijtihad. 1f
any fighi parallel (nazir) or classical paradigm is found, relevant rulings are to be
considered, but if the issue is novel and has no precedent, the mufti resorts to the
general principles historically set by the Islamic legal schools after studying scriptur-
al texts and the Islamic practice in the formative period and analysing the commands
and prohibitions that embody the lawgiver’s will (al-Khatib 2018).

Fatwas on genetics, can be classified into two categories. The first includes the
fatwas on therapeutic treatment, which was extensively discussed by classical jurists.
Contemporary muftis, however, set restrictions and conditions to permit this modern
pattern of treatment, e. g., the likelihood that it will yield good results and that it does
not cause greater harm. The second category of fatwas depends on the concept of
maslah mursala (undefined interest). If the interest is what the lawgiver’s will defines
as but the scriptural text showing this will is not available, then it is considered un-
defined interest. In this case, a new ruling is to be derived based on general princi-
ples of shari‘a because human reason does not judge independently as it is in the

2 This symposium was held under the title Genetics, Genetic Engineering and Human Genome in Ku-
wait, 13-15 October 1998 (al-Jundi 2000, 1045 -1049).

3 IFA, 15th Session, Mecca, October 31, 1998.

4 TIFA, 21st Session, Riyad, November 18 -22, 2013.
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mainstream doctrine, but this juristic deduction is governed by a specific perception
of the gene and this, as a result, will affect how to estimate its benefits and harms at
two levels. The first level includes the psychological, social, and cultural influences
associated with the individual, society and human species in general (geneticiza-
tion). The second level comprises the effects of the use of genetics on the juristic rul-
ings, which relate to other parts such as the rulings on therapeutic treatment, diseas-
es, human dignity, rights, guardianship, lineage, and others. However, they all fall
under two higher objectives,” Namely preserving the offspring (hifz al-nasl) and pro-
tecting the human life (hifz al-nafs), where it seems that jurists encounter three major
rules: A) all things are in principle permissible (al-asl f1 al-ashy@’ al-ibaha). This rule
applies to the genetic technique, B) preservation of the self and offspring, will also
touch upon the network of related fight rulings, and C) the main purpose of Shari‘a
is to achieve what is beneficial and avoid what is harmful (jalb al-manafi‘ wa dar’ al-
mafasid), which research on genomics promises to offer. The jurist’s analysis, there-
fore, falls between these rules based on his own perception and understanding of the
of gene as a thick concept. His analysis is also based on his estimation of possible
benefits and harms in the light of the broad scheme of figh; because, at the end,
he seeks the Divine Will that covers all human actions, not just benefit in general,
as “achieving what is beneficial does not exempt from the adherence to the shari‘a
rulings; lest the material damage be eliminated at the expense of the moral damage
by neglecting the standard of lawful vs. unlawful.” (Aba Ghudda 2000, 574)

Three remarks can be raised on the previously mentioned collective fatwas is-
sued by institutions. First, the absence of the theological dimension; although genet-
ic enhancement, in particular, relates to the principle of creation and its qualities,
which relate to issues of Divine destiny and human freedom. Second, the jurists
viewed the genetic techniques purely from a “utilitarian” perspective arguing that
technology can be used for both good and harm. However, genetic technology refers
to a network of possibilities related to changes and effects which are difficult to be
separated from each other, or to control all of them, without bearing the consequen-
ces and their results. For example, permitting genetic examination is meaningless
without accepting what is based on this examination. The beneficial use of genetic
technology would not exist without having incidental consequences that might
cause psychosocial and social problems and so on. In other words, the distance be-
tween the means and the consequences may be narrowed and complicated and
might involve several parties that the owner of the gene himself/herself becomes out-
side the process of geneticization, which is considerably understudied by those insti-
tutions (al-Khatib 2019, 175-178).

The third point is that the collective approach revolves around therapy and ben-
efits; two concepts that are complex in the context of modern medicine. Medicine no

5 There are five major objectives of shari‘a which are considered essentials: the preservation of reli-
gion, self, reason, offspring, and property. The system of juristic rulings relies on them.
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longer revolves around health and disease. It is, rather, on “enhancing the quality of
life” (Veatch, 2012, 146 —147), dominating, controlling, and re-shaping it (genetic en-
gineering) according to new conditions dictated by the circumstances of modernity
and their standards and philosophy on humans and life. On this basis, therapy is
no longer a simple concept as may be suggested by those fatwas, but is subject to
cultural and social impacts, especially in the presence of geneticization.

5 Genome and Thick Ethics

Against the above-mentioned background, how can we reform the ethical discourse
on genetics? This can be achieved by integrating four disciplines rooted in the Islam-
ic tradition, namely theology, philosophy, figh and legal theory. This is to build a
thick ethics perspective towards geneticization. Such a stance will help us include
the moral status of man in the universe as part of the debate, where genome relates
to two major questions: Who am I? What do I want? This will help us understand the
overlap between the practical and theological aspects of jurisprudence. They are in-
terrelated and form what is called, in the present time, practical theology. Moreover,
GI is not evaluated as a mere act or practice with questionable uses, in which we bal-
ance between temporary and individual benefits and harm. Rather, it is a complex
act which can be evaluated based on its drives, motivations, goals, and effects on
the individual, and on the community and the species as a whole.

5.1 Geneticization and Theological Ethics

Previous juristic debates neglected the theological aspect in genetics. In fact, the
Christian discourse towards the challenges posed by the gene to traditional Christian
theology has been delayed for two and a half decades (Chapman 1998, 297). Christian
theological debates in this context focused on human nature and human behaviour.
This includes the presentation of views based on the evolutionary perspective, the
question of man’s composition and whether he/she is the sum of his/her parts or
has a transcendental dimension, the dualistic soul—body conception, the definition
of human beings as biocultural creatures, the conflict between our individual and
social nature, the assessment of the extent to which genes shape human nature
and determine human behaviour, playing God, criticizing the alleged genetic essen-
tialism, or gene myth to assert the idea of human creativity, moral responsibility and
freedom (Chapman 1998, 296 —299; Peters 1997; Peters 1998).

From the Islamic theological perspective, geneticization can be discussed
through two main angles, a) the concept of human and human nature, and b) the
human act and its relation to the Divine Act.
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5.1.1 The Concept of Human and Human Nature:

Three conceptions of the human can be identified in this regard. The first one is the
Greek conception which is based on the classical belief of the powers of the soul,
where these powers are the efficient causes of the body’s acts. According to this con-
ception, the human soul has three faculties, namely the concupiscent which moti-
vates the human being to achieve his desires; the irascible which motivates the
human being to protect himself; and the rational which is supposed to make balance
between the other powers. Each faculty generates one virtue which means that we
will have three virtues: moderation, courage, and wisdom. It is from the control of
the rational power over the faculties of concupiscent and irascible that we get bal-
ance in the soul and generate a fourth virtue called justice.® Greek ethics was found-
ed on this perception because it is a school that focuses on self-management after
self-knowledge, and knowledge of how acts are generated from it (Haji Khalifa
1941, 1:13-4). Subsequently, the Sufi perspective emanated to build its belief on
this conception in purifying the self. The second conception of human is presented
by the genetic technique that transferred the centre of the human, from soul to body,
until the following question was raised: are we the sum of our genes? (Kaye 1992,
77-84) The third conception refers to the growing belief that man is more than
just the sum of genes. This perception dominated the debates after the appearance
of the Human Genome Project. It revealed that certain environmental factors, life-
style factors and cultural factors related to upbringing and education contribute to
the activation of certain genes.

Theology in general, and Islamic theology in particular, cannot neglect the spi-
ritual and metaphysical dimensions of its conception of humans. This should also be
taken into consideration in building practical stances and discussing the moral argu-
ments of any GI.

5.1.2 Divine Action and Human Action

Genetic enhancement does not, in any way, mean the ability to create or to ‘play
God’. It is, rather, an extension of God’s activity. On this basis, it is necessary to
state that the Divine Will is of two kinds. The first is the Will related to the commands
by God (iradat al-amr); i.e., God wants the human under obligation (al-mukallaf) to
do what he/she is commanded to do. This is the religious Will and includes the love
of God to those who obey these obligations. The second is the Will of Creation (iradat
al-khalq), which is the Divine Cosmic Will that includes all the actions. It means that
nothing in existence that is contrary to His Cosmic Will (the Will of Creation), but it

6 For more details about the cardinal virtues see Schofield (2013, 11-28).
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may be at odds with His religious will (Ibn Taymiyya 1995, 8:131; Ibn Taymiyya 1986,
3:156).

While the Qur’an states that God is the Creator, it does not deny the possibility of
man’s changing the creation of God which can occur through the Cosmic Will but not
the religious will. Qur’an exegetes differ in clarifying the meaning of “changing the
creation of God” (taghyir khalg Allah). For some, the change can be either beneficial
or harmful; where only beneficial change is good (Ibn ‘Atiyya 2001, 2:115). Nonethe-
less, “changing the creation of God” can mean change in the body and nature, or
moral change; for instance, between faith and disbelief. The change in question is,
in principle, materialistic and refers to the change of nature, which goes out of its
stable characteristics and natural biological biography. This, nevertheless, does
not include the partial change that returns the organ or the body to its nature
which is represented in two matters: form (image) and function (characteristics)
that he/she was created for. Any change in the organ’s image or predetermined func-
tion is consequently a change in its nature. Genetic enhancement is morally unjus-
tified for two reasons. The first is that it is a negative intervention, which is based
on individual and cultural choices and preferences that affect the human species
and its balance (natural engineering), since the decision to change is not built on
a rational or religious basis in determining what is beneficial or harmful. It is, rather,
based on personal views and cultural or social prejudices, and involves a negative
attitude towards a specific natural characteristic determined by God’s Will of Crea-
tion. Change, in this case, seeks to gain another characteristic that man desires.
The second reason is that genetic enhancing threatens the stable concept of being
natural and is referenced as a standard that is culturally or individually agreed
upon, despite the great diversity that exists among humans. However, therapeutic in-
tervention means returning what is abnormal back to its normal nature, and the con-
cept of prevention in preventive intervention means the prevention of what will lead
to the change from what is normal and stable in time, place, and age.

5.2 Geneticization and Jurisprudential Systematic Approach

Instead of the abovementioned thin “utilitarian” conception of genetic technology,
the thick concept, which includes the link between theological and jurisprudential
aspects, strives for the ethicization of figh through two channels: A) the transition
from legal reasoning to ethical reasoning, and B) the connection between the vast
fighi traditions, along with its historical settings and debates found in dialogues
within various ethical discourses. The approach of the fighi tradition is carried out
through a method characterized by three features: A) the connection between its
many parts and components, B) tracking the various juristic rulings, and C) linking
the branches of jurisprudence with the theoretical fundamentals of it.

GI relates to a system of primary concepts that Islamic jurisprudence has histor-
ically analysed through various forms of applied studies on some issues. This in-
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cludes the beginning of life, inviolability of the body, the system of rights, self-pres-
ervation and birth control (al-Khatib 2019, 186 —198). GI can be implemented on the
fertilized egg, foetus and body. When performed on the fertilized egg and the foetus,
it is related to the moral rectification of the beginning of life and whether life in this
case is inviolable. Some contemporary muftis believe that the fertilized egg has no
inviolability because it is not a foetus.” This reasoning revolves around the inviola-
bility of the foetus only, as the foetus exists only in the womb, which is an explicit
or textual reasoning because life is not associated with a place or is described out-
side of what it is. In fact, due to its limited potentials historically, the fighi tradition
did not explore the presence of a fertilized egg outside the womb, while modern
knowledge reveals that life starts from the fertilized egg, and the same is true for
the issue of the foetus, where many jurists proved to be of a potential life (hayat i‘ti-
bariyya) (al-Ramli 1984, 8:442; Ibn al-Jawzi 1981, 374; Ibn ‘Abidin 1992, 3:176; al-Shu-
bramallisi 1984, 6:182). As for the intervention in the body, this raises the question of
the inviolability of the human (al-adamiyya), which is different from human life (al-
hayat al-adamiyya). Human is the value of the human body regardless of whether it
is alive or dead. Classical jurists debated on the issue of the embryonic stage, and the
initial appearance of a human image in the foetus. Additionally, they prohibited the
forms of intervention and mutilating a corpse, because human dignity is attached to
the creation of man in all stages (Ibn Muflih 1997, 7:74; al-Nawawi 1991, 9:370; al-Hat-
tab 1992, 3:353).

GI affects two major objectives of Shari‘a: A) self-preservation (hifz al-nafs) and
B) preserving the offspring (hifz al-nasl). Self-preservation includes the aspect of ex-
istence to fully preserve it and the aspect of the absence of any imbalance, whether
immediate or expected (al-Shatibi 1997, 2:18). It also includes the real self and the po-
tential self, which means that GI is governed by this principle, and the concept of
preserving the human nature is applied as explained before. Preserving the offspring
overlaps with self-preservation as it includes preservation at both the individual
level, and at the level of humankind, which both relate to GI in germ cells. In addi-
tion, our moral responsibility necessitates that we do not force them or impose on
them our preferences and cultural or individual choices. GI may maintain human na-
ture but does not take into account the maintenance of lineage, which is a religious
duty upon which many juristic rulings are built.

The process of reproduction is linked to a system of rights that must be observed,
including religious and socio-financial rights.?

7 IOMS in Kuwait, 3rd Symposium, April 18 —21, 1987. See: al-Ashqgar (2001, 305-310).
8 For more details about these rights see al-Khatib (2019, 191-193).
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5.3 Biology and Medical Authority

The field of jurisprudence is concerned with studying the rulings of intervention and
its means by taking the method of analogy in relation to the counterparts (naza’ir) or
based on the method of interest (maslaha). It is a methodology that seeks the Will of
God in relation to the specific case but does not help to evaluate the overall picture of
the issue and the complexities of the human act which is subject to multi-disciplina-
ry knowledge. The jurist deals with the use of technology, without questioning the
technique itself, as it is considered to be the most prominent manifestation of the
principle of evolution or continuous progress. Some theologians have warned that
“technology is power, unnatural power” (Simmons 1983, 211). It is, rather, a tool in
which market and political considerations interfere. The concept of ongoing evolu-
tion imposes many more problematic aspects than the mere question of benefits
and harms, as argued by Habermas. Nevertheless, from this perspective, and accord-
ing to Helmuth Plessner, there is a difference between being a body and having a
body with a soul (Plessner 1969, 9 —10). This, as a result, will affect the human under-
standing of the self and being responsible for one’s own actions, such as the evolu-
tion of biological techniques posing a threat to the clarity of human nature in its
structure and relations. Its inherent quality, however, is in being natural and distinct
from others and equal in conditions of reproduction without economic, cultural or
biological interventions or biases. These GIs are an act of self-control that will enable
the present generations to dominate the destiny of future generations. The other side
of today’s authority will be future slavery of the living people towards the dead (Hab-
ermas 2003, 16 —74). It is true that the methodology of the jurist contains a systematic
mechanism called blocking the means (sadd al-dhar@’i) or slippery slope. However,
this methodology is not as robust and multilayered as the system of “thick ethics”
which comprises philosophical components.

Geneticization raises three major complexities that preoccupy philosophy as
well. The first is that it undermines the concept of independence, which threatens
man’s morality because all human actions are linked to the concept of being a
moral entity. Hence, if it undermines its independence, it means that its effectiveness
is undermined too which will violate man’s ethics where his/her action becomes no
longer free. The second complexity is that it will affect the ability to understand own
self or identity. The last challenge is on the attitude towards pre-personal life and
human dignity (al-Khatib 2019, 179 -186), where it is related to the understanding
of human nature; an area that belongs to the domain of the philosopher’s work as
well.

Experimental science seeks to take developments to the extreme and expand the
circle of the potential that turns over time into an existing reality and then re-opens
the possibility of another promising emergence and so on. Islamic Jurisprudence, ac-
cording to the existing methodology, deals with these changes and results, and
adapts to the constraints. However, the concept of thick ethics in its philosophical
dimension can help us pre-empt developments by discussing the principle of evolu-
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tion, allowing moral thinking to transcend science, restricting its movement, and
limiting the attempt to dominate and control human nature rather than simply pur-
suing science and finding solutions and ways out for its outputs.

6 Conclusion

Employing a practical theology approach helps us understand the interaction be-
tween revelation and reality, tradition, and modernity. This interaction is reflected
in the studies of scholars in different disciplines who provide answers to the ques-
tions posed by the developments in reality. Conceptually, religion is a dynamic con-
cept in which tradition, diverse experiences and knowledge contribute to confront a
changing and dynamic reality. It is a concept in which several components interact,
including Islamic jurisprudence as an applied field which focuses on the specific and
partial act, and Islamic legal theory (ustil al-figh) and theology as being two theoret-
ical areas of normative rulings and their scriptural and rational sources. Within this,
the cultural and social elements overlap with the religious perceptions and beliefs
that are no longer mere rigid or static components. Based on this complex concept
of religion, the concept of thick ethics has broadened the ethical discourse to a multi-
disciplinary approach that recognizes the partial within the holistic, as it does recog-
nize the holistic through the partial in the form of a two-way movement. It deals with
the figh tradition in a systemic approach without neglecting its historical dimensions
and treats humankind in accordance with a complex approach that does not see man
as a mere body or a sum of genes, but maintaining both his / her visible and internal
dimensions; as a microcosm in which the Divine Will is reflected upon. According to
this perspective, a human being is entrusted with the task of protecting his / her
body and not as the owner of this body. In addition, his / her moral mission is reflect-
ed in the rhythm of his / her will in accordance with the Divine Will that he / she
constantly strives to know through a developing and dynamic knowledge so that
the Cosmic Will meets the religious will and is manifested in his/her actions.
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Annemie Dillen
Family and Religion

1 Introduction

In 2001 I started writing a PhD on families, theology, ethics, and religious education
(Dillen 2009). At that moment, a few major works on families and practical theology,
were published. The American protestant practical theologian Don Browning was
leading a large project on families and theology, called the Religion, Culture and
Family project. One of the most famous outcomes of the project was the book
‘From Culture Wars to Common Grounds’, which he co-published with leading prac-
tical theologians Bonnie Miller-McLemore and Pamela Couture (2000), who each also
published other books on practical theology in relation to family issues (Miller-
McLemore 1994; Couture 1991). In the French speaking world, Catholic moral theolo-
gian Xavier Lacroix published several books on family and ethics, most of them fo-
cused on the value of heteronormative marriage (e.g., 2001). The Austrian Catholic
ethicist Gerhard Marschiitz published on family and ethics (2000), and several au-
thors wrote about their empirical research on family religious education (Elshof
2009). Since the beginning of this century, a lot more has been published on all is-
sues related to families. Interesting overviews and up to date articles can be found in
the journal Marriage, Families and Spirituality (edited by Intams — the International
Academy for Marital Spirituality, published by Peeters, Leuven).

In 2008 I became the chairholder of the Catholic inter-diocesan council for fam-
ily ministry in Flanders, the Dutch speaking part of Belgium. Having this (unpaid)
church-related function, in addition to a function as professor in practical theology
at a faculty of theology and religious studies in a Catholic University (Leuven, Bel-
gium) in a pluralist country, influences my own theology, as well as my own family
experiences and those of people around me.

In this chapter, I will answer the question how a practical theology of families
can be conceived, knowing that this is only one possible path, influenced by my
own Belgian Catholic context and theological views developed in dialogue with in-
ternational protestant and catholic scholars from various disciplines and back-
grounds, among which also explicit feminist theologians. By developing the core el-
ements of a practical theological reflection on families, I will also explain how
‘religion’ is conceived in this view.

2 Lived Religion and Families

Don Browning and his co-authors developed their practical theological approach on
the family in relation to their own definition on practical theology (Browning, Miller-

8 OpenAccess. © 2022 Annemie Dillen, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110618150-009
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McLemore, and Couture 2000). Browning developed earlier a ‘fundamental practical
theology’ and explained how in fact all forms of theology fall under ‘practical theol-
ogy’ (Browning 1991, 7ff). His idea about ‘fundamental practical theology’ includes
four steps: ‘descriptive theology’, ‘historical theology’, ‘systematic theology’ and
‘strategic practical theology’. This last step is what is often considered as practical
theology. Browning refers to David Tracy’s critical correlation as an important meth-
odological characteristic for practical theology (Tracy 1975).

Within the global field of practical theology there are various paradigms. Brown-
ing’s approach is one of them, which is considered as a form of ‘public theology’ that
tries to influence a broader audience with ethical positions on family issues. The
South African practical theologian Jaco Dreyer describes an ‘intradisciplinary diver-
sity’ within practical theology (Dreyer 2012, 34—35). He cautions about an approach
that tries to overcome all the differences and wants to unify all kind of approaches;
but he also warns against a pluralist position where the variety in practical theolog-
ical approaches is “accepted but ignored” (Dreyer 2012, 34— 35). In line with this ‘in-
tradisciplinary diversity’, I do not want to deepen the differences between a more
strategic form of practical theology, or a correlational approach on the one hand,
and an approach in line with ‘lived religion’ on the other hand. I will develop my ar-
guments below in dialogue with a ‘lived religion’ approach of practical theology, but I
do recognize the value of other approaches and do not want to position them as to-
tally different from what I suggest. Thus, rather than discussing particular nuances,
tensions, differences and communalities between Browning’s approach and an ap-
proach of practical theology which focuses on ‘lived religion’, I will discuss how I
conceive a practical theology of families in line with a lived religion approach.

Within practical theological discussions, the study of lived religion refers to an
empirical approach, which considers practical theology merely in line with the aca-
demic paradigm of practical theology, less in line with the clerical paradigm - as
they are distinguished by Ed Farley (1988) and discussed by Bonnie Miller-McLemore
(2007, 19-38). Studying lived religion focuses on the descriptive aspect of practical
theology, whereas a more clerical paradigm discusses the ‘how to’ or the more prag-
matic or strategic approach of practical theology, sometimes even considered as ap-
plied theology. This distinction between ‘descriptive’ and ‘strategic’ refers to Osmer’s
fourfold approach of practical theology, where he describes a descriptive — interpre-
tive — normative — and strategic aspect of practical theology (2008). In more classical
terms, it refers to the see — judge — act triad as it became popular in Catholic Social
Teaching. These approaches received critical comments, as the reality and the diver-
sity of practical theological research cannot be grasped in such a schematic form.
Other critical questions are whether these schemes do not easily presuppose a
form of ‘correlation’ between practices or experiences and theory, or whether they
might neglect the friction between them or even reinforce a dualistic view where
theory/theology and practices/experiences can be clearly distinguished, or a view
where theory/theology seems to be fixed.
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We need terms and schematic views in order to think, and thus I go on with
using existing terminology. Although a lived religion approach of practical theology
will often focus on a more descriptive character of the discipline, I take the position
that studying lived religion is as such also transformative (and thus also ‘strategic’)
and loaded with theological presumptions and explicit theological choices. Every de-
scription of a lived experience or a viewpoint is always colored. A neutral, purely ob-
jective description does not exist, as researchers make interpretative choices in what
they describe and how they describe it. These choices are influenced by and also in-
fluence more formal elaborated theological (or ideological) views.

Starting from the idea that the ‘lived religion’ has to be studied and is itself a real
theological endeavor, the question is: what does this mean concretely in relation to
families?

Family life is more and more a topic within theological studies since the begin-
ning of the twenty-first century. However, when it comes to empirical research and
the study of family life as it is lived, and not only as it ought to be, most studies
focus on aspects of religious initiation or religious communication. Some others in-
tegrate the reflection on their own family experience within their practical theology.
Daily family life of partners, parents or children has received relatively little scholarly
attention of practical theologians, in comparison to professional practices such as
teaching religion, hospital chaplaincy or the study of the spirituality of children, ado-
lescents or patients in order to conceive good (professional) practices. However, a
theological study of the way in which family members experience family life and re-
ligion or spirituality related to their family life, is relevant for these family members,
but also for teachers, religious leaders, pastoral ministers, and academic theolo-
gians. Studying family life and religion is however more than only a ‘mean’ to
make sure that churches or schools would thrive. It helps religious leaders and the-
ologians to discover the diversity of religious views between and within families. In
this way, a practical theology, as the study of lived religion in families, can function
within an intercultural and interreligious context, stimulating dialogue and under-
standing first of all, and not so much the continuation or renewal of existing
church-based practices.

3 Towards a Practical Theology of Families

Choosing which aspects of lived religion in families have to be investigated and dis-
cussed, reflects a specific position. I focus here on how people experience ‘religion’
as life giving, but also as a hindrance to their flourishing, as oppressing even. There-
by I use the term ‘religion’ in reference to institutionalized religion while personal
experiences of religion are often named ‘spirituality’ or ‘religiosity’. The term ‘lived
religion’ refers to the personal way to deal with one’s own spirituality, but also
with forms of institutionalized religion. Lived religion cannot be considered as the
opposite of institutionalized religion. Such a position would start from a more dual-
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istic interpretation of what is happening in Western societies like Belgium. It is all
too easy to suppose that our society is characterized by secularization (decline of in-
stitutionalized religion) on the one hand and a revival of spirituality (individual
level) on the other hand. At least in my own context, in Belgium, the institutionalized
religion, especially Catholicism, is present in parts and fragments within many per-
sons’ lived religion, although it is clear that only very few people will go to the
church on Sundays. Within Islam, protestants and other groups, the commitment
to forms of ‘institutionalized religion’ (communities, doctrines, leaders) is often
stronger as they are in a minority position in Belgium. Here, I will focus on how ‘re-
ligion’ is experienced, in its various forms. Two remarks have to be made, however.
First, studying ‘lived religion’ does not entail an exclusive focus on individuals, but
suggests major trends within society and church as well. Second, I will discuss as-
pects of lived religion that I consider as important for a ‘practical theology of fami-
lies’, with the question how formal theology (as expressed by academic theologians)
and lived religion can be most ‘life-giving’ or empowering for individuals and for the
whole society. In this perspective, I will discuss three major aspects.

A first important experience is the tension between the official religious institu-
tion and its doctrinal views, normative practices or texts, or authoritative leaders on
the one hand, and the lived religion and lived experiences that are influenced by
these institutionalized aspects of religion on the other hand. Here topics such as di-
vorce, homosexuality or cohabitation are at stake. Specific family forms or experien-
ces will be discussed in this context.

A second way to study lived religion in families relates to specific experiences
within families, which I summarize under the key terms family violence and gender
issues. The role of normative theological views and practices and experiences of fam-
ily members and their operant and espoused theology might be ambiguous (Camer-
on, et al. 2010, 54), working in a positive or rather negative way. I explicitly choose to
name family violence, as this is one of the most widespread problems in the world
and endangers many families but is at the same time a taboo and an underdeveloped
topic in formal religious texts and theological research.

A third main element in the study of lived religion within a practical theology of
families, refers to daily experiences of care by family members. Here I will discuss
research on giving birth, breastfeeding, and parenting in families. I could focus on
marriage and partner relations as well, but from a practical theological perspective
it seems that issues related to parenting and lived religion received more attention
recently than the experiences of partner relationships. Much more has been written
on partner relationships as such from the perspectives of sacramental theology (mar-
riage), ethics or pastoral care.
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3.1 Dealing with Difficult Religious Views

A major question is how family members can deal with the tension between ‘ideal’
and ‘reality’. The Louvain ethicist Roger Burggraeve developed an ‘ethics of mercy’
in relation to classical topics on sexual and relational ethics (2016)." He speaks
about an ‘ethics of growth’, which recognizes the value of little steps towards the
larger ideal as proposed by the Roman Catholic Church (sexuality and relationality
embedded within a heterosexual marriage). In my own approach I focus on the resil-
ience of families and criticize a monolithic idea of what an ‘ideal family’ could be.
Influenced by narratives from family therapists and personal encounters, I warn in
various publications of an all too idealistic view on the family.

The tensions between people’s experiences and the normative teachings of the
Roman Catholic Church are more and more recognized by church leaders. In 2014
and 2015 two synods were organized on family issues and the difficulties people
in some countries have with some traditional views of the church were recognized,
especially in relation to issues on divorce and remarriage. Pope Francis wrote on the
value of ‘discernment’ for pastoral leaders and believers, as a way to support persons
(AL 2016, 19).

This tension between what is expected from the perspective of the institutional-
ized religion and the way in which people experience family issues, has been studied
within other denominations and religions as well. Recently, the American sociologist
Samuel Perry wrote about the reasons people give for their divorce, and the moder-
ating role of their conservative protestant beliefs and practices. He concluded that
divorced persons in the USA, with a stronger (conservative protestant) religious prac-
tice (church attendance) usually tend to indicate that the other, the ex-partner, was
more responsible for the divorce. In the 2018 article “Their fault, not mine”, Perry
explained these empirical findings partly by referring to the difficulty religious peo-
ple experience when their life situation does not match with doctrines of the church.
In his words: “Given the stigma against divorce in many religious communities, I
argue that divorcées in such communities likely feel internal pressure to account
for their divorce in ways that deflect blame” (Perry 2018, 1). This is one way to
cope with the tension between church teachings and personal experiences, and a
way to stay loyal to the teachings. It can be considered as a way to ‘adapt the expe-
riences’ in order to minimize the gap.

This can be noticed in studies on Islam and homosexuality as well. Some per-
sons who experience themselves as homosexual or lesbian, will choose not to engage
in such relations or might even choose for a heterosexual marriage, to stay loyal to
what their religious leaders or their families tell them. Within the Catholic Church in

1 This was originally published in Dutch, and later reworked and adapted as: R. Burggraeve. 2016.
An Ethics of Mercy. On the Way to Meaningful Living and Loving. Leuven / Dudley: Peeters.
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Belgium, there is a small minority of divorced people who explicitly choose not to
enter in a new sexual relationship to stay honest to the church teachings.

However, there are many other strategies to deal with the gap between official
religious expectations and personal experiences. The British sociologist Andrew
Yip studied, among others, how British non-heterosexual Christians and Muslims
deal with the tension between ideal and reality. He describes how they re-interpret
scriptural texts and consider them more in line with their own homosexual experi-
ences (Yip 2005).

Similar results are found in relation to gender issues. Many adolescents in vari-
ous religious do not support gender-unequal practices in their religion and do not
consider this as essential for religion (Page and Yip 2017). Various other results of em-
pirical research and daily experience show how religion is fluid and how various in-
terpretations and practices are conceived by persons, living in complex family situa-
tions that do not necessary fit within the normative discourse of the institutionalized
religion but who consider themselves as belonging to this religion. What ‘belonging’
means, is very diverse — from taking up leadership positions to weekly attendance at
religious services to only praying occasionally to a vague sense of belonging without
strong commitment. These ‘reinterpretations’ of institutional teachings might go to-
gether with a longing for change by a much broader group of religious people, not
only those who experience specific family situations that are stigmatized by the in-
stitutional religion. In 2014 my colleague Thomas Knieps and I asked a large group of
Belgians active as volunteers or professionals within the Catholic Church about their
views on issues such as homosexuality, remarriage after divorce, sex before marriage
and cohabitation. A majority of respondents in this survey answered that they would
like the teachings to change; these were clearly not only those in these specific fam-
ily situations. Whether these respondents agreed or disagreed with church teachings
and practices on family issues or wanted change, was also related to their general
religious views and practices. Those who believed in a more ‘literal way’ were less
inclined to disagree or to expect change of church teachings than those who inter-
preted catholic teachings in a more symbolic way. The way in which religion is inter-
preted and experienced matters a lot and prevents generalizations when we describe
people’s experiences.

Practical theologians are confronted with the challenge to search for ways that
support people in their flourishing. They have to juggle between a strong focus on
ideals that might be stigmatizing or oppressing on the one hand, and an inclination
to give up normative speech by proposing a relativistic view where everything is ok.
The focus of Pope Francis on the Jesuit principle of ‘discernment’ can be considered
as a way out of the gap between ideals and experiences, but it leaves some questions
unanswered. Discernment, as is the case with speaking about grace or mercy in theo-
logical and pastoral debates, does not erase the stigmatizing effects of church teach-
ings as such. It supports the personal experience of being cared for, being loved, and
welcomed within a church community. However, church teachings might be oppres-
sive or exclusive for some people. Most often, there is a good reason why these teach-
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ings have developed and are still defended, but if one cares about individual expe-
riences as well, a form of transformation is needed. We need a theology that focuses
on the positive strengths of people in situations that are considered as deviant from
norms and that names how ideals can also have negative sites (as marriage is not
always so ideal, all forms of violence can happen within marriage and might stay un-
noticed, or women and children may be oppressed in some situations). Resilience,
flourishing and searching for new narratives are key concepts in such a theology.
It is important to avoid positions of ‘cheap grace’ (someone commits a sin, but for-
giveness or grace is always there as a way out). Reading the bible, listening to stories
of people from long ago and from today, and reinterpreting them time and again, in
search of what they tell us for a better future, is important here. In all forms of reli-
gious education and pastoral care, it is important to deal with narratives and to show
the fluidity and flexibility of people’s dealing with religion, rather than only present
aspects of normative theology or institutionalized religion. In terms of church prac-
tice, it is important to pay attention to the diversity within experiences of family lives
and to notice that people who are living in families that do not fully match the reli-
gious norms, also practice their religious faith in various ways and are often partly,
and critically, loyal to religious institutions. This could be reflected in catechetical
practices and materials, where various types of families are presented and ad-
dressed, not only the traditional heterosexual married couple with children.

3.2 Wrestling with Difficult Aspects of Reality: Family Violence

So far, I discussed people’s wrestling with difficult aspects of institutionalized reli-
gions (gender issues, views on homosexuality, ...). I explained how a form of trans-
formation is important, but I also warned against ‘relativism’: not everything is good.
This is especially important when we consider aspects of domestic violence. Al-
though this reality is gaining more and more attention within society, there is only
limited attention for domestic violence within official Catholic teachings. Some
(practical) theologians have taken up the topic of domestic abuse. One example is
James Poling, who has to be acknowledged for putting domestic violence on the
theological agenda. He challenged classical theological views and urges the reader
to rethink them in light of the violence and the abuse of power that are happening.
He paid explicit attention to male offenders in Understanding Male Violence: Pastoral
Care Issues (2003). Michael O’Sullivan, the Irish Jesuit expert in spirituality studies,
published How Roman Catholic Theology Can Transform Male Violence Against
Women: Explaining the Role of Religion in Cultural Assumptions about Gender’ in
2010.

Most practical theological works on domestic violence challenge practices (what
is the role of the church/pastoral minister?) or theologies. They explain how theolo-
gies on sacrifice, family, gender, male/female complementarity, forgiveness, or
atonement can be used as legitimations of domestic violence and suggest critical re-
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flections and transformation of these theologies and the way they are preached or
used in catechetical settings (Ganzevoort 2009). An adequate theology can have a
public, prophetic function. Especially in contexts where gender equality needs
more acceptance in society, churches and theology could have a very important
role, under the condition that they critically and continuously rethink their own the-
ology in light of its possible dangerous consequences.

Some recent practical theological books give an explicit voice to survivors of vi-
olence. Susan Shooter (2016), for example, was using grounded theory as an empiri-
cal method and she started from the experiences of women themselves. Shooter
speaks about all forms of abuse, and how it influences the spiritual lives of survivors.
Abuse most often has devastating consequences and, as trust becomes difficult,
might also lead to questioning the relation someone has with God. Yet survivors in-
terviewed by Shooter also explain how their spirituality helps them, how they find
strength in their faith and how they reconsider God’s caring presence now, after
the abuse. The Canadian Catholic practical theologian Jean-Guy Nadeau (Nadeau,
Rochon, Golding, 2012) explains how the religious education received by many vic-
tims of sexual abuse raises lots of doubts. Survivors wrestle with many difficult ques-
tions about evil and God’s goodness and support. Most of the studies where survivors
of violence have a voice indicate that it is often difficult to speak about ‘religion’ and
much more preferred to speak about ‘spirituality’ because the automatic association
of the term ‘religion’ with institutionalized religion is not always helpful when one
becomes a victim of abuse. Some survivors do not feel welcome in the church or
feel very lonely in their experiences — they expected more from the church or
might even be misused by persons with a strong link to the church. Still, they
might find support in their personal spirituality.

Noteworthy in this (limited) overview of recent studies is the virtual absence of
male victims and female offenders. More attention should also go to them, as the
taboo here is even much larger. It would be very interesting to study how ‘bystanders’
experience domestic violence and religion. Which religious arguments do they use to
care for victims, to defend offenders, to justify their own passive attitude or to be in-
volved in domestic violence policy issues? More attention could also go to survivors
of family violence, especially (adult) children, male and female, who experienced all
forms of violence (sexual, psychological, physical, ...) by their parents or siblings, or
who used violence against their parents. Most important for a practical theologian,
reflecting on care issues, on religious education and on narratives is that the expe-
rience of domestic violence is named and made visible in all kinds of writings, the-
ologies, catechetical settings. A good practice I experience in the university parish in
Leuven (Belgium) is lighting a candle for all victims of violence before the liturgy
really starts. If from time to time the presider reminds the people present in the lit-
urgy that these are victims of violence during war, structural violence as in racism or
poverty, but also domestic violence, people might feel that leaders in the church at
least acknowledge this reality. If domestic violence is not made a taboo but explicitly
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mentioned, people might feel more inclined to speak up about their own experien-
ces, doubts, etc. Only then can adequate care be given or searched for.

3.3 Wrestling with Family Experiences: Spirituality, Giving Birth
and Parenting

Studying lived religion is important for discussing family life and religion. In 2017, a
new series of books was established: Palgrave Studies in Lived Religion and Societal
Challenges. The first titles dealt with tolerance and intolerance, and violence and
trauma after mass shootings. Newer titles will deal with homosexuality and Islam,
bisexuality, and trauma; issues related to the two previous sections of this chapter.
In this third part of this chapter, I will expand the focus and indicate how thinking
about ‘lived religion’ and ‘family life’ can focus our attention on other aspects, on
experiences of giving birth and parenting, especially on practices of care in family
contexts.

Within the Roman Catholic Church, family metaphors get a lot of attention. The
church is presented as a woman, the bride of Christ, and as a mother; frequent ref-
erences are made to Mary, as mother of the Church, mother of Jesus. More infrequent-
ly, references are made to Joseph, the father of Jesus. The church itself is sometimes
presented as a family (Gomez 2018).

Mostly, these theological metaphors are based on essentialized or idealistic
views of the family, motherhood, or fatherhood. Studying experiences of family
life from the perspective of lived religion might nuance these all too idealistic
views. When results of these ‘lived religion’ approaches are used more in church con-
texts, people might be able to identify with what is being said, as they will be able to
recognize their own struggles. I will show below how parenting can be experienced
as a spiritual practice and how this can and should be considered as a very ambig-
uous and wrestling experience.

Not only explicit religious practices in families can be considered as aspects of
lived religion in families. Evidently, when time is made for common prayer, attending
liturgical services or speaking about theological questions among partners or parents
and children, the religiosity in the family is clearly noticed. Bonnie Miller-McLemore
(2006) and others argued persuasively however that the daily practices of care in
family life can be considered as ‘spirituality’ (2006). They are not only an expression
of someone’s Christian, or more vague spirituality, but they can be called ‘spiritual
practices’ as such. For Christians, preparing food for a partner, parent or children
can be read in line of Mt 25:31-46, and be considered as a practice where Christ
is present.

This may sound rather idealistic and strongly focused on ethical responsibilities.
Parents or partners have to care. But when is it good enough? Many suffer from the
idea, coming from others or from themselves, that they have to be perfect. And this
might be suffocating, leading to ‘burn out’, maybe even in a family context. Many
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family members however also experience God’s grace and love. They experience how
they are accepted, loved, and cared for by God, even if they are not perfect them-
selves. And most of all: they trust that God will also care for the other. It does not
only depend on them. Particularly pregnant mothers and expecting fathers, who
feel powerless in waiting for the birth of the child, speak about how they may
light a candle and ask God or ‘Someone’ or ‘the higher power’ to care for the unborn
child as they are unable to prevent all potential risks for such a vulnerable child.
That is learned from the empirical research of Judith Cockx, who interviewed twelve
Belgian heterosexual couples about the pregnancy and the birth of their child in re-
lation to aspects of a broad spirituality (Cockx, Dillen, and Spitz 2017). The concept of
‘grace’ is seldom used by these parents, living in a secularized culture. They speak
however about thankfulness, about the gift of the child and the gift to have the op-
portunity to become a parent. They also wrestle with this responsibility and the high
expectations, and the balance between the search for having some control and the
necessity to ‘let it go’ — to trust and to abandon the quest for control. They have to
live with vulnerability, and to experience that this is far from romantic. Experiences
of grace in daily family life can be related to what is beautiful, what is considered as
a present — from God or from a partner or a child — but it can also be experienced in
the midst of trouble, difficulties, mourning.

Biblical stories, which are full of narratives about family situations, notably in
the First Testament, show how people have experienced God’s grace and presence
even in the midst of chaotic or sad circumstances, as the story of Abraham and
Sarah who receive a son shows. These biblical stories and other texts (such as
psalms) might support people in their daily family life. They deserve critical reflec-
tion of course as well; the bible should not be read as a legitimation of sexual vio-
lence, corporal punishment, or oppression of women, as is — sadly enough — some-
times happening.

Some experiences in families cannot be considered only as ‘practices of spiritu-
ality’ or even ‘lived religion’, but they also give rise to theological reflections. This is
what Elisabeth Gandolfo (2013) shows in relation to breastfeeding, which is called a
‘contemplative practice’ but is also a source for theological reflection. Cristina Traina
(2011) wrote in a similar way, when she considered the practice of breastfeeding as a
challenge for ethical thinking and reflections on self-love and neighbor-love.

4 Conclusion

This chapter gives an overview of what is discussed in the field of practical theology
and families, with references to literature in various contexts. I am fully aware of the
fact that I did not do justice to the work of many other authors, who are not named
here but have contributed a lot. The choices in this chapter were partly made based
on my own biographical and academic context, partly on the three main areas I
wanted to cover with this chapter. Three main aspects have to be seen by religious
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leaders and scholars in relation to family and lived religion. This is, first of all, the
fact that many people wrestle with institutionalized forms of religion, doctrinal
and ethical views of family life and sexuality, but nevertheless find ways to cope
with these ‘difficult views’ and call themselves religious or spiritual. Secondly, vio-
lence happens in families and studying lived religion and families asks for more at-
tention for this reality. Thirdly, there are also many beautiful and ambiguous experi-
ences that deserve attention from the perspective of lived religion and practical
theology. Shortly, people wrestle with religions and institutions, they wrestle with
difficult aspects of life (such as violence) and they wrestle with family life itself,
as experiences in families are mostly ambiguous. This can be demonstrated with
the example of pregnancy and childbirth.

In conclusion, studying family life from the perspective of practical theology as
the study of lived religion asks for a study of the ‘wrestling’ of people on a daily
basis, and for taking this ‘wrestling’ seriously as a fruitful ground for theologizing.
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Indukuri John Mohan Razu

Human Rights and Religion

1 Introduction

India is known for its religious plurality and cultural multiplicity and thus has come
to characterize unity in diversity and harmonious co-habitation. However, in recent
times, Hindu fundamentalism aided by the ruling dispensation, the Bhartya Janata
Party (BJP), a far-right conservative nationalist party and its ideological nerve centre
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) premised on the credo of ‘Hindu majoritarian-
ism’, is set to realize its vision of making India a ‘Hindu nation’. In order to realize its
vision, BJP-RSS is engaged in polarizing and fuelling hatred against those who be-
long to other religions and cultures. Consequently, human rights and human dignity
of minorities, the subaltern communities particularly the Dalits, the (Untouchables)
have increasingly been violated and trampled upon. Plurality and inclusivity are un-
dermined, posing serious threat and contestation as the country keeps witnessing a
spate of incidences leading to intolerance and indignation. Moreover, spewing
venom, fuelling religious and communal hatred against those who have different be-
lief systems, political ideologies, value orientations, traditions, and cultures, has be-
come the order of the day.

Against this backdrop, this paper brings to the foreground the ways with which
the fundamental tenets of religion vis-a-vis Hinduism are abused and subverted. And
in the process, the paper examines and analyses the forms of intolerance perpetrated
by the ruling party BJP, its cultural wing RSS and far-right Hindu outfits who are en-
gaged in the program that violates the fundamental and constitutional rights of the
citizens of India enshrined in the Constitution and UNDHR Charter. More important-
ly, this paper invokes, argues and essentializes one of the core theological and eth-
ical principles of human dignity within broader notions of human rights.

2 Positing Plural and Diverse India

India is a constitutional democracy. For a Republic to function, the Constitution
plays the most crucial part. India as a constitutional democracy is expected to adhere
to the principles enshrined in the Constitution prescribed to all its citizens. Nonethe-
less, a question that arises at this juncture is: Do all the citizens of the Indian Repub-
lic enjoy the fundamental principles enshrined in the Constitution? India’s Constitu-
tion starts with “We the citizens of the Indian Republic” which is unique and distinct.
However, the enshrined principles of the Constitution in spirit and practice are losing
their essence and relevance and are under intense contestation. The word ‘citizens’
that appears in the preamble of the Constitution is under serious threat to those who

8 OpenAccess. © 2022 Indukuri John Mohan Razu, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed
under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110618150-010
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belong to minorities, Dalits and other vulnerable communities. For the government
to run and to govern, basic requisites — principles, mechanisms, and processes — are
meticulously elucidated in the Constitution. Therefore, the Constitution is the light
house or sacred book that elucidates each and every aspect of governance in a com-
prehensive manner.

India’s democracy is still alive by virtue of having its Constitution securing to all
the citizens of the country — the fundamental and constitutional rights. The architect
of India’s constitution, Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar warned that however good the con-
stitution may be, it is sure to turn out bad if those who are called to make it work are
a bad lot. For Ambedkar, those in power and authority are expected to put the con-
stitution into practice through their governance, and in the process the people are
transformed and thus become citizens. Citizenship and democracy go hand in
hand and complement each other. But, in recent times the citizenship of those be-
longing to other communities and identities are being increasing questioned and
threatened. The current impasse sends signals that amplify whether the Indian re-
public is clouded with misplaced religious, political, and cultural aberrations,
fear, and insecurity.

3 Shifting Terrains — Rising Populism and Hindu
Fundamentalism

The majority of Indians are Hindus, but live side by side with others respecting each
other’s differences. Since 2014, we have been witnessing a radical shift taking place
due to the fact that the ruling dispensation is engaged in divisive politics pitched on
binaries: majority versus minority, us versus them. It has spread its tentacles against
select communities spewing venom and hatred throughout Indian society. The emer-
gence and rapid rise of the political ideology, Hindutva, is perhaps the most striking
feature of contemporary Indian politics. An understanding of the origin of the dis-
course on Hindutva is imperative in understanding the phenomenon as it is present-
ed today. The discourse on Hindutva has to be located in the complex set of process-
es in motion with the onset of colonial rule in India.

The ideology of Hindutva was founded and constructed on ‘Hindu nationalism’.
The idea of a homogenous ‘Hindu’, ‘nation’, and ‘culture’, transcending caste, class
and sectarian differences is a product of the ideology of Hindutva. By homogenizing
the Hindutva ideology, it hegemonizes the interests of certain castes and classes. The
ideology of Hindu nationalism is becoming an ideological tool that absorbs, assim-
ilates, articulates as well as rewrites, reinterprets and reconstructs the nation’s his-
tory in furthering its agenda of ‘one nation’, ‘one culture’, ‘one language’, and
‘one religion’. It has even gone to the extent of opening its fold to Dalits and Tribals
to establish a majoritarian democracy to further their own interests in creating Hindu
Rashtra vis-a-vis pan-Indian raj. The construction of a nation based on the ideology
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of Hindutva in its definition, consolidation, and articulation underlines “Hindu-
ness”.

Over the past few years, a series of lynchings, inflammatory speeches, desecra-
tion of mosques and churches and a distribution of highly provocative literature
against minorities, Dalits and Tribals, reconversion drives, the bid to saffronise edu-
cational materials, an attempt to rewrite Indian history, and a tampering with the
Constitution clearly portrays a well-planned political project of the Hindutva forces.
It is deeply rooted in BJP-RSS ideology and political praxis. For instance, Savarkar,
an ideologue of this tenet articulates, “Hindutva entails the religious, cultural, lin-
guistic, social and political aspects of the life of Hindus” (Baird 1981, 466). It believes
in establishing “one nation, one people, one religion, one language, one culture and
one executive”. (Baird 1981, 466) This ‘Hindu-ness’ seeks to establish the political,
cultural, and religious supremacy of Hinduism and the Hindu nation (Ganguly
1999). At the same time those who are outside the ambit of Hindutva, Christians
and Muslims are labelled and identified as ‘aliens’, ‘infiltrators’, ‘aggressors’, and
‘enemies’.

Golwalkar, one of the architects and ideologues, reiterates that “[t]o keep up the
purity of [the] Nation and its culture, Germany shocked the world by her purging the
country of the Semitic races. [...] Germany has also shown how well-nigh impossible
it is for races and cultures having differences going to the root, to be assimilated into
one united whole, a good lesson for us in Hindustan to learn and profit by” (quoted
by D’Souza 1999, 185). For Golwalkar, Hitler’s Germany and an anti-Semitic stance
became tools for pushing the ideology of Hindutva. He was against pluralism and
secularism enshrined in the Indian Constitution. Instead, he spoke for nationalism*
and the preservation of the pure Aryan culture engrained in Hinduism. The same
ideology and political project are being transplanted by the BJP-RSS: combined
using religion and politics for the wrong reasons. For example, Golwalkar empha-
sized that,

[t]he non-Hindu people in Hindustan must either adopt the Hindu culture and language, must
learn to respect and revere Hindu religion, must entertain no idea but the glorification of the

1 Conceptions and notions of nationalism by Hindutva forces contravene the majority consensus of
nationalism. “True, nationalism as the embodiment of collective aspiration can move people and in-
spire them to engage in meaningful social reconstruction. [...] But the real essence of nationalism, it
has to be realized, is the tangible experience of togetherness, the ability to fight internal inequalities
and divisions so that the unity of people can be felt in every sphere of life. In other words, true na-
tionalism means, as Gandhi sought to argue, real Swaraj: creating a society that is egalitarian and
free from inequality, exploitation, and violence. Nationalism is not, as Tagore repeatedly warned
us, chauvinism: a narcissistic assertion against the ‘external’ enemy. Nationalism is not wild passion.
Instead, it is a sincere, honest, committed practice for constructing a just society. The irony is that the
crude logic of election politics has killed this humanistic spirit of nationalism. Nationalism has be-
come particularly after Pokhran 11 and Kargil, a mighty weapon the ruling party need to assert the
power of the narcissistic nation” (Pathak 1999, 10).
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Hindu nation [...] but also cultivate the positive of love and devotion [...] they must cease to be
foreigners or may stay in the country, wholly subordinated to the Hindu nation, claiming noth-
ing, deserving no privileges, far less any preferential treatment, not even citizen’s rights. (Quoted
by D’Souza 1999, 186)

4 Changing Templates of India — Hindu
Nationalism

The Indian Constitution acquires secular character and credentials not only in letter,
but also from the collective reality of many provisions that appear in the constitution
that guarantee citizens and community in letter and spirit. Indian society is secular
meaning that religions tend to co-exist side by side with other ideologies, belief sys-
tems, cultures, and traditions. These principles are increasingly in contestation in re-
cent times. For instance, on December 24, 2017, in a public address, Minister of State
for Employment and Skills Development, Ananthkumar Hegde said, “Secular people
do not have an identity of their parental blood” and we, the BJP, he added “are here
to change the constitution” (this appeared in all the dailies the following day). By
this statement the fundamental guarantees such as right to freedom, right to religion,
right to equality and right to dignity of those who belong to the other are to be ne-
gated and under contestation.

What is happening in India is the absorption of religion into the ideology of Hin-
dutva. The synthesis of religion and politics is becoming deeply entrenched into the
plural kaleidoscopic milieu. When the State attempts to prioritize and hegemonize
Hindus of different shades of Hinduism in a religiously plural society like India, mi-
norities are bound to suffer. Since communal political parties and organizations are
prioritizing Hinduism over other religions, the secular fabric of Indian society is now
cracking up. This is a most disturbing trend, which gravely affects the fine balance,
which India as a country has maintained thus far. A secular democracy is bound to
have the presence and practice of many religions and they can co-exist without any
conflict if the nation-state maintains its plural character by equally respecting, pro-
tecting and accommodating all religions. The Indian State under RSS-BJP is pushing
its project of majoritarian politics as its point of governance.

The present scenario has created insecurity amongst the minorities who feel
threatened by state-sponsored religious fundamentalism and cultural nationalism.
What is happening now is the polarization of communities on the basis of the reli-
gious persuasion to which they adhere. The communal parties, in order to secure
Hindu votes, are polarizing society and in the process creating a Hindu vote bank.
The Hindutva phenomena should not be reduced to political battle between “major-
ity” and “minority” or be assumed that the problem has been exaggerated and there-
fore is not an immediate threat. What is at stake is India’s constitutional democracy —
a project in which a wide range of social, cultural groups and identities, have peren-
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nially interacted and been juxtaposed. Added to this, the capacity of the Indian na-
tion to retain its character vis-a-vis a plural entity, is in jeopardy.

It is also equally important to observe that the secular character and composite
nature of the Indian Constitution, which is democratic in its entirety, is in grave dan-
ger. The reason being: the very words that are being used by the proponents of Hin-
dutva such as nation, culture, language, and religion imply uniformity and division.
But in reality, it is diversity and plurality that brings richness and beauty to the world
and to the human family. It is not unity in uniformity but unity in diversity. As time
and space in which Indian people live becomes increasingly constricted and con-
formed in the current political and cultural space, it is apparent that the domains
of inter-relatedness, cultural diversity, plurality, and inter-dependence between one
another become obsolete and redundant. BJP-RSS’s notions of the homogenization
and unification of Hindu culture are being promoted and preserved, and in the proc-
ess their vision of a Hindu Nation will be realized. BJP-RSS is using religion and cul-
ture effectively in order to realize its vision.

5 De-Coding the Terrains — the Complex Web of
Lynching

The spate of lynchings across India since 2014 is on the rise. The social conditions
presently prevailing, characterized by intolerance and hatred, is horrifying. Those in-
volved in such dastardly acts keep committing them without any fear and restraint,
because the current social and political climate favours them. Groups involved in
lynching are well-connected, highly organized, and politically influential. Those
who defy their political, socio-cultural, and moral views have to face their wrath.
Mob lynching stems from its core ideological underpinning that the other ought to
be eliminated by all means. Mob killings have become the new normal in India.
The mob quickly gathers, executes their lynching, and then disappears. The ruling
dispensation keeps spreading the idea that Hinduism is under attack and for this
the minorities are responsible for spreading hatred. This has reposed ‘majority Hin-
dus’ to create the ‘other’ and treat them as outsiders of the Hindu society.

97 percent of the incidents occurred after BJP came to power in 2014. 84 percent
of those killed in the related mob lynching incidents were Muslims. The rest, 16 per-
cent, accused of cow slaughter are Dalits and marginal sections (Parambil 2018, 29).
The word “lynching” has occupied centre stage in all areas of Indian society. This
leads us to ask: what then is lynching? It is best described as “a pre-mediated
extra judicial killing by a group. It is most often used to characterize informal public
executions by a mob in order to punish an alleged transgressor, or to intimidate a
group. It is an extreme form of informal group social control and often conducted
with the display of a public spectacle for - maximum intimidation” (quoted by Pra-
kash 2018, 26). Mob lynching is horrifying and creates frenzy and horror for the vic-
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tims surrounded by a mob who systematically take on the victims who belong to the
other.

Grotesque brutality once again hit the national headlines when cow vigilantes
lynched a 31-year-old Muslim man from Haryana’s Mewat district in Raajasthan’s
Alwar on Friday the 20" of July 2018. Rakbar Khan was attacked allegedly by a
group of 8-10 cow vigilantes. He succumbed to his injuries in hospital after a few
hours. In his dying statement, Rakbar told police that he and his friend Aslam
were walking back with two cows they had bought when they came under attack
in Alwar’s Ramgarh area by the mob which accused them of being smugglers taking
the cattle for slaughter. It is an irony that for a distance of 5 to 6 kilometres to the
nearby hospital which usually takes less than 30 minutes, the Rajasthan police
had taken more than 3 hours. He could have been saved if they had brought him
a little earlier. Two ministers of the BJP Government honoured those accused of
lynching; one stood vigil over the body of a lynching accused draped in the national
flag, and the other garlanded several people accused of lynching. Both were honour-
ed due to the fact that they went all out in defence of the cows (Arun 2018, 16).

Junior Union Home minister Arjun Ram Meghwal justified lynching as being due
to the rising popularity of Prime Minster Narendra Modi. Cow Politics continues to
polarize Indian society with clear messages that until there’s a total ban on cow
slaughter, lynchings will continue. Lynching of Muslims, Dalits and vulnerable iden-
tities and communities is certainly a large plan of the ruling dispensation and should
not be viewed through the prism of the letter of the law. Instead, these chauvinistic
nationalists should be dealt with severely for blatantly defying and violating the
basic rights of the citizens. As Satwana Bhattacharya (2017) rightly asks: “Who’s
this threatening to usurp my identity? Tainting and twisting my faith and beliefs? De-
stroying the values I hold dear? Who’s this who kills mercilessly? [...] How did they
become the law unto themselves and the order of the day and arbiters of destiny and
life and meaning, deciding what shall be eaten, how one has to dress, what health
care to opt for.”?

When mob lynching grows and becomes toxic, India’s democratic and secular
fabric is undermined. In such context-specificities, the citizens are to invoke moral
revulsion and seek justice under the provisions of basic and fundamental human
rights. Nonetheless, “We see a macabre festival of violence around us, a relapse
into the baser human capacities, whether it is in Kashmir or Kerala or Jharkhand
.. where the usual constitutional niceties do not apply and everything goes—is
now beginning to be applicable everywhere” (Bhatacharya 2017). In the pretext of
protecting the cows, attacking Christians, Muslims and Dalits is rapidly spreading
and becoming toxic.

2 For an in-depth analysis read the Bhatacharya column (2017). Bhatacharya is political editor of the
Indian Express.
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6 Essentialising Human Rights

In recent times, India’s democracy and the rule of constitutional law is increasingly
contested by the self-styled cow protectors conveying a clear message that cows have
more value and are more precious than minorities such as Muslims, Dalits, Tribals,
and Christians. According to the data released by IndiaSpend, 28 people were killed
and 123 were injured in the attacks unleashed by the ‘cow vigilantes’. What is more
disturbing is that out of the 28 deaths, 24 were Muslims, which is a whopping 86 per-
cent of the total fatalities. 97 percent of these attacks were reported after BJP took
over the government at the Centre in 2014. On a similar vein, about half of the
cow-related violence — 32 out of 63 cases were reported from states governed by
BJP, eight run by Congress and the rest by other political parties (The Hindu 2018).
India has drastically changed and now symbolizes binaries based on religion, ideol-
ogy, and culture. Santawana Bhattacharya (2017) aptly characterizes that: “Is the In-
dian cow just an empty symbol then, an instrumental token for a society that is
angry and brutalized? A society that does not know how to find legitimate mecha-
nism to voice its angst—all the angst produced by the modern living and its alienat-
ing effect [...] has to resort to violence merely to find a sense of power and meaning?”
Basic rights of humans have been violated and throttled.

The gap between the rhetoric and practice in letter and spirit that we find in the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR)? evokes concern and dismay to the
citizens as we look around the happenings in the world that we live in. In all the
spheres of our existence, particularly political and religious spheres, we cannot un-
dermine or ignore the alacrity and gravity of human rights violations that manifest
daily in the form of torture, genocide, social and economic asymmetries, custodial
deaths, ethnic cleansing, political prisoners, suppression of democratic rights and
expressions and a host of others. Although all the countries of the world are signa-
tories of UDHR, the gap between words and action creates a sense of optimism and a
feeling of pessimism. However, optimism and hope continue to ignite the simmering
light/spirit. Discourses and actions should continue on human rights in the areas of
historical, philosophical, legal, political, theological or ethical domains.

For more than sixty years discourses at different levels on the legitimate claims
for universal human rights have been justified and sustained (Chandran 1997, 138).*

3 Some opine that the Declaration as a resolution of the General Assembly has no legal binding ef-
fect, while others view that the Declaration is a living document that has acquired credible authority.
In general, there is an expression of hope, cf. Bajwa (1995, 136) and Dutta (1998, 275). For example, cf.
Panikar (1959) and Adas (1989). Hence, we see a number of works that describe the colonial and im-
perial motif woven into the structures of popular culture, fiction and the rhetoric of history, philos-
ophy and geography.

4 The division of Human Rights into the three generations, namely the first world, second world, and
the third world was initially proposed in 1979 by the Czech jurist Karel Vasak at the International In-
stitute of Human Rights in Strasbourg. His divisions follow the three great watchwords of the French
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At the same time, it should be noted that the thrusts and foci of these discourses kept
changing at each historical epoch. As the context changes, the conceptual, defini-
tional, and perspectival understandings should change. In the twenty-first century,
new forms of atrocities and rights violations are taking place. Given the ambiguities
and ambivalences of rights discourse, rights’ discourse needs to be nuanced so that
the responses that are offered will be apt and relevant. We live in a world in which
the perpetrators of injustice inflict all sorts of violations and yet justify their actions.
Particularly, the State uses its machinery to silence those who use the provisions ex-
tended by the human rights’ charter. However, it is important to invoke human rights
at this juncture because,

Analytically, a right is considered a ‘remedial’ category, a deterrent against the possibility, or a
redressal of the fact, of some wrong being inflicted upon its bearer. As such, rights cannot but be
relational since they imply, at the very least, a link between the bearer of rights and the state.
Moreover, since rights never take shape in a social vacuum - other, competing rights are always
already present in society — they are contextual in a readily visible fashion. Thus, when consid-
ered as theoretical categories, rights are not the essence-like, intrinsic attributes that they are
often made out to be, but products of their milieu. In a different, less obvious sense, rights
can be shown to be context-dependent even when considered as historically-specific phenom-
ena. Contrary to the universalistic claims [...] all rights involve explicit (and more often implicit)
exclusions. In other words, every historically-specific instance of a right carries within itself its
own apparatus of inclusion/exclusion. These devices defining those endowed with or denied
rights are the products of the particular conjunction of historical forces obtaining at the time,
and it is in this sense that every right is inevitably contextual. (Deshpande 1998)

Any discussion on the challenges to human rights in the twenty-first century will be
meaningful only when we look at the historical-contextual processes in which each
society’s search for equality and human dignity are taken in realistic ways. The forces
of equality, freedom and dignity countered by the ideological propaganda that there
is no alternative (TINA) is a clever strategy to push the matter into subjugation and
could perhaps be considered to be the greatest challenge of the twenty-first century
to the theory and practice of human rights. In a world of populism and nationalism
the conceptual understanding of basic and fundamental rights, democracy, and free-
dom seems to be in danger. In a scenario where rights are violated, we need to have
clear understanding of the following:

Revolution: Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity (Ife 2001, 2006; Shimray 1994, 28; Balasuriva 2000, 75).
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights included all the three generations of rights (UNESCO
1953; UN 1998). It was enshrined at the global level by the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, Articles 3—-21 of the Universal Declaration and the International Covenant on Civil and Polit-
ical Rights. It derives primarily from the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century political theories asso-
ciated with the English, American, and French revolutions. Major political theory consisted of life,
liberty, and pursuit of happiness, which favoured limiting the government by placing restrictions
on state action.



Human Rights and Religion — 137

When democracy becomes devoted to the maintenance of the existing structures of power, the
first causality is, naturally, freedom: for without freedom to imagine, to dare to conceive alter-
natives— including also alternative ways of answering human need [...]. To set ‘freedom to
choose’ at the heart of our culture, and to deny the possibility of choosing any other way of
being in the world is a denial of the ‘pluralism’ and ‘diversity’ to which the West asserts its de-
votion these are evidently mere ornaments decorations on the surface of an increasingly showy,
image-conscious, appearance-manipulating culture. (Seabrook 1996)

Politics over lynching has reached alarming heights in India with slogans such as:
“Leave India, if you don’t like cows”, “respect cows, love Hinduism”, “respect
cows or leave Hinduism” and “lynching will continue till cow Slaughter and beef eat-
ing stops”. Human life has value and in no way has lesser value than a cow. Attacks
are based on an ideology of polarization leading to hatred and antagonism. In such a
climate, it is important for Christians to invoke faith which is rooted in the authority
of scripture. There is no direct reference to or usage of Human Rights in the Bible. But
the Christian Scripture brings out clearly human wrongs and substantiates explicitly
why they are wrong.

7 Human Dignity. An Essential Component of
Human Rights

The materials we find in the Bible need to be complimented by non-scriptural mate-
rials to address the contemporary issues concerning human rights. Humans repre-
sent the image of God and so it is implied that co-humans are treated with respect
and dignity. Therefore, treating each other as co-humans is the core principle of
God’s creation. The essence of human rights acquires greater value and fuller mean-
ing precisely due to this. For instance:

The atonement has been powerful grounding of human dignity and consequently of human
rights for several reasons. It is universal, containing a dignity which applies to all people.
Human rights are claims any individual can place upon the community solely on the grounds
of being human. The dignity of those for whom the Son of God died rests not on individual char-
acteristics, which distinguish one person from another. No characteristic, which commends one
person as being greater than another, provides status before God or a claim upon God’s mercy.
Those crushed by human power are able to know that neither colour nor sex. (Mott 1985, 6)

Human dignity acquires a fuller status in and through incarnation, crucifixion, and
resurrection. As human beings we have failed and also fallen short of representing
God’s image. We are clothed with human dignity and a set of human rights. It is em-
bedded in us as God’s gift from whom the rights flow. The God of righteousness is the
provider of rights and expects us to respect the rights of humans because we are be-
stowed with human rights that are inalienable and inviolable. In this sense, everyone
before the sight of God is equally endowed with human dignity and human worth.
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Differences, exclusions, and segregations based on caste, colour, gender, and ethnic-
ity are considered unbiblical and un-Christian. Further,

[d]rawing upon dignity through the creation has the advantage of being more widely accepted
and understood beyond the Christian circle. Those who do not respond to Jesus as the dying and
propitiatory Son of God may accept the conception of a creating God. This basis of human worth
thus provides a broader value basis for human rights. The advantage of drawing upon the atone-
ment is that it brings human dignity and human rights into the very heart of Christian faith and
experience, dispelling the dichotomy of piety and social commitment. (Mott 1985, 7)

As human deprivations and violations of human rights are on the rise we need to
commit towards the restoration of life. It begins with basic education, awareness,
and commitment eventually leading to action. How are we to set right human
wrongs, so that human dignity and human worth may be retrieved? Human rights
undoubtedly are one of the vehicles or instruments that could address the human
wrongs effectively and thereby the deprivations of millions of people would be set
right. We live in miserable times and our identities are questioned, challenged,
and contested. In such a scenario, “Human rights are an expression, channel, and
control of the power which limits and ameliorates exploitation. Because exploitation
arises out of the depth and pervasiveness of sin, voluntary efforts are insufficient. Ex-
ploitive power is never adequately controlled by reason and conscience alone.” (Mott
1985, 6) Concretely speaking, Human rights are the Magna Carta for a global future of
human dignity. They are the foundation of a new world order. They are also a prereq-
uisite for the transition to sustainable societies, where future generations can live in
political and economic security. Partially due to this vigorous development some care
must be taken towards conceptual clarity, in order to better promote human rights.
Oppression literally means, pushing people down “below a certain existential thresh-
old or not allowing them to come” to satisfy existential needs — which need not be
material needs. The victims of oppression suffer deprivation. They live below their
existential threshold, and existential needs are not satisfied. One of the most vicious
arguments of oppressors of all sorts is to call oppression normal and present it as a
law of nature (FIAN 1995, 14—15).

Rights of human beings are existential and real. But, in reality these rights hard-
ly work and therefore rights have to be pursued all the time and by all means. The
dominant and the powerful keep inventing new instruments, meanings, and mech-
anisms to justify their wrongs. As people of faith, we are called to set right the
human wrongs that the dominant and the powerful inflict upon the weak and the
vulnerable. Those in power and authority wield their power in socio-political and re-
ligious structures and systems that obstruct the rights that are due to every citizen
irrespective of gender, caste, creed, and class. Therefore, realizing fuller and authen-
tic humanity and restoring human rights that are due to them is of utmost impor-
tance. Those with power and authority continue to deny those on the bottom
rungs their full and authentic humanity and negate their basic identity as persons.
The very notion of human rights is precisely entrenched in humans and thus upholds
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human rights against human wrongs. Christian Scripture adds value to human dig-
nity. It endorses infinite worth because the concept of humanity is enmeshed in its
letter and spirit. So, it is expected that victims are to be treated and respected as hu-
mans, persons, and people whose stature is far above and far higher than other crea-
tures. It is in this context that the goal of human rights is to give people their dignity,
help them regain lost personhood and reiterate peoplehood, so that they become as
subjects of history and fulfil their own destiny. M. M. Thomas, the revered and re-
nowned Indian Christian theologian, has delved into human rights in-depth and
thus offers two typologies that consist of the rights of people or “people-hood”
which in the Indian context refers to minorities and other weaker sections of Indian
society (1977, 33).

Two concepts surface more powerfully in M. M. Thomas’ theology i.e., person-
hood and people-hood encompassing — individuals and community respectively.
These two concepts have to be theologically nuanced because they clearly state
that each and every individual before the sight of God is endowed with the highest
order considered as the crown of God’s creation representing the image of God
(imago dei). In that human dignity (self-esteem or self-respect) is indeed part and
parcel of all humans. Hence, human dignity is intrinsic and inalienable and therefore
no one has the right to take it away from anyone. Accordingly, even the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights and the Indian Constitution categorically insist that
the core of these two concepts is humanity. ‘Humanity’ in this context becomes es-
sential and central. In and around humanity human dignity hangs on, so tightly
and deeply entrenched since each and every human being represents the image of
God, and therefore, are above all creatures intrinsic and thus sacred.

Human rights and human dignity are value loaded and deeply entrenched and
intertwined with each other and therefore inseparable concepts. Rights and dignity
are within us and ingrained in us and so no one has given them to us because they
are natural, indivisible, and indelible. Amidst a number of facets in the sphere of
human rights, human dignity is undoubtedly the most important because it touches
upon the very being of each and every human. M. M. Thomas develops personhood
theologically and reasons that the dignity of every human being is personified in
personhood that adds to other related aspects of rights. Therefore, whether singular
personhood or plural “people-hood”, each is embedded in self-esteem / self-worth.
Accordingly, minorities and the marginalized have been victims of rising majoritari-
anism and populism.

The very purpose of creating humans in God’s image pre-supposes the worth and
dignity extended to all humans and certainly not only to a select few. When the very
purposes of God are violated, and the basic rights of humans negated then we have
to correct the wrongs by employing the instruments of human rights. It further en-
dorses that God’s covenantal relationship with humans symbolizes God’s gracious
mediating effort to redeem the fallen world and created order. M. M. Thomas
(1996, 31) issues a clarion call for all people to participate in establishing human dig-
nity and thus restoring equality of all and for all. God so loved the world and the hu-
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manity and so sent His Son to the world in flesh and blood so that the fractured and
alienated humanity by His birth, death and resurrection could be redeemed, re-
newed, and thus become a new community of persons (Thomas 1996, 31).

According to M. M. Thomas, Christ brought anew the lost and fractured human-
ity. He substantiates the New Humanity as “the restoration of the human person in
Christ as God’s free creative agent in the divine act of new creation to restore the
wholeness of the entire universe throughout history” (Rajaiah 2017, 141). Reiterating,
“The new humanity revealed in Jesus Christ is the instrument of constant revolution
in social history, exerting pressure aimed at creating universal brotherhood/sister-
hood” (Rajaiah 2017, 141). Retrieving lost humanity or redeeming de-humanized hu-
manity is possible in and through human rights that are inalienable and inviolable of
all humans. Let us strive to reclaim the personhood and peoplehood at the individual
(personal) and communitarian (community) levels that are premised in human dig-
nity because their worth is infinite and incontrovertible.
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Ignatius Swart
Institution and Religion

1 Institution and Religion: Directing a Debate to a
Different Contextual Reality

Judged by the debate among some of the most prominent scholars in the field of in-
ternational practical theology today, the topic of institution and religion may well be
regarded as of lesser importance. Here I particularly have in mind the prevailing de-
bate conducted under the rubric: “Practical theology as a hermeneutical science of
lived religion” (Weyel 2014; see also Ganzevoort 2009; Ganzevoort and Roeland
2014; Grab 2014; Schweitzer 2014). Under this topical focus, the argument developed
is that practical theology is assigned the essential task of illuminating the concept
and practices of “lived religion”. Ruard Ganzevoort and Johan Roeland, two expo-
nents of this approach to practical theology explain:

The concepts of praxis and lived religion focus on what people do rather than on ‘official’ reli-
gion, its sacred sources, its institutes, and its doctrines. As such, practical theology has much in
common with what in disciplines like anthropology, sociology, and media studies, is known as
‘the practical turn’: the turn away from institutes and (cultural) texts to the everyday social and
cultural practices of ordinary people (Ganzevoort and Roeland 2014, 93; italics added).

It becomes necessary to emphasise that Ganzevoort and Roeland’s reference to “the
turn away from institutes” should not be understood as a complete turn away from
such institutes. This emerges in the way in which the institution of the church is rec-
ognised as a prevailing site of lived religion in more than one contribution to the de-
bate. Of particular significance, however, is that this recognition is at the same time
relativised by the relatively small role afforded to the church in the production of re-
ligion in everyday life (see Miller-McLemore 2012, 105-107). It is postulated that
much, if not most, of what is produced as lived religion happens outside the
realm of the church. “Lived religion does not refer primarily to forms of belonging
to a Christian community or to the church. Lived religion is a sense of the religious
dimension of human life” (Grdb 2014, 109; cf. Ganzevoort and Roeland 2014, 96;
Schweitzer 2014, 144; Weyel 2014, 154).

The direction in which I am seeking to take the discussion in this chapter should
not be understood as an attempt to devaluate or undermine the claims and perspec-
tives on lived religion arising from the international debate on practical theology. The
insight that religious meaning, experiences, and practices can be found outside the
institutional domain of the church, and that as such they remain distinctive features
that are by no means being dissipated as a result of processes of secularisation and
deinstitutionalisation (Weyel 2014; Ganzevoort and Roeland 2014), is compelling and

8 OpenAccess. © 2022 Ignatius Swart, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110618150-011
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relevant. Yet I want to argue at the same time that this insight needs to be understood
and appreciated in terms of its situatedness. While scholars from the Global North are
not the sole contributors to the practical theological debate on lived religion (see
e.g., Charbonnier et al. 2018), it is nevertheless a debate that is dominated by schol-
ars from this part of the world - i. e., noticeably from continental Europe. Clearly, it is
this group of scholars whose ideas on the matter are mostly advanced in prominent
outlets such as the International Journal of Practical Theology, and whose situated-
ness is constituted through their self-orientation within their contexts of advanced
secularisation and deinstitutionalisation (see e.g., Ganzevoort 2009, 2; Ganzevoort
and Roeland 2014, 97; Weyel 2014, 158).

My point of orientation in this practical theological debate — which predominant-
ly reflects an outlook on institution and religion in the Global North - leads me to
direct the deliberation towards a conspicuously different reality in the rest of this
chapter. This is the reality of the Global South, Africa, and South Africa, which de-
termines my own situatedness. As such, I am a South African scholar of practical the-
ology and religious studies who cannot deny my own upbringing in a theological and
ecclesial tradition that has to a large extent looked northwards for generating its own
ideas and its socio-institutional location. Yet at the same time I have found this ori-
entation to be increasingly challenged by my own growth in decolonial sensibility,
my related exposure to the academic and social worlds across the South-North spec-
trum and, not least, my own plain observation and sense-making of the dynamics of
far-reaching religious and social change in my own society and beyond. From this
vantage point, I want to advance the thesis that a situatedness such as my own
calls for a far more pointed practical theological concern with the institutional di-
mensions of lived religion. Contrary to what may be offered as a wholly legitimate
perspective by practical theological scholars from the Global North in the light of
their own situatedness, the argument that I want to proffer is that my own contextual
reality is one where the institutional dimension ought to be taken very seriously as a
major, if not the dominant, domain where lived religion is practised and produced.
As such, this is a context of ongoing religious change where a religious institution
such as the Christian church is flourishing in multiple, diverse, and fluid ways; by
implication, it is a context where lived religion ought to be sought and studied
more than anything else inside or within the institutional domain.

I will now continue to in the rest of this chapter draw selectively on perspectives
from the broad field of religious studies research that I perceive as significant to sup-
port and inform my line of argumentation on institution and religion. These are per-
spectives that are in one way or another all concerned with the contemporary reality
of far-reaching religious change that accordingly take us to a contextual reality far
removed from the one presented by practical theological scholars from the Global
North. Representative of my own situatedness, this is the world of Global South
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Christianities,! in which the churches of Africa occupy a central place; but closer to
home, incorporated is also my own South African religious context where scholarly
undertakings to track (or map) the sacred and carry out other forms of empirical
work reveal images of an institutional geography and dynamics reminiscent of devel-
opments within a larger southern Christian presence, not least on the wider African
continent.

2 Looking South: Fragments of a New Christian
Synthesis

If the Christian church, historically the most powerful religious institution in that
part of the world known as the Global North, is in decline because of ongoing proc-
esses of advanced secularisation and deinstitutionalisation, this is not the case in
that part of the world referred to as the Global South. This is the message conveyed
by a growing chorus of commentators and scholars in the field of religious studies
internationally, which in a very direct way supports the argument I am pursuing in
this chapter. In a nutshell, it is a message that (at least in the explicit case of
some contributors) does not ignore the presence of another major force shaping
the contours of ongoing religious change, namely Islam (Jenkins 2007, 189 —221;
Kim 2012, xxxiv, 1920, 78, 364 —65; Mwashinga 2016, 35, 48 —49). Yet, at the same
time, it is a message that wants to open our eyes to an epoch-making transformative
moment in the history of religion worldwide whereby the centre of gravity of the
Christian world is shifting from the Global North to the Global South, to Africa,
Latin America and parts of Asia (see e.g. Anderson 2013; Daughrity 2018; Jenkins
2007; Johnson and Chung 2004; Johnson and Kim 2005; Johnson and Ross 2009;
Kim 2012; Lamport 2018; Mwashinga 2016; Tryggestad 2010). To quote from Philip
Jenkins’s magisterial work (2007, 1-2) theorising about this shift in the centre of grav-

ity:

Today, the largest Christian communities on the planet are to be found in those regions. If we
want to visualize a ‘typical’ contemporary Christian, we should think of a woman living in a vil-
lage in Nigeria, or in a Brazilian favela. In parts of Asia too, churches are growing rapidly, in
numbers and self-confidence. As Kenyan scholar John Mbiti has observed, ‘the centers of the
church’s universality [are] no longer in Geneva, Rome, Athens, Paris, London, New York, but
Kinshasa, Buenos Aires, Addis Ababa and Manila’.

The important point arising from this quotation does not only reflect the fact about
Christianity’s extraordinary growth in distinctive parts of the world known collective-

1 T accept the premise that there “is no single southern Christianity” and that the plural reference far
more appropriately does justice to “the vast and diverse world” of Christianities in the Global South
(Jenkins 2006, 13; Jenkins 2007, 8; see also Johnson and Ross 2010, 12).



146 —— Ignatius Swart

ly as the Global South. It also affirms a larger scholarly recognition that such growth
becomes manifested first and foremost in the ongoing proliferation of the church as
institution (see e.g., Johnson and Kim 2005, 80; Kim 2012, 4). In other words, through
this scholarly recognition we encounter a perspective on religious change that is
steeped in socio-historical reality and for this reason can be considered as of para-
mount importance for a contemporary practical theological scholarship that rightly
aspires to prioritise the practice of lived religion as its object of study. For such schol-
arship it implies that a concern with lived religion in those parts of the world where
the Christian religion is flourishing ought to take us back to prioritising research and
study of practices within and by the Christian church. Unmistakably, however, this
has become a daunting task, perhaps more than ever before given the myriad of man-
ifestations that may count as church within the domain of institution and religion.

The recognition of the immense diversity and plurality of what may count as
being church in the Global South today (Jenkins 2006, 13; Jenkins 2007, 8; Johnson
and Ross 2010, 12; Kim 2012, 8, 20-21) — in other words church as a carrier of
lived religion in its plurality of expressions — brings us to the important question
then of whether it may in fact be possible to draw any converging lines from this di-
verse but proliferating institutional phenomenon. In this respect, I find compelling
the idea or thesis of a “new Christian synthesis”, which is central to Jenkins’s
(2007, 7) argument, but also finds resonance in a considerable body of complemen-
tary literature. In what can be considered at the most as addressing fragments of this
synthesis, I am confining myself to a few observations in trying to capture essential
elements of the phenomenon of the rising churches of the South.

A significant point of departure is that one can only come to a reliable under-
standing of the phenomenon of the rising Southern churches by not projecting
onto them the “familiar realities and desires” (Jenkins 2007, 15) emanating from
the Global North. This highlights the expectation of Western liberal but socially com-
mitted Christians that the rising churches from the Global South could become the
vehicles of a kind of emancipation and leadership that, in the mould of liberation
theology, “would be fervently liberal, activist, and even revolutionary” (Jenkins
2006, 13; Jenkins 2007, 7). Jenkins, however, explains why this expectation could
be considered a fallacy:

In this view, the new Christianity would chiefly be concerned with pulling down the mighty from
their seats, through political action or even armed struggle. All too often, though, these hopes
have proved illusory. Frequently, the liberationist voices emanating from the Third World proved
to derive from clerics trained in Europe and North America, and their ideas won only limited
local appeal. Southern Christians would not avoid political activism, but they would become in-
volved strictly on their own terms (2006, 13; 2007, 7).

The fundamental issue is that it has become crucially important to recognise that
while many Southern Christians and their churches have embraced the cause of po-
litical liberation, they have “made it inseparable from deliverance from supernatural
evil” (Jenkins 2006, 13; Jenkins 2007, 7). It is this distinctive feature — an emphasis



Institution and Religion — 147

that reverberates in a considerable body of literature — that should be regarded as the
“single key area of faith and practice that divides Northern and Southern Christians”
(Jenkins 2007, 143): the belief in spiritual forces, the effect of such forces on everyday
human life, and the way they shape the existence of the churches (see e.g., Adogame
2004; Anderson 2003; Chitando, Gunda, and Kiigler 2014; Ilo 2018; Jenkins 2007, 143 —
147; Jenkins 2006, 16; ter Haar 2009). While such beliefs may be rejected by a North-
ern secular mindset as superstitious and a manifestation of a pre-Enlightenment
worldview, they align with a cultural orientation and worldview that perceive the re-
alities of evil, sickness and repression to be directly influenced by supernatural
forces. This explains, for instance, why the practice of healing — through spiritual
means — takes such a central place especially in the newer Southern churches.
But it also explains these churches’ fervent identification with biblical worldviews,
which in turn give rise to ritual and worship practices that emulate the practices
of the ancient Hebrew and early Christian communities of the Bible. As observed
by Jenkins, “(c)ultural affinities with the biblical world” lead many contemporary
Christians from Africa and Asia especially to see the Old Testament “as their story,
their book” (2006, 14; see also Gunda 2014), an identification that in turn finds con-
crete expression in the way in which worship and social events frequently evolve
around practices of animal sacrifice (see Wepener et al. 2019) as well as in celebra-
tions of key events in the ceremonial year (Jenkins 2006, 14; cf. 151-153). At the same
time, however, this does not rule out the New Testament as equally influential, since
texts such as the Letter to the Hebrews, the Book of Revelation and the Gospels all in
their respective ways appeal to a Christian life world in which veneration of the living
dead, ritual practices of blood sacrifice, and the power to perform prophetic revela-
tion, miracles, exorcism and faith-healing constitute core ingredients of a lived reli-
gion (Jenkins 2006, 14— 17; cf. Jenkins 2007, 148 — 149, 151-153; see also Gunda 2014).

A major argument advanced by Jenkins therefore is that we may today find our-
selves at the beginning of a new epoch whereby the rising churches of the South will
in fact take us “back to the future” (Jenkins 2007, 6 -9). The dominant churches of
the future, he contends, may well be seen as sharing many commonalities with
those of the medieval or early European period (Jenkins 2007, 8; cf. 2006, 17). In
what I consider to be a valuable part of his discussion, he also introduces the distinc-
tion between churches and sects in support of his argument (Jenkins 2007, 156 —160).
By drawing on the related theoretical distinctions of sociologists Max Weber and
Ernst Troeltsch, the thrust of the argument is that the newer churches of the South
could be seen as holding much in common with the classic features of sects vis-a-
vis those of churches. These include the inclination of sects toward overt emotional-
ism, spontaneity and mystical experience that are not easily accommodated by the
intellectualism, suppressed emotionalism and formalism that characterise the teach-
ings and liturgical arrangements of churches. Moreover, they also include the way in
which the members of sects are typically voluntary converts, often from a lower ed-
ucational and social status, whose lives are strongly controlled by the organisation,
in comparison with the members of churches whose members are often better edu-
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cated and as a rule born into the organisation. And, last but not least, a prominent
feature crucially also pertains to the nature of leadership, in the way in which sects
demand that their leaders demonstrate spiritual and charismatic gifts, compared to
churches who are run by formally trained ministers within a distinctively bureaucrat-
ic framework (Jenkins 2007, 157—-158). Jenkins summarises the significance of this
perspective:

In terms of the sociology of religion [...] [the rising churches of the South] are classic sects, with
all that implies for leadership, worship style, and degree of commitment. They are fundamental-
ist and charismatic by nature, theologically conservative, with a powerful belief in the spiritual
dimension, in visions and spiritual healing. With their claims to prophetic status, figures such as
Simon Kimbangu and Isaiah Shembe exactly fit the classic profile of sect leaders. In practice,
leadership roles in Pentecostal and independent churches are open to anyone who is accepted
as having spiritual gifts, regardless of any form of education or theological training (Jenkins
2007, 158).

To conclude this part of the discussion, it certainly is worth alluding to another per-
tinent observation in Jenkins’s argument. His prediction is that Southern churches
may over time, as they grow and mature, “loose something of their sectarian charac-
ter, and become more like the major churches” (Jenkins 2007, 159). He even contends
that the “new churches” could become “key agents” of modernisation themselves
(Jenkins 2007, 159). And yet, as the argument above suggests, what will remain an
influential force for a considerable time to come are the “sectarian features” that
are giving rise to the unparalleled institutional proliferation and presence of Pente-
costal and so-called independent churches? (Jenkins 2007, 8, 70 —76, 78 —84). In this
respect, here it could meaningfully be noted how Jenkins’s analysis corresponds fa-
vourably with that of many other academic commentaries that identify the latter
churches as the institutional representatives that will to a large extent dominate
the face of global Christianity in the future (see e.g., Anderson 2013; Cox 2009; John-
son and Ross 2009; Kim 2012; Pew Forum 2007). These are expressions of ‘institution
and religion’ that are flourishing in their great variety in the Global South today, are
increasingly also expanding their reach toward the Global North and will continue
with this dual dynamic for the unforeseeable future, albeit with some qualifications.

2 According to Jenkins, “independent churches” are flourishing in the Global South. They do not fit
the label of being Protestant, Catholic, Anglican, or Orthodox, but are comprised of “a wide variety of
denominations, often (but not always) included under the label of Pentecostal.” This may include
churches that “are affiliated with Northern Hemisphere denominations”, although a large majority
“are indigenous with roots entirely in Africa, Asia, and Latin America” (2007, 70). In this respect, Jen-
kins also devotes considerable space to singling out the importance of the African Independent
Churches (AICs) (which may otherwise also be referred to as African Indigenous or African Initiated
Churches) (Jenkins 2007, 56 - 62, 78— 80). He emphasises the fact that the AICs “collectively represent
one of the most impressive stories in the whole history of Christianity”. They have been successful in
adapting the Christian faith to local cultures and traditions. As such, “[t]hey are African churches
with African leaders for African people” (Jenkins 2007, 61).
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According to Jenkins, such flourishing does not mean that the so-called “mission” or
mainstream churches will simply disappear. He highlights the fact that “leading
churches” in the Global South will continue to be Anglican, Methodist and most
prominently Roman Catholic (Jenkins 2007, 8, 65-70, 7678, 226—231), though in
a garment much different from their erstwhile mainstream manifestations. As a result
of processes of “inculturation” and “Pentecostalisation”, they will increasingly take
on features of the newer Global South churches (Jenkins 2007, 8, 65-69, 76 —78, 125 —
142).

3 From the Global South in General to Africa and
South Africa: The Case of Institution and Religion
in the Unsecular City

I would like to continue briefly with Jenkins’s commentary at this point in my discus-
sion by drawing on another captivating idea from his work: the notion of the unsec-
ular city (Jenkins 2007, 107—108). One of the important themes running through his
work — a theme that effectively reverses Harvey Cox’s famous coinage, the “secular
city” (Cox 1965) — is that the dynamic of the rising Southern churches will to a large
extent play itself out in the cities of the Global South (cf. Johnson and Kim 2005, 80).
Jenkins stresses the fact that most of the population growth in the coming decades
will be urban, albeit with some qualification as this will by and large be a develop-
ment in the Global South, giving rise to an increasing number of vast metropolitan
complexes with populations totalling tens of millions. He writes:

We think of cities such as Cairo, Mumbai (Bombay), Dhaka, Karachi, Jakarta, Lagos, and Mexico
City, each with perhaps 30 to 40 million people, and next to nothing in working government
services. Tens of millions of new urban dwellers will in effect be living and working totally out-
side the legal economy or any effective relationship with officialdom. And there will be other
future colossi, giant cities with names hitherto unfamiliar to Westerners, centers such as Kam-
pala, Kinshasa, Dar-es-Salaam, and Sana’a (Jenkins 2007, 107—108).

It is against this backdrop that Jenkins gives an account of the striking urban pres-
ence of the rising churches of the Global South, especially of the Pentecostal and in-
dependent type. He comments that the success of these churches can be seen as a
by-product of modernisation and urbanisation (Jenkins 2007, 85). While there are
among them also denominations that cater for sections of the middle classes, it is
among the very poor that these churches are finding special appeal. Accordingly,
it is at the fringes of the cities of the Global South - in the city margins and shanty-
towns where millions of illegal squatters, migrants and socio-economically disen-
franchised try to eke out a living — where the rising churches are particularly visible
and mushrooming. In these environments — in addition to performing their spiritual
functions — they emerge as providers of “functional alternative arrangements for
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health, welfare, and education” (Jenkins 2007, 85), as “radical communities” (Jenkins
2007, 87) where their members may find a sense of family and fellowship, but also
the social network support to improve their lives (Jenkins 2007, 85— 90; for a similar
perspective cf. Rakodi 2014). As postulated by Jenkins, this is the way that the new
churches of the Global South play a role strikingly similar to that of the early Chris-
tian communities in offered support to their members, in situations similarly devoid
of any official aid. He makes the significant point:

As historian Peter Brown observes of the third and fourth centuries, ‘The appeal of Christianity
still lay in its radical sense of community: it absorbed people because the individual could drop
from a wide impersonal world into a miniature community, whose demands and relations were
explicit.” Every word in this sentence could be wholeheartedly applied to modern Africa or Latin
America. The provision of social services that were otherwise unobtainable also goes far to ex-
plaining the growth of urban Christianity during Roman times, just like today [...] To be a mem-
ber of an active Christian church today might well bring more tangible benefits than being a citi-
zen of Nigeria or Peru (Jenkins 2007, 90; cf. 2006, 17).

I find in the above notion of the unsecular city and the perspectives that inform it a
significant point of connection to also bring the discussion home to my own imme-
diate South African context, a society that in its own right features a high level of
religiosity and a considerable but diverse Christian institutional presence when com-
pared to other societies elsewhere in Africa and the Global South (see e.g., Chipkin
and Leatt 2011). In making this connection, I find no better way than to start doing
this by drawing from one of the outstanding more recent scholarly books on the so-
cial place and significance of religion and its institutions in contemporary (post-
apartheid) South Africa. This is David Chidester’s Wild Religion: Tracking the Sacred
in South Africa (2012), in which his aim to “track the sacred” has led him to also un-
dertake a “preliminary mapping of the religious meanings” (Chidester 2012, 17) of the
city where he has worked as a distinguished professor of religious studies for many
years, namely Cape Town.

What Chidester’s tracking of the sacred in Cape Town strikingly reveals is an
image that does not differ much from Jenkins’s notion of the unsecular city. One
of the prominent themes running through his analysis is that of ‘centre’ and ‘periph-
ery’ to make the point that any ‘mapping of the sacred’ cannot escape the heritage of
Cape Town’s colonial and apartheid history. He states as a key observation: “While a
European Architectonics seems firmly established at the city center, most Christians
have been relegated to the periphery, the urban townships around Cape Town, where
the so-called African-initiated churches in particular have redefined the meanings of
urban space by sacralising not only ordinary homes but also what may be called the
leftover spaces® of the city” (Chidester 2012, 18).

3 Such “leftover spaces”, Chidester specifies, included open lots, the areas beneath motorways and
even beaches, “where a ‘line on the ground is often the only edge between sacred space and the city’”
(Chidester 2012, 37).
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Chidester’s undertaking has therefore led him, in a way remarkably similar to
Jenkins’s, to also appreciate the city margins as the space where institutional expres-
sions of religion are flourishing and leaving their mark. He acknowledges that this
identification should not ignore the prevailing dominant presence of the European
mission churches in Cape Town’s city centre — churches from the Reformed, Angli-
can, and German Lutheran traditions (2012, 36-37). Yet he emphasises in the
same breath that by the late twentieth century this was not the space where most
Christians (and also Muslims) in greater Cape Town practised their religion. They
were practising their religion in the black townships, informal settlements and pe-
ripheral neighbourhoods that included the Coloured residential areas of the Cape
Flats. These areas had become the spaces where Christian churches of a great variety
— noticeably of the African Independent and Pentecostal charismatic types — were
not only flourishing, but where European mission churches were themselves “essen-
tially converted to African Christianity” (Chidester 2012, 37, 48-49). As a result,
Chidester significantly concludes that “although it might appear to be anchored at
the city center [...] Christian space in Cape Town was actually dispersed through mul-
tiple centers that had emerged on the city’s periphery” (Chidester 2012, 37).

I want to begin closing this part of my discussion by also relating to James Co-
chrane’s similar focus on Cape Town in a contribution some years ago in order to (re)
frame “the political economy of the sacred” in post-apartheid Christianity (Cochrane
2009). A close colleague of Chidester’s at the time and in his own right a distinguish-
ed South African scholar of religious studies, Cochrane arrived at a perspective that
shows strong similarities with that of Chidester. For Cochrane, a “proliferation of re-
ligious phenomena that claim some kind of Christian identity” had become an out-
standing feature of the “religious spaces of the city of Cape Town”. Yet, in a way even
more explicitly than Chidester, he found it necessary and appropriate to assert that
such multiplying painted “a picture that may be generalized across contemporary
South African society” (Cochrane 2009, 103 —104; italics added).

I take from Cochrane’s claim to generalisation a valuable pointer to in conclu-
sion also allude to a wider body of ever-growing empirically based research work of-
fering insights into the dynamics of religious and social change across a broad South
African urban reality. Including contributions that beyond those of Chidester and Co-
chrane take us to other major South African metropolises such as the cities of Johan-
nesburg and Tshwane (Pretoria), this body of research work may be valued for its in-
terdisciplinary and transdisciplinary span across the disciplines of religious studies,
practical theology, and the social sciences and humanities more broadly speaking. Of
even greater significance, however, at the centre of the different explorations is also
a similar interest in how a multitude of institutional representations from the Chris-
tian church are especially from the margins transforming their city environments and
in the process providing spaces of refuge, belonging and support for their members,
albeit with an important qualification. Whereas in the case of Chidester and Co-
chrane’s mappings, the so-called migrant-dominated Pentecostal charismatic
churches are recognised as a part of the institutional representation, these churches
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constitute a dominant focus in much of the ongoing research work (see e.g., Landau
2017; Nzayabino 2010; Ribbens and De Beer 2017; Wilhelm-Solomon et al. 2017).

4 A Brief Concluding Word

My aim in this chapter was to show how the conceptual framework of ‘institution
and religion’ acquires new relevance for practical theological scholarship when
the focus is directed to the contextual reality that determines my own situatedness:
the Global South, Africa and South Africa. While practical theological scholars espe-
cially from the Global North may, for understandable reasons, find lesser relevance
in this conceptual framework, my discussion has attempted to make clear why such
lesser estimation cannot hold in contexts where the rise of prolific new institutional
formations points instead to churches across the Pentecostal-charismatic, independ-
ent and inculturated mainline spectrum as privileged sites of lived religion — perhaps
most pointedly for the very poor and disenfranchised.

I want to take into account, however, that my line of argumentation could easily
be read as a presentation of an oversimplified South-North juxtaposition. This, I want
to make clear, was not the intention. Rather, my aim was to present an argument
from my own situatedness, an argument that is of limited scope and cannot give ac-
count of how contemporary global processes of social and religious change are also
impacting on societies of the Global North. As Jenkins acknowledges himself, secu-
larisation and religious deinstitutionalisation cannot capture the full story of the
Global North today. In this story account has to be given of how a new Christian in-
stitutional presence is affirming itself in the heartlands of Global North societies
through ongoing processes of mass migration from the Global South (see Jenkins
2007, 111-124). And, not least, in this story a specific chapter also needs to be written
on how, within European Christianity in particular, the decline of “national or folk
churches” coincides with “the survival of belief among smaller, often very commit-
ted, groups of believers”, both Catholic and Protestant (Jenkins 2007, xiii). These
are parts of the story that my chapter could in no way do justice to, but that never-
theless call for the serious attention of a practical theological scholarship prioritising
the concept of “lived religion” as its subject focus (cf. Weyel, 2014, 153).
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Mouez Khalfaoui
Law and Religion

1 Introduction

Several events that took place at the turn of the twenty-first century signalled ‘the
return of religion’ to the political and social spotlight with serious consequences
for religious institutions, practitioners, and for secular political systems. Ignoring
the debates concerning whether or not this ‘return of religion’ is a myth, or if modern
societies are indeed turning more religious, the paradigm of state-church separation
(Barzilai 2007, xi) is currently facing grave challenges with the increased visibility of
religion within the public sphere in comparison with previous decades. This trend
unsettles established norms regulating the public sphere in modern democratic
states, which are almost always founded on secular paradigms. Accordingly, reli-
gions that have been strongly represented in Europe and Western states for centuries
— albeit shaped by sweeping waves of secularisation and emancipation throughout
Europe (i.e., Christian churches) — have developed a modus-vivendi over decades
to cope and live peacefully within secularly dominated contexts (Roy 2005,
39-41). The concept of secularism has been uprooted. On the one hand, the idea
of secularism has expanded, transforming into an ideology that concerns both sec-
ular and religious affairs in many global contexts so that it became a global prescrip-
tion for regulating ties — or lack thereof — between religion and the state. This trans-
formation has led to harsh debates that are still taking place between religious and
secular actors. The Islamic world is one of the main regions where this debate is
reaching its apex.

Moreover, there have been extremely high rates of migration of religious and cul-
tural groups from the Islamic world to Western states over the past decades. These
flows unearth challenges to secular and religious concepts domestically as well as
to existing paradigms that maintain the coexistence of secular and religious doc-
trines. Current debates concerning Sharia and secular law, the Islamic headscarf,
male circumcision, interfaith marriage, and religious education illustrate this chal-
lenging issue. Secularism is mainly found in legal concepts related to the regulation
of public space and the role and place of religion and religious symbols within that
space. Thus, any debate concerning religious law concentrates mainly on the ques-
tion of how and to what extent secular civil legal concepts can accommodate exces-
sive religious symbols in public space and state institutions. This discussion is cur-
rently focussed on Islam, due to the visibility of Islamic religious symbols in public,
to the relatively recent introduction of Islam into Western societies and thus to the
ambiguity of several aspects of Islamic doctrine both to Muslims and non-Muslims.
This has led to many misunderstandings and false assumptions. Tension arises from
secular legal concepts that assign the ‘righteous’ role and place of religion in the

8 OpenAccess. © 2022 Mouez Khalfaoui, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110618150-012
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public sphere, allocating it exclusively to the private sphere (Casanova 1994, 35).
Therefore, the appearance of Islamic religious symbols in Western public space is
doubly difficult: These symbols were previously unknown to the West, and religion
is not expected to be confronted in public. Debates concerning religious norms and
values in the Muslim world present several similarities with debates taking place in
Western contexts. Since the mid-nineteenth century there has been continuous dia-
logue between secular and religious actors regarding the interpretation of religious
law and its interaction with secular legal concepts. This dialogue has not yet reached
its conclusion, and the interchange between these parties has been deteriorating
(Asad 2003, 205).

This chapter! deals with the interchange between religious and civil legal norms.
I shall take up the elements of Islam, Muslim individuals, and Islamic legal concepts
in my case study. It seems that the corresponding debate that is currently dominating
Western discourse, as well as discussion in many Muslim states, will continue far
into the future. It offers a touchstone for a broader discussion on the interchange
of religion and secular concepts. I will argue that the reconciliation of God’s law
and secular law cannot be approached through a comparative methodology. I
shall further submit that the secular paradigm of tolerance of religious law can be
seen as an interim solution but cannot be used as a permanent one for modern so-
cieties as it does not encompass all aspects of the interchange between religious law
and secular law. Therefore, other methodological and legal approaches are needed.
In other words, dominating secular concepts that regulate the public sphere need to
be expanded in order to encompass other (and even opposing) concepts. Moreover,
there is a need to rethink the position of religion and religious law in our understand-
ing of modern secular societies. In terms of Islamic legal concepts and Muslims, I
would like to argue that the debate on God’s law and civil law both in Western so-
cieties as well as in societies with a Muslim majority has been shaped by several mis-
understandings and assumptions both among non-Muslims and Muslims, and which
are not limited to mainstream thinking. This state of the art requires an epistemolog-
ical clarification of terminologies associated with Islamic law, religious law and
God’s law, and the history of Islamic law. Likewise, clarification of the current debate
on religious law in the Islamic world is helpful as well. Therefore, reconciling reli-
gious and secular law — which is frequently presented as being a conflict between
God’s law and civil law — cannot be approached exclusively through western para-
digms. Other models of secularism exemplified in India or Indonesia, as well as
other models of religion and state interchange, refute the habitual assumption
that secularism is an exclusively Western achievement. These models also offer
proof that secularism can and should be manifested in a variety of forms (An
Na’im 2008, 140. 223). The debate regarding religious and civil norms has focused

1 I am very grateful to the Luxembourg School of Religion & Societey for the support I received to
prepare this article during my period as visiting professor.
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in the last decades on finding solutions for existing conflicts. It can transform into a
fruitful debate if other paradigms and contexts are considered and mistrust between
actors reduced; the Euro-American model may be opened and enriched by other con-
cepts so that it may be applied globally.

2 God’s Law and Civil Law or Religious versus
Secular Norms

To understand the link between God’s law and civil law, one should bear in mind
that a comparison of both concepts does not help. Such an undertaking requires
an understanding of both concepts separately, without limiting them or changing
their character. The scientific approach of comparative legal studies, which has be-
come a prominent discipline in Western academia, rests on a comparison of different
legal concepts from different states and backgrounds, such as American and French
law or Jewish and Islamic legal concepts. Such a comparison cannot be considered
an ideal choice according to academic standards because these two concepts (reli-
gious and secular) cannot be put on equal footing. Secular law has dominated mod-
ern democratic societies for decades; it is being continuously developed and has be-
come the prototype for political and social concepts worldwide (Salaymeh 2015, 153).
Religious law, in stark comparison, has been marginalized and allocated in many
cases to the private sphere, resulting in its stagnation. Thus, religious law cannot
be in use without modernisation. In addition to the dominance of secular law in
modern democratic societies, the self-perception of secular and religious people re-
garding their respective legal concepts makes any discussion very difficult: Religious
conservative groups still believe the absolute superiority of religious norms and
imbue them with sanctity. They make the argument that it is God’s law and is thus
neither comparable with man-made law nor able to be changed. Secular institutions
and actors, on the contrary, demonstrate pride in secular legal concepts and do not
see any benefit of bringing religion back to the sphere of public debate. Furthermore,
they understand religious law as a rigid conception that is unable to cope with
change and development (Zubaida 2005, 338).

The accumulation of concepts and definitions for religious and secular concepts
such as ‘religious’, ‘secular’, and ‘civil’ accompanied the development of modern
legal studies in the last decades, and has contributed in many cases and regions
to a confusing situation (Casanova 2011; van der Ven 2014, 278). Thus, religious
law, God’s law, secular, civil, positive, common, and private law are now used inter-
changeably — not only in current discourse — but also within academic spheres. The
concepts of God’s law and religious law are therefore often employed in a confusing
way. To clarify this, let us assume that God’s law and religious law are not the same;
God and God’s law are two distinct entities and should be distinguished. God’s law is
currently understood as religious law and religious scriptures as the exclusive sour-
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ces of religious law. Therefore, God’s law automatically refers to a sacred legal con-
cept. Accordingly, if religious law is understood as sacred and unchangeable, this
closes the door to any interpretation or debate. Therefore, dialogue shifts from debat-
ing the contents of religious law and secular law to a superficial discussion about the
potential for religious law to be interpreted or changed. This last point instils fear in
both religious and secular groups. Religious groups largely believe that the opening
of religious legal concepts for discussion would allow secularists to attack these con-
cepts and introduce changes. Secularists, in turn, fear that any attempt to develop or
discuss religious law would allow classical legal concepts to return to the centre of
public interest. The ongoing debate on Sharia law and civil law illustrates this situa-
tion both in Western States and the Islamic World. This debate is always rife with
misunderstandings: On one hand Muslim conservative groups strongly believe that
Sharia is God’s law and therefore sacred, and cannot be modified (Zubaida 2005,
440). On the other hand, their secular counterparts see Sharia as a closed, unchange-
able concept, thus arguing to keep it outside of the debate because it is considered to
be inviolable (Duderija 2011, 63). Both understandings are in error, however: God’s
law, as it is manifested in Sharia law, is not necessarily religious and it is largely
not considered to be sacred. Sharia, which is wrongly considered as God’s law, con-
sists mainly of two parts: The first consists of Quranic norms which comprise a small
number of verses — between 200 and 500 verses out of more than 6000 verses. These
verses are not comprehensible without a linguistic and religious explanation and
consist mainly of general guidance that needs to be accommodated to the modern
life of Muslims (Rohe 2014, 10-21). This has led to the proliferation of Islamic
legal concepts in different regions. The second part consists of legal literature,
which comprises interpretations of general norms by legal experts according to var-
ious contexts (Zubaida 2005, 440). This latter part is the most important component
of Islamic law and needs to be interpreted in order to accommodate lived reality
(Rohe 2014, 97-209). Thus, God’s law is not as sacred as people may believe, but
this should not be a reason to mistreat it, or to mistreat religious people. One should
distinguish between God as a meta-legal concept and God’s law or Sharia law as a
concept developed by human beings over centuries. Rafael Domingo argues for an
appropriate distinction between God and religion to reintroduce God into secular so-
ciety. He calls on secular legal systems to understand God as a meta-legal concept
and hypothesises that this will contribute to the reconciliation of religion with secu-
lar systems. It would thus be the first step to the integration of religion into a secular
legal system (Domingo 2016, 8).

The discussion on God and God’s law applies to other monotheistic religions.
There are many parallels and similarities between Islamic, Jewish, and Christian
legal understandings in this regard (Salaymeh 2015, 160). The first consequence of
this argument is to recognize a similarity between God’s law, that is to say religious
law, and civil or secular law as legal concepts. These two latter concepts (secular and
religious legal conceptions) have been mostly elaborated and developed by human
beings, so that the law of Islam, as it is used by Muslims, is created by legal experts.
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The law of the church, as is used by Christians, is created by human beings. This clar-
ification contributes to the de-specialisation of religious law without depriving it of
its sacred character (Casanova 1994, 211-234). The sacred aspect of religious law is
not manifested in the mummification of God’s words, but rather in the moral dimen-
sion of engaging with these norms and taking them as guidelines. This general di-
mension of religion is currently reflected in the main goals of the religion (magqdsid)
in the debate on Islamic law. These magqasid tackle Sharia from its general ethical
perspective and not from its legal perspective (Kamali 1999, 193). This perspective
can open this concept to new interpretations and positive change — unfortunately,
this trend is still nascent and is not very popular among Muslims. The legal systems
of most of the Islamic states are Western-oriented and not dominated by religious
law. Even considering family law in Islamic states as being rooted in religious con-
cepts or as being strongly influenced by the law of Islam, is incorrect. Family law
in most of the Islamic states underwent several reforms and codifications so that
it looks different to classical concepts and is strongly influenced by Western secular
conceptions.

Be that as it may, let us envisage the dispute regarding public space, which con-
stitutes the main subject of debate between religious and civil legal concepts. The
apex of this debate is the concept of human rights and its principles. Human rights
are based in the International Declaration of Human Rights of 1948 and have been
the basis of several regional and bilateral legal conventions. A human rights frame-
worKk is the leading reference for legal concepts of democratic societies and provides
guidelines for other international legal concepts (An Na’im 2008, 83-85). Encased
within human rights concepts is the principle of religious freedom — a critical
point for navigating the relationship between civil and religious law. This principle
is consistently used as an argument whenever the principle of neutrality of the public
space is discussed. The principle of neutrality is the basis for the main element of
secular law that is employed in this debate. Freedom of religion generally means
the right to display both religious faith and religious symbols. The principle of equal-
ity demands the equal treatment of all religions and of believers and non-believers.
In discussions of pluralistic societies, the principle of neutrality is employed to rec-
oncile this. In modern societies, neutrality is understood as the neutrality of the
state, which means that the state does not interfere in any religion. Yet, it also has
a responsibility to limit absolute religious freedom to prioritise the neutrality of
the public sphere. The principle of religious freedom encompasses the right to
both active and passive belief i.e., to believe or not to believe and to demonstrate
this in public. Furthermore, religious freedom guarantees the presentation of one’s
own faith in an active way, such as wearing religious clothing, building religious
structures, celebrating holidays, as well as implementing religious education and
carrying out circumcision and animal slaughter as part of religious ceremonies. All
these rights may be limited or in some way restricted by other principles of
human rights such as human dignity and physical integrity (Rohe 2007, 79).
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The Islamic headscarf, animal slaughter, religious and secular law, and religious
education at public schools are all under intense scrutiny in Western societies. While
this debate mainly focuses on contradictory understandings of religious freedom in
Western democratic societies, the debate in Muslim states mainly revolves around
principles of gender equality as well as the equality between people from different
religious backgrounds. The principle of equality involves issues of inheritance and
family law, such as marriage and divorce. In contrast to civil law where religious ac-
tors are still arguing for the adoption of several Sharia norms and see them as still
valid; trade law as well as several aspects of the economy and scientific areas are
mostly secular and ‘Westernised’ to a wide extent not only in states where religious
law has been reformed such as Tunisia, but also in those Muslim states where Sharia
law is still active and represents the main reference of legal norms, such as Saudi
Arabia. Noteworthy in this regard is that both secularists and moderate religious peo-
ple in Muslim states argue for changing the law to accommodate and promote equal-
ity between men and women. Conservatives, on the contrary, argue for conserving
classical concepts and see their preservation as a sign of identity. The debate be-
tween these two groups has reached its apex in the last years, when new legal con-
cepts — such as in Tunisia and Morocco etc. — suggested the equality between men
and women in view of inheritance and responsibility and have been passed to parlia-
ment to be signed.

3 Islamic Legal Concept as a Touchstone for the
Relation between Religious and Civil Legal
Concepts

The ongoing debate concerning public space in Western societies is mainly focused
on the interchange between Muslims and the Islamic legal concepts with secular law.
I will therefore focus the following discussion on the main issues of the debate on
Sharia and public space. In Western Europe, the debate on Sharia and civil law is
shaped by the permanent existence of Muslim minorities in Europe over the last de-
cades. Their presence has engendered more visibility of Muslim religious symbols
and rituals such as prayer-houses, headscarves, etc. Regardless of whether those
symbols are legally recognized by European states, they do exist and are challenging
even in those states where the relationship between religious communities and the
nation state is harmonious. The pinnacle of the debate is the resilience of the prin-
ciple of religious freedom when it is applied to new religious groups. To distil the ar-
guments used in this debate at least in one aspect, both concepts of law are inspired
by their respective understanding of human rights. This often results in greater con-
fusion, in that every group, including the state, attempts their own distinctive inter-
pretation of human rights as opposed to a common one. On the one hand, religious
freedom is meant to guarantee the free exercise of religious rituals. On the other
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hand, secular legal concepts are designed to regulate this freedom such that every
religious group has the same rights and space. In fact, the ideology of the state in
this regard is based on the principle of neutrality. Neutrality is achieved by regulat-
ing public space and limiting any religious or cultural imagery that would disturb
that neutrality. An alternative concept that manages the public sphere and allows
the existence of all religious symbols does not yet exist. Therefore, neutrality of pub-
lic space can be understood as the limitation of religious freedom. This modality is
not always effective and constructive, especially for those religious groups that did
not experience such limitation before.

As mentioned, the discussion on religious freedom described above has its roots
in human rights. Human rights defend freedom of religion without limitation, so that
any religious group and individual can practice his or her religion based on this prin-
ciple. The issues of the Islamic headscarf, male circumcision, religious education,
minarets for mosques, as well as religious marriage are all being debated in this
framework. The arguments of those who call for a limitation of these rituals are re-
lated to the principle of neutrality of the public space, which is a secular virtue. Nev-
ertheless, neutrality has different meanings and cannot be limited to a restrictive in-
terpretation. There exist at least three different models of secularism and its
reconciliation with religious freedom regarding the relationship between church
and state in Western democratic societies: the British-American model, the French,
and the German model (Asad 2003, 6). All these models have adopted different sol-
utions to the question of Muslim religious symbols and their visibility in public
space. The appearance of the headscarf in the public sphere has been seen as a
threat to the principle of secularity in France and has led to a ban of the hijab in
the public sphere and public administration. On the contrary, the wearing of reli-
gious symbols is accepted and not questioned in Britain and the USA. In Germany,
the issue is still up for debate and all suggested solutions are still under considera-
tion (Rohe 2016, 279).2 It is quite interesting that both religious groups and the sec-
ular state base their arguments on human rights. Muslims who wear a headscarf or
circumcise their male children understand these rituals and symbols as a religious
obligation and they justify their decisions with religious arguments from the religious
scriptures as well as other legal concepts. By performing these rituals, they follow a
strict religious obligation. More precisely, for religious people who want to fulfil their
religious duties, but suffer from a number of restrictions in this regard, the question
becomes clear: Which shall I obey, God’s law or man-made law? The answer to this
question is well-known: “Then Peter and the other apostles answered and said, we
ought to obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29). This question and the answer are
both over-simplified. Many religious obligations have different interpretations within

2 The Yearbook of Muslims in Europe is currently one of the leading references for this subject. It
appears almost yearly and contains the state of the art on the situation of Muslim minorities in Eu-
rope.
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the religious legal tradition so that one can distinguish between different categories
of obligation. Yet secular legal systems have promised every citizen a margin of free-
dom such that everyone can live peacefully and have sufficient religious liberty to
practice their religion. Moreover, the lives of religious minorities who have always
benefitted from religious freedom as a guarantee and understood it as a non-limited
right to freedom are disrupted whenever they are limited in the extent or manner in
which they may exercise this right. This question reflects conflicting understandings
of religious freedom: While religious minorities consider religious freedom as guar-
anteed and unlimited, local authorities refer to human rights and local civil law to
argue against this religious understanding of freedom. This can lead to clashes on
both sides of the debate. The situation has become more problematic within the
last years because of the issues of child marriage, polygamy and domestic violence
which are both related to religious Islamic law. All acts are justified in religious scrip-
tures of Islam and conservative religious groups see them as a part of the religious
dogmas, while Muslim mainstream society does not understand them as such, and
many Muslim intellectuals see the need to change them to meet the international
norms of life in the modern world. Thus, the debate shifted from dealing with sepa-
rated cases on a regional and local level to a general question that affects the stabil-
ity of entire societies. Because the rules of the game are still written by secular legal
systems, religious groups are currently given three solutions to cope with secular sys-
tems. The final report of the research project ReligioWest (2016) summarises the sit-
uation for religious groups in three options; it argues that religious communities

are confronted with a choice between three options: 1) to withdraw into private sphere for indi-
viduals, or to the ‘ghetto’ for communities (Amish, Lubavitch), 2) to acknowledge the divorce and
to claim, for mainstream churches, ‘clear exemptions’ and ‘consciousness objection’, 3) to refor-
mulate religious norms in a way that is acceptable by the secular rationality, in a word, to ‘re-
form’ religion (a constant call addressed to Islam, but also to the Catholic Church). (Roy 2016, 6)

These options are still on the table for Muslim communities as well. The debate
among Muslim communities regarding this issue is still lacking consistent answers.
The fundamentalist approach does not recognize the modern state but is practiced
by a small minority of Muslims (Rohe 2016, 280). Rather, it seems that most of the
Muslims living in western societies is interested in finding a balance between religion
and civil law in term of establishing a modus-vivendi that takes into consideration
the specific character of the Islamic faith. While Muslim communities and official in-
stitutions do not provide answers to the question of how state-religion interchange
should be and how Muslims should behave regarding this issue, some Muslim intel-
lectuals try to advance some solutions. Abdullahi An-Na’im proposes ideas to estab-
lish a symbiosis with the concept of secularity and secular states. He emphasizes that
Muslims should distinguish between secular state and secular society; that a secular
state is a guarantee for everyone so that secularism does not present any threat to the
Muslim faith (An Na’im 2008, 1).
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In addition to the practical issues related to the current questions of secular and
religious law, there is a theoretical one: How Muslims see the law of Islam and how
they understand it. This question is relevant for both Western states where Muslim
minorities live and in the Islamic word. The available data on this subject are some-
what confusing. The available quantitative data about Muslims, which were mostly
gathered by European and American research institutions, insist on the fact that
Islam is resistant to secularism and that most Muslims are religious or consider
themselves as religious (Pew Research Center 2013, 2-5). This research presents
this religiosity as a sign of the preference of religious law over secular law among
Muslims. Sami Zubaida summarises these assumptions as follows:

The idea that Islam is particularly resistant to secularization is common in public discourse,
both in the West and in the “Islamic world”, but with different evaluations. For religious and
political Muslims, it is held with pride, as a steadfast attachment to God and his revelations,
valid for all times. For Western commentators, it is part of Muslim (and Arab) exceptionalism
— impervious to the march of modernity and progress, heralded by the West and followed in
so many parts of the world, most recently South and East Asia and China. (Zubaida 2005, 438)

This assumption needs more clarification and specification, particularly because of
the strong lack of religious information and knowledge among Muslims and non-
Muslims about Islamic law, so that Sharia in many cases, appears to be tantamount
to the Quran and the literal interpretation of the scripture. This perspective is gaining
more ground through modern media (Powell 2016, 124). When we debate this issue
from the perspective of the Muslims, we should always mention the existence of dif-
ferent positions and groups. Adis Duderija has presented two main groups and con-
ceptions which are diametrically opposed to each other on the issue of religious law:
The new salafi (traditionalist) one, which argues for conserving the traditional under-
standing of religious law and claims that this is the best way to preserve Muslim
faith, while the progressive liberal interpreter argues for the adoption of Western
legal concepts instead of insisting on the validity of the classical one (Duderija
2011, 63). A third group can be added; namely, specialists who try to strike a balance.
This group could be identified as reformers i.e., Muslim specialists in Islamic law
who argue for a reform of classical Islamic legal concepts to meet international
standards while trying to find a balance between religious faith and modern legal
concepts. However, this last group is very small, still understudied and has no weight
in the debate.

The legal concepts of the majority of the Muslim modern states have been in-
spired by western legal conceptions (Otto 2010, 14). Further, secularism has been
often seen as a sign of modernisation in that region, yet secularisation was not —
in contrast to the European case — reached through the ban of religion, but through
cooperation between secular and religious authorities. Thus, it may be said that the
local debate on religious law and secular law manifests other dimensions than those
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in the European case (Asad 2003, 205).> Moreover, the majority of Muslim states are
employing Western concepts of secular law, which is mostly the result either of the
importation of Western legal concepts such as the Turkish case after 1924 or a sort
of reformed Sharia-law as the case in Egypt and many other states. Additionally,
the thesis of the contradiction between reality and theory in Islamic law which do-
minated the reception of Islamic law in Western academia for long time has been dis-
proved by recent scholars such as Hallaq and Johansen (Johansen 1999, 189 -191;
Hallaq 2009, 1419). Accordingly, Sharia is now defined in its whole theoretical and
practical conception. The debate on legal concepts and the linkage between secular
and religious norms in Muslim states has focused on a small area of a larger terrain
of legal discourse. While branches of law related to purely secular sectors such as
trade and natural sciences are exclusively dominated by secular norms, the area
of private law and civil law do encompass some issues in relation to religion and re-
ligious law. Historically speaking, this debate began after the process of secularisa-
tion had already started. Secularisation commenced in the nineteenth century in the
Islamic world and accompanied the establishment of the nation state; it has likewise
led to the establishment of secular oriented constitutions and legal systems (Asad
2003, 208).

4 Beyond the Myth of Religious versus Secular Law

Within the debate on religious and secular legal norms, we can ascertain the exis-
tence of a state of stagnation both in Europe and the Islamic world. This is not
only due to the mistrust and misunderstandings between secular states and religious
groups, but also to the fact that these subjects are still being debated within classical
models and paradigms, where new approaches and methodological statements are
expected. This leads to the question: Is secularism the last word in this debate?
Does the concept of secularism appear to be as dogmatically unchangeable as reli-
gious scriptures? Is religious law not changeable? And in the event of its malleability,
in which dimension is this possible?

The evidence that secularism and secular systems have become the leading con-
cepts for managing life in modern societies is so clear that even several Muslim
thinkers and theologians consider secularism as the best concept for Muslims be-
cause it guarantees the separation between state and religion. Abdullahi An-Na’im
calls on Muslims both in the West and the Islamic world to adopt and acknowledge
secularity because it guarantees religious freedom (An Na’im 2008, 1-4). He distin-
guishes between secular states and secular societies, incites Muslims to adopt secu-
larism and sees it as very helpful to Muslims in modern contexts (An Na’im 2008,
1-44). Other leading Western thinkers have suggested some solutions for managing

3 Asad focusses on the transformation that occurred in Egypt.
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the relation between religion and secular states. Charles Taylor has proposed a cam-
paign of reasonable accommodation, meaning that the secular individual should ac-
cept religious signs and practice that do not mean anything for them “while religious
communities should not try to impose their norms on secular society [...] both sides
must make concessions” (Roy 2016, 8). Taylor’s recommendation for the region of
Quebec explains how this principle should work (Bouchard and Taylor 2008, 51).
In another issue Taylor suggests symbiosis as a moral, political, and social ideology
for the future (Taylor 2006, 117—142). The solution proposed by Habermas for fruitful
living together in modern societies consists of the fact that

the secular character of the state is a necessary though not a sufficient condition for guarantee-
ing equal religious freedom for everybody. It is not enough to rely on the condescending benev-
olence of a secularized authority that comes to tolerate minorities hitherto discriminated
against. The parties themselves must reach agreement on the always contested delimitations be-
tween a positive liberty to practice a religion of one’s own and the negative liberty to remain
spared from the religious practices of the others. (Habermas 2006, 4)

He states further:

Fair arrangements can only be found if the parties involved learn to take the perspectives of the
others. The procedure that fits this purpose best is the deliberative mode of democratic will for-
mation. In the secular state, government has to be placed on a non-religious footing anyway. The
liberal constitution must flesh out the loss of legitimation caused by a secularization that de-
prives the state of deriving its authority from God. From the practice of constitution-making,
there emerge those basic rights that free and equal citizens must accord one another if they
wish to regulate their co-existence reasonably on their own and by means of positive law. (Hab-
ermas 2006, 4—5)

The three solutions presented above to religious groups which were differently adopt-
ed by secular legal systems seem to be insufficient and the debate is currently stag-
nating. This stagnation contributed in Western societies to the strengthening of many
extremist parties on both sides and secular states are still looking for solutions. In
the Islamic world, the debate consists obviously of a reinterpretation of those
ideas and arguments about the relation between Sharia and secular law which
were presented decades before. As a way to get out of the vicious cycle of religious
vs. secular the authors of the EU- report Rethinking the place of religion in European
secularized societies: the need for more open societies (2016), argue for adopting a
multi-level approach that reconsiders the liberal understanding of religious freedom
and reconciles religion with human rights and modern societies. This consists of 1)
defending freedom of religion as a specific freedom; 2) maintaining the separation
of Church and State, because “The separation protects the State from the Church,
but it also prevents secular states from interfering with theology.” 3) understanding
religion as an autonomous sphere, 4) looking at human rights as truly universal,
rather than European (Roy 2016, 9 —10). Regarding the concept of God’s law, Raphael
Domingo argues that the secular legal system should protect the right to religion and
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not only a right to freedom of religion (Domingo 2016, 113 -114). He also insists on
the need to have different approaches to the interchange between state and religion,
so that we have a better understanding of the situation, instead of having a closed
and exclusive secular Western system (Domingo 2016, 2). Domingo argues further
for the replacement of the principle of neutrality — as a principle of behaviour within
a secular system — by pluralism. Accordingly, God’s law would then be a legal system
within a multiplicity of systems.

As mentioned before, both secular and religious actors need to confront the fact
that God’s law does not exist as a sacred unchangeable law. As far as Islam and Euro-
pean Muslims are concerned, the debate is currently dominated by the permanent
discussion on the relation of Muslim religious organisations and communities to sec-
ular states and secular legal conceptions. This discussion also touches on the rela-
tion of these Muslim organisations to Muslim states, the so-called homeland, such
as Turkey or Morocco. In this regard one can say that the relation of Muslim Europe-
an communities to the states where they live is still impacted by scepticism. This
character shadows almost all aspects of the debate and cooperation between both
parties. As a case in point, the question related to Islamic education at state schools
has been declining for decades, due to the lack of trust between both sides (Khal-
faoui 2019, 71— 81). This is due not only to the mistrust of Western states vis-a-vis cer-
tain Muslim religious organisations and groups; it is also due to the lack of structures
and channels of communication between both Muslim organisation and stakehold-
ers. As far as Muslim communities are concerned, one can say that scepticism vis-a-
vis rulers and politicians is rooted in the Muslim social history and still shadows
their relation to politics even today. This is due to the repressive ideology adopted
by several Muslim dynasties and states vis-a-vis their populations and religious or-
ganisations. The problematic behaviour of several Muslim modern national states
with religion since the downfall of the Ottoman Empire 1022 is a case in point (Khal-
faoui 2017, 89 -101). Within a short time, religion and religious organisation have
been marginalized and lost their value both in politics and religious affairs. This
was a shock for them, and it still has an impact on their relation to politics. On
the other hand, the relation of Muslim communities to Western states is shaped by
what we can call a politic of take and give. On the one hand, European states still
think of relations to minorities within the framework of how many rights can be
given to these minorities. This often leads to the fact that minorities strive to get
as many rights as possible. This strategy of both parties is not constructive and con-
tra productive; it strengthens particularism and completion between minorities and
harms pluralism and plurality. On the other hand, negotiation with every minority
separately has proven inefficient for stakeholders worldwide, because it weakens
the central state. Therefore, I would like to argue that it would be far more helpful
for Muslims living in Western democratic societies to avoid particularism. Particular-
ism leads to marginalisation and loss of any common sense with other groups. Mus-
lims must stop exclusively defending the Muslim faith and Muslim cause; they
should understand the Muslim faith as being an intrinsic part of the entire system
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of values and norms that exists in society (Khalfaoui 2018, 281). Strengthening one
strong right for all groups would contribute to a better debate on religion and secu-
larism; this will offer more rights both for religious and non-religious people. Though
problematic in several ways, secularism has proven to be one of the most efficient
models and frameworks for regulating the relation between religious and secular
groups as well between individuals, regardless of their religious background. Secu-
larism could be improved by political participation and debate to fit to the recom-
mendations of a modern democratic and pluralistic society.
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Wilhelm Grdb
Life Interpretation and Religion

1 Introduction

Religion places our lives within a larger frame of interpretation. It relates life to a
higher, transcendent order. It gives life a deeper meaning and a sense of the uncon-
ditional. Religion makes it possible to remain capable of action even when events
occur in which no more meaning can be found, and when challenging transitions
and crises have to be overcome.

If religion is understood as an interpretation of life, then religion belongs to the
sociality of humans (Luckmann 2014; Hoult 1967). However, in the cultural context of
Germany and Europe, which are the primary focus of this chapter, this understanding
of religion seems to have lost its persuasive power. Many speak of an inexorably ad-
vancing secularization (Pollack 2012). They refer here above all to the continuing loss
of members of the churches and a forgetting of the Christian message of God (Taylor
2007), which they interpret as lack of interest in lived religion in general.

This chapter presents arguments that prove the cultural presence of lived reli-
gion as an interpretation of life, even in supposedly secularized Europe. The change
in values in modern Western societies has a strong impact on religious behaviour.
Lived religion has become individualized and pluralized. However, just as it is a
place for the communication of a religious interpretation of life, the church remains
socially relevant. Participation in the church’s life rituals (Kasualien) is also changing
significantly. Nevertheless, the church continues to be a cultural site of symbolic and
ritual interpretations of life.

2 Transformation of Values

Many sociologists agree that since the 1970s values have significantly changed, both
in Germany and in Western societies in general (Klages 1985; Inglehart 1989, 1997;
Reckwitz 2017). There was a massively increased emphasis on the importance of val-
ues such as freedom, autonomy, equality and humanity. This shows a clear devalu-
ation of the values associated with tradition and convention, loyalty, deference, and
conformity.

The new values of autonomy and self-development are far more open to a wide
range of definitions than the earlier values of convention and tradition were. They
refer to each individual’s own subjectivity and require continuous self-examination
and discursive negotiation. Ultimately, others do not have the right to decide
which life path, which partnership, which friends are the right ones for me, or to
whom I want to commit myself for how long, and where I want to be involved and

8 OpenAccess. © 2022 Wilhelm Gréb, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110618150-013
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how intensively. The self-confidence that something is right and appropriate for me
becomes an important criterion for the relationship to my life partners or friends, and
decisions about the course of education, profession or search for job offers.

Since the 1970s lived religion has also been drawn into the wake of this claim to
autonomy. Religion is no longer just what is objectively referred to as ‘religion’ or
‘church’. Religion is now also what the individual understands by the notion, so
that the reference that the individual makes to what he or she understands by reli-
gion and communicates as religion is also part of the concept of religion. ‘Religion’
has become synonymous with interpretations of life related to one’s own subjectivity
(Grdb 2006a, 46 —55).

‘Religion’ — the term used in the singular — means a human capacity that should
be understood as a dimension of human life evoking the questions of where we come
from and where we are going, and what makes our lives meaningful in a greater con-
text. This religious attitude to life we can perform or ignore, but there is no doubt
that it is part of us as self-conscious human beings. In order to distinguish ‘religion’
in the singular, understood as a human capacity and as a human attitude to the tran-
scendent wholeness of reality, from the institutionalized ‘religions’ in the plural, the
concept of spirituality has been pervasive in the religious field and in the studies of
religion as well. The term ‘spirituality’ is increasingly used to describe religion as a
form of life interpretation not only open to the transcendent wholeness of reality,
but also realizing expressions of a deep feeling of connectedness with that dimen-
sion grounding one’s own existence and fulfilling it with a deeper sense of meaning
(Grdb 2008; Knoblauch 2007). Nevertheless, although spiritual attitude knows itself
to be free in its relation to the ideas and practices of different religions and of the
church, we would be misguided not to recognize that in modern societies, the behav-
iour of the majority of church members in their religious practices also more or less
actualizes the concept of spirituality. They practice their relationship to the church
not in accordance with traditional churchly norms, but rather in terms of whether
they feel moved themselves by its spiritual dimensions.

The spiritual interest in specific occasions during the course of life, marked by
the stages of a normal biography, determines their relationship to the church for
the majority of church members. Most church members come to the church for bap-
tisms and confirmations, weddings, and funerals, at school enrolment celebrations,
at Christmas and other church holidays, as long as they also have a cultural signifi-
cance for society. What moves these members to take part in these church rituals? If
we are to get a deeper theological understanding of this, we have to see it is the in-
tegration of fragmented identity and an acknowledgment of the individual searching
within a broader context for the interpretation that the Christian story of salvation is
offering (Weyel 2008).
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3 Transformation of Values and Lived Religion

As we know from church membership studies (Bedford-Strohm and Jung 2015), de-
spite individualization and secularization church membership in Germany is still
largely based on convention and tradition. People come to the church especially at
the transitional stages in the life and annual cycle. Then they demand symbols
and rituals that place the life of the individual within the frame of the Christian
story and thereby in a larger wholeness of reality embracing the physical and meta-
physical context, promising God’s blessing, protection, and guidance.

One can certainly say that what holds most people in church is their interest in
life rituals with which the church stages symbols of the Christian interpretation of
life in an aesthetically appealing and personally engaging way. Even if people are
in the church predominantly because of tradition and convention, their behaviour
as church members engages spiritual interest that seeks an integration of personal
identity into a broader horizon of meaning represented by religious symbols and rit-
uals. Nobody forces people to stay in church; if they do so, it is because they do not
want to lose the Christian-religious framework of a worldview, life interpretation and
production of meaning that for them belongs to the cultural setting of their way of
life.

Insofar as the church itself can do something to be or remain attractive for its
members and those who might become members, it must therefore start with an ac-
knowledgement of the potential of the rituals of life for a spiritually meaningful in-
terpretation of life. Those who attend church do so ultimately based on their life-ori-
ented spiritual interests. However, the dissolution of church membership must not be
understood as an act of spiritual lack of interest. Most often, before leaving the
church, people take stock. A cost-benefit calculation is made. What is my personal
benefit of staying in the church? Is the effort, including the financial effort, justified?
Obviously, their spiritual interests remain active, but the church may no longer be the
place where people search for satisfaction of their spiritual needs.

The transformation of values in modern culture is also becoming increasingly
prevalent in religious relations. Instead of orienting oneself in terms of tradition
and convention, people follow their own spiritual aspirations much more. Corre-
spondingly, those who are responsible for church leadership now see their responsi-
bility for reflecting on the spiritual needs of the people. What makes the church im-
portant for the people is that it helps them to enlarge their capacities for coping with
life’s crises and the disruptive experiences of contingencies by opening the transcen-
dent dimension of reality and witnessing God’s faithful presence. The service of the
church is called upon when previous orientations become fragile or are lost and ex-
istential questions of meaning arise.

On the one hand, religion lived in this way is highly individualized, partly under
the roof of the large, institutionalized church, and on the other hand, it is free-float-
ing, producing hybrid forms. The formerly binding forces of religious communities
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have become rather fluid energies. Thus, new religious energy centres are constantly
forming from which high levels of spiritual, social and/or cultural attractiveness em-
anates, but mostly only for a limited time, bound to special places and special, char-
ismatic personalities. These are global trends, but in Europe, too, free churches may
reach higher numbers locally and temporarily, but seldom for a longer period of time
and hardly ever on a broad scale.

In view of the declining number of church members and the loosened form of
membership by the majority of church members in Germany and the broader Euro-
pean context, it is sometimes also argued that the future could belong to fundamen-
talist and charismatic forms of religion, because they offer a clear and strong sense
of commitment and orientation (Riesebrodt [2000] 2001; Graf 2014; Graf and Hart-
mann 2018). It is true that the churches, which are growing dynamically in the
case in sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America, and East Asia, for example, give the im-
pression that they can convince their followers by a strong message of faith and can
discipline them by imposing rigid norms of behaviour. However, their success is
largely also based on helping individuals to gain an identity that makes them feel
better and able to cope with the challenges of life. The binding forces that these
churches release do not result primarily from normative demands and commitments,
but from the promise that new forms of life empowerment arise from the energy of
faith (Berger 2010; Cox 1995).

The success of the Pentecostal and Charismatic churches in the global South is
essentially based on their ability to respond to spiritual, social, and economic needs.
However, the aim is not to silence people with their message, but to release the self-
activation of people through the aesthetic, emotionally moving staging of their sym-
bols and rituals. In the foreground are not doctrine and dogma, nor church-institu-
tional claims to obligations and normative concepts, but a decisive focus on what
people need and what they can do to be fulfilled with the Holy Spirit in spiritual, so-
cial, and economic terms. These churches offer people the chance to thrive in preca-
rious situations and contexts as people possessed of their own dignity and their
enormous capacity for action (Ohlmann, Grib, and Frost 2020).

What is different in the global South? There the churches stand for a particular
way of life. They accompany people not only over the course of their lives; they con-
vey a spiritual interpretation of life, a concept of meaning and a set of values in the
light of the Christian faith. In largely unstable social, economic, and political condi-
tions, the churches and religions play an important role to promote the sustainable
development of society as a whole (Ohlmann, Frost, and Grib 2016).

In enormously functionally differentiated Western societies religion fulfils its
specific function as vigorously as possible. Religion deals with the questions we hu-
mans face when we are confronted with the limits of our human capacities and con-
tingencies that we cannot transform into meaningful actions (Luhmann and Kieserl-
ing 2007). Religion arises in the awareness of our finiteness, of sin and guilt, and
today above all in the light of the doubt about the meaning of the whole. Religion
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deals with the question of how life can reach its fullness and be experienced as a
potential of human flourishing despite finiteness, sin, and guilt (Grdb 2006b).

The themes of religion are the themes of a religious interpretation of life that
reaches down to the depths of reality. They are the themes that we encounter in
the Christian story of the triune God: The Creator, Reconciler, and Redeemer. The ex-
perience of finiteness corresponds to faith in God the Creator. The fate of sin and guilt
is overcome by the orientation towards the reconciling work of Christ. Doubt about
the meaning of the whole is countered by trust in the encouraging and renewing
power of the Holy Spirit.

The church is expected to work on a sustainable interpretation of life even in cri-
ses and at the turning points of life. At the same time, however, these questions also
arise for people in their everyday lives. Responses to these questions are negotiated
in the networks of the lifeworld, yet any reference to the Christian story is usually not
explicitly established. However, it would again be wrong to come to the conclusion
that, as a result of the increasing disappearance of the traditional language of the
Christian faith in terms narrating the Christian story, the desire for and work on
the topics of a spiritual interpretation of life would also have been lost.

4 ‘Lived Religion’ and Church Relationship

Practical Theology in the German-speaking world has long been engaged in a heated
debate about whether the decline in the number of church members, the weak par-
ticipation in Sunday services, the loss of social relevance of the churches is leading
to a gradual disappearance of religion (Wegner 2015; Pollack and Wegner 2017).
Some Practical Theologians affirm this, now also in the evaluation of the last Church
Membership Survey of the “Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland” (EKD) (Bedford-
Strohm and Jung 2015), although they no longer speak of religious “indifference”
in the title, as the provisional publication does (Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland
2014). Nevertheless, it continues to use this terminology in a central place. Gert Pick-
el and Tabea Spief3 confirm the non-denominational “religious indifference” which
they see as equivalent to “lack of religion” (Pickel and Spief8 2015, 263). Maintaining
a distance from the church is equated with a lack of interest in religion and ultimate-
ly with lack of religion per se. They do not ask how people respond to the experien-
ces of life that demand the encouragement of meaning making by religious interpre-
tation. Religiousness is most often measured in terms of the knowledge of and
agreement with elements of the doctrines and creeds of the Church, but not by
the way people behave towards themselves and their lives in terms of self-interpre-
tation open to a transcendent dimension of reality (Pollack 1995, 186).

In an empirical research design that looks to religion as separate from the act of
communication, people cannot be understood as possible subjects of their own reli-
gious self-understanding. However, what people understand as religion or as their
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relationship to religion must be discerned according to what they perceive as reli-
giously or spiritually relevant life issues (Nassehi 2009).

5 Lived Religion as Free-Floating Network
Communication

The last Church Membership Survey of the EKD (Bedford-Strohm and Jung 2015)
adopted a different approach to empirical research on religion and the church. A re-
search team led by Birgit Weyel (Weyel 2015, 339 - 43) wanted to ascertain in what
kinds of social relationships church members address religious issues. The research
team initiated a network survey to find out with whom, when and where people talk
about religious issues (Weyel, Hermelink and Grubauer 2015, 435-37).

The analysis of this network survey revealed that church members occasionally
bring up religious topics, but not so often. They do so mainly in the family, in their
circle of friends and at work. Religion becomes a topic of conversation where people
can rely on a personal relationship of trust, precisely because it is always a matter of
personal questions of life interpretation. That religion is a question of life interpreta-
tion also explains why this question is not raised so often in closer contacts. For ex-
plicit forms of interpretation, one needs an appropriate vocabulary, which is not so
easy to establish. The language used in the church is most often too far removed from
the expression of ones’ own experiences and thoughts. Therefore, researchers must
reflect on the fact that the marginal number of occasions for religious communica-
tion in everyday life mirrors the fact that people are not trained to articulate religious
experiences, feelings, thoughts and attitudes. Nevertheless, the central question of
life which seems open for a religious interpretation is the “question about the mean-
ing of life” (Stegbauer, Grubauer, and Weyel 2015, 414).

This network study regarded church members not only as consumers of the ac-
tivities of the church, but as religious agents following their own agenda of commu-
nicating their personal affairs and also their spiritual interests whenever it seems
necessary for them. This marks a new approach in empirical religious studies that
offers significant starting points for looking at the occurrence of religious communi-
cation beyond the practices of a church relationship (Weyel, Grdb, and Heimbrock
2013).

This explains too why church members do indeed seek contact with the church
and the congregation, especially with the pastor, in the context of rituals anchored in
life cycles. Apart from its occurrence in everyday life, religious communication takes
place in the intimate social relationships of partnership, marriage, family, and circles
of friends, but at major turning points, the need for a religious interpretation of life
calls for an ecclesiastical elucidation. Then the liturgy of the church is called for,
which with its symbols of creation and justification, reconciliation, and redemption,
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involving the individuals in an interpretative framework that at the same time collec-
tively unites Christianity.

Church and congregations are for church members — this can be stated as a con-
clusion of the network survey. Church and community will then find access to mem-
bers (and, I think, far beyond that) when they make an effort to be there to meet the
needs.

6 Life Interpretation as Identity- and Self-Formation

There is no reason to assume a growing lack of interest in religion — even in the so-
called ‘secularized’” Western societies. One need not even speak of increasing reli-
gious indifference, despite the increasing number of those who do not belong to
any church or religious community. On the contrary, if one’s basic premise is in peo-
ple’s life interests then a social need for religious communication becomes apparent,
but this need is one that derives from the existential questions of life.

As far as the church is concerned, this means that the church should recognize
people as sovereign subjects not only of their lives but also of the interpretation of
their lives. The church must accept that people are also self-determined in matters
of religious or spiritual life. This by no means makes the church’s proclamations su-
perfluous, but people want to be able to relate the church’s message constructively to
the questions of life that arise for them personally.

This is impressively demonstrated by a study by the Institute for the Study of Re-
ligions in Bayreuth, which was headed by Christoph Bochinger (Bochinger, Engel-
brecht, and Gebhardt 2009).This empirical religious study focused on a new, highly
individualized generation of ‘believers’. Many people more or less tacitly alluded to
the binding claims of the churches and the orthodox demands of theology. They
wanted to fulfil their religious needs in an individual way and under their own direc-
tion. In doing so, they were convinced of their own competence in religious interpre-
tation. However, this new generation of ‘believers’ was characterized not only by
their sovereign handling of church traditions, teachings and truth claims; they
also aimed to test the wide range of spiritual teachings and techniques that are
now available in global culture and to examine their suitability for meeting their per-
sonal needs. In doing so, novel constellations are created in which Christian and
non-Christian ideas and practices are combined, even if they appear incompatible
from the perspective of theology and the church.

The Bayreuth study hypothesises that within the Christian churches, and even
more so on their periphery and far beyond, new religious patterns of interpretation
of life are developing which subtly transform established Christianity and especially
its ecclesiastical expressions. It is not religious indifference which is the conse-
quence of a weakening of the church binding forces and the much-lamented break-
ing off traditions. On the contrary, with the decline of the bonding forces of the
church, other powers of religious interpretation have emerged, but above all individ-
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uals see themselves increasingly induced, as well as entitled, to behave in religiously
self-determined ways. In addition, this fact can be taken up for the theoretically
founded and here represented thesis that it is short-sighted to see lived religion solely
as a product of socialization. Lived Religion is rather to be understood as a humane
act of interpretation of life into which people are repeatedly pushed, one way or an-
other, to explain the experiences of their lives. That is because as human beings they
have to lead their lives in a self-conscious way. People cannot avoid the question of
what the whole of their own existence in this world is all about — even if there are
many, many ways of keeping this question in the background of consciousness.

We see that contemporary religious diagnosis that investigates increasing reli-
gious indifference suffers from an inability to distinguish between objective and sub-
jective religion. Undoubtedly, the traditional forms of religious practice have become
fragile. They have lost their closeness to people and their everyday lives. Theology
and the church can take up this interest by rendering visible the symbols of the
Christian faith (creation, sin, reconciliation, redemption) as means of life interpreta-
tion. However, if these symbols are to acquire an understandable and convincing
meaning for people, they must be recognizable as a form of a deeper self-interpreta-
tion.

One does not learn much about the religion lived in everyday life if one looks
only at whether people agree with the church’s creeds or follow other doctrines
and practices of faith (e.g., Zen meditation, anthroposophy, astrology, reincarnation,
etc.). It is important to draw people into a conversation about what is convincing to
them by addressing what gives meaning to their lives, when they can no longer find
such meaning for themselves. What is your trust in life ultimately based on? What
gives stability in life when all certainties are shattered? These are the decisive reli-
gious questions of life because they cannot be answered without taking recourse
to a transcendent dimension or to the divine, representing the incomprehensible
wholeness of meaning. The discursive fact that people themselves raise the question
of meaning, or relate to it in any way, is already a religious process. Conscious of the
fragility and vulnerability of finite existence, people express their longing for the in-
finite fullness of life.

7 Church Life Rituals and Religious Life
Interpretation

The binding force of life rituals offered by the church is not strong enough to prevent
the loss of members. Nevertheless, the vast majority of church members still seek
contact with the church and participate in its worship services when life rituals
are performed, or services are celebrated at turning points in the life cycle or in
the religious calendar.
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The behaviour of church members shows that transitions and crises in life still
call for Christian interpretation. Understood more deeply, theologically speaking,
this means that, where the finiteness of life, the incomprehensible gift of life, its
needs and its happiness become conscious, or where we have to deal with illness
and pressure, dying and death, the compelling need for interpretation, accompani-
ment and ritualistic treatment arises.

The church life rituals (Kasualien) are attached to the passages and transitions in
the life course (Grdb 2006a; Albrecht 2006; Fechtner 2011). These are essentially bap-
tism, confirmation, marriage, and funerals. Baptism is also the sacrament of formal
entry into the Christian Church, but at the same time, it celebrates the gift of life.
Confirmation is the personal reception of the baptismal confession, but also the cel-
ebration of the transition to adulthood. The ecclesiastical wedding is a service linked
to the marriage contracted at the registry office, but also the religious ceremony for
the celebration of life and love. Burial is the ritual for coping with death, but also a
service in which the life of the deceased is located in the light of the Gospel and to
which Christian message of hope is directed.

What happens in these services is a religious or theological interpretation of life
that works with the symbols of the Christian faith (creation and sin, justification and
reconciliation, resurrection, and redemption). This interpretation is carried out in
such a way that those who celebrate the service and find their way into their own
self-understanding can appropriate it. In this way, the services relate to critical tran-
sitions in life to shape the attitudes and ideas towards life.

8 Modern Culture and the Transformation of
Religious Communication

Church communication is strongly affected by the change in values described at the
beginning of this chapter. Individualization always results in a pluralization of life-
oriented attitudes. Traditions and conventions lose their normative power. Instead,
they can and must be purposefully selected. Individual decision-making plays a
greater role than social induction. Also, as far as church weddings, baptisms, confir-
mation, and church funerals are concerned, they are no longer chosen only because
it is so usual, but because one consciously acknowledges oneself as a member of the
church or wants to become one, and also because one wants to pass on Christian
values and attitudes to the next generation. However, these are decisions that are
made largely in the awareness of having alternatives. Everyone recognizes that he
or she can also refrain from participation in these rituals without having to face so-
cially disadvantageous consequences. In some places the non-church alternatives
also appear more attractive: the festive ambience of the civil wedding, the seemingly
plausible value orientation of the post-socialist youth celebrations, the personal ad-
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dress of the secular funeral orator who appreciates the life of the deceased, the se-
lection of one’s own music, and aesthetic staging.

As social conditions become more complex, there is clearly a need to create fixed
markers for the individual life story by ritually celebrating life’s turning points. What
is always sought is the opportunity to place one’s own individual life into a larger
context of interpretation that is connected to what is generally valid. It is about
the reassurance of personal identity and the experience of social recognition.
Thus, children’s milestones are celebrated within a lager framework, the round-num-
ber birthdays and silver marriage anniversaries. Everywhere the church with its offers
of rituals and thus also with the symbolization of the Christian interpretation of life,
finds itself in a market where a variety of interpretations of life, conceptions of life-
styles, formations of values and worldviews are offered.

The considerations of the ethnologist Victor Turner regarding the transformative
value of rites of passage in modern Western societies are enlightening in any reflec-
tion on the changes in church ritual practice and thus the socio-cultural mediation of
the Christian-religious interpretation of life under the conditions of modern culture
(Turner [1982] 2008).

In contrast to simple, agrarian societies, on the basis of which Arnold van Gen-
nep (1909) developed his theory of Les rites de passage (van Gennep, Vizedom, and
Caffee 2019), Turner asks how these rites come to operate under the conditions of
functionally differentiated and religiously individualized and pluralized societies.
He notes that they lose their unconditional obligatory character. It is no longer nec-
essary for members of society to commit and submit to them. They now assume a
pluralistic, fragmentary, and experimental character. They also lose their collective
commitment. They no longer have the same intellectual and emotional significance
for all members of society.

The traditional rites of passage organized by churches and religious movements
are facing competition. Rites are formed that fulfil a similar social function as the
traditional rites of passage do. Turner calls them ‘liminoid’ phenomena (Turner
2008, 53-55), because they merely resemble the ritualization of the liminal, the
threshold transitions. He identifies these ‘liminoid’ phenomena in the fields of art
and sport, games and entertainment, leisure, and vacation. According to Turner,
these areas of art and culture, leisure time and sport fulfil a function in modern West-
ern societies that is comparable to that of rites of passage in traditional, agrarian so-
cieties.

Film and literature, theatre and football, hobbies and holidays also interrupt the
everyday, formed by work and professional practice, by fixed roles and functions.
They can — much like the traditional rites of passage based on the life cycle — create
the temporary — but during this period - real transition into a transcendent symbolic
order that attributes a new meaning to the whole.

These ‘liminoid’ rituals of cultural and leisure activities enable threshold expe-
riences. They lead into transitions. They represent passages that temporarily push
members of society beyond the status and functions they occupy and perform in so-
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ciety. As a phased interruption of the everyday world, they enable the construction of
an imaginative, but at the same time real, experience of an “anti-structure”. Those
who are otherwise only interested in, for example, their economic, political, family,
professional functions can potentially experience a transcendence of the structure
framing their life attitudes and life interpretations. ‘Liminoid’ rituals still have the
power to initiate what Turner calls — following the sociologist Mihaly Csikszentmiha-
lyi — a “flow-experience” (Turner 2008, 56).

Turner points out that a strong tendency towards the phenomenon of the ‘limi-
noid’ can also be observed in church ritual practice (Turner 2008, 55). Church life rit-
uals increasingly come to resemble the liminal rites of passage in traditional societ-
ies. In modern culture, the experience of the interruption of everyday reality can be
encountered in many ways; people can immerse themselves in worlds of meaning
that motivate them to cultivate their own attitudes towards life and their own
ideas about the significance of life.

The attractiveness of the church’s life rituals draws attention to the fact that what
the church offers to people and what they expect from the church are particularly
well matched. The church’s rituals of life resonate far beyond the circle of committed
parishioners and faithful churchgoers. The theologically deeper reason for the reso-
nance of church life rituals lies in the fact that the church generates an elementary
existential interest in a certainty of life that is fed by the interpretive potential of the
Christian faith.

On all occasions of worship and preaching, those who are responsible for shap-
ing the church service know that they have to raise the questions, what is the case
here and now in people’s lives? What can be said about that in the light of the Chris-
tian faith? What does faith give us to enable us to understand our lives?
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Jalio César Adam
Lived Religion and Religion

1 Introduction

In the second half of the twentieth century a deliberate shift of perspective occurred
in practical theology. The discipline started to give special attention to reality, not
only of the church and ministry, but also of culture, society, and religion in general
as an empirical realm to be considered. The way in which the individual experiences
their religiosity and spirituality inside and outside the institutional and traditional
sphere of the church or other religious tradition began to acquire greater relevance,
whether their experience related to a religious system or not. The concept of lived re-
ligion emerged from this empirical turn as a way of observing and reading the con-
text of life and of religion outside the strictly institutional, normative, traditional,
and dogmatic realm of the church. Thus, lived religion has become for practical the-
ology at the same time a kind of hermeneutics, a key to read the context, but also a
phenomenon of expression of religiosity and religion in a broader sense. This article
intends to contribute to the reflection on the hermeneutics and the phenomenon of
lived religion in its relation with practical theology with particular attention to the
Brazilian and Latin American context, where religion, religiosity and also lived reli-
gion exist in an exuberant manner, and where, however, there has been little reflec-
tion on the basis of the concept of lived religion.

I learned about the possibility of an interest in the investigation of religious ex-
pressions and experiences outside of the ecclesiastical and theological institutional
realm when I was doing my doctorate in Germany, at the University of Hamburg, at
the end of the 1990s and beginning of the 2000s. Professor Hans-Martin Gutmann
(1998, 2009, 2013) had recently come to that university and it was from him that I
heard for the first time about the potential relation between theology and pop cul-
ture, particularly cinema, but also music and literature. This combination was some-
thing uncommon and strange for me, but fascinating at the same time, because it
enabled me to combine two things in which I was deeply interested, which are the-
ology and contemporary culture. The first texts in which I came across the concept of
lived religion as such were the works of Failing and Heimbrock (1998) and Grib
(1995, 2000, 2002, 2006). At that time, I still wasn’t aware of the fact that in the Bra-
zilian and Latin American context, where religion and religiosity are very much pre-
sent, one could also feel the pulsing of something like a lived religion outside of re-
ligious institutions, and that several studies, although they did not explicitly use this
concept, analyzed, in different ways, religion and religiosity in a manner that was
similar to the investigations of lived religion.

After finishing my studies in Germany, my church sent me to my first field of
ministry. Contrary to all my expectations and personal projects, my first field of

8 OpenAccess. © 2022 Jalio César Adam, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110618150-014
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work was a pastoral ministry at a Lutheran school in southern Brazil. I was standing,
on a daily basis, in front of children and youths who experienced life and religion in
a de-institutionalized, de-traditionalized, pragmatic and individualized manner, with
little involvement or interest in the church or formal religious issues, who were resis-
tant to classical traditions of theology, indifferent to orthodox biblical and theolog-
ical questions. At the same time, they showed openness to messages about the mean-
ing of life, broader forms of spirituality and mystical experience, and overcoming
crises and fears.

In this article, then, I intend, as mentioned above, to define lived religion in its
relation with practical theology taking into account the changes — or at least the
change of perception — in religion, culture and society in recent decades, in partic-
ular taking into consideration the Brazilian and Latin American context. I try to
point out possibilities of a practical theology in dialogue with lived religion that
may contribute towards rethinking the role of the church in a context in need of
meaning and social transformation. The article is organized as follows: First I discuss
aspects of the change in research on religion and culture as the backdrop of what
later came to be defined as lived religion. Next, I attempt to delineate a concept of
lived religion in its relation to practical theology. In the third section I reflect on
the possibilities of a lived religion in the Brazilian and Latin American context. Final-
ly, I discuss some consequences of this study for practical theology.*

2 Religion, Culture and Context in Change - the
Backdrop of Lived Religion

The backdrop of the concept of lived religion emerged from a change in culture and
society and, at the same time, from a change in theory and research, especially in
sociology of religion, in the twentieth century. This was a cultural turn in which em-
pirical, cultural, and hermeneutical perspectives began to play a preponderant role
(Herrmann 2007, 45; McGuire, 2008; Ammerman 2007). These changes have been ar-
ticulated on the basis of new assumptions in sociological research and assimilated
by theology, to a great extent, through a change of the role of the church and the re-
lation of people with religion and the church, especially in the post-industrial Euro-
pean context (Herrmann 2007, 45). In a general way, facing the profound changes in
the view of the world and of reality: pluralization, diversity, globalization and, at the
same time, the individualization of the conceptions of life, traditional and institu-
tional models of religion were all no longer able to respond effectively to the perma-
nent human longing for meaning in life (Grdb 2000, 23 -35).

1 Some of the authors I'm citing in this article, have written their texts in German and other languag-
es. As I quote them, I translated the excerpts into English, so that the text can be understood in its
entirety. Those quotes are marked with “o.t.” for “own translation”.
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In 1967, Thomas Luckmann published a small book in the form of an essay called
The Invisible Religion in which he tried, starting from sociology, to broaden the con-
cept of religion beyond a sociology of religion, by including other forms of religiosity
in modern society in that concept. According to this author, secularization did not
mean an overcoming of religiosity and religion in society and in people’s mindset,
but rather a change and broadening of religious experience in the form of a syncret-
ic, secular, and private religion — something that empirical research on religion
should take into account. The displacement of religion towards the outside of
what sociology used to define as religion took place, basically, because of the free-
dom that modern individuals have to organize their understanding and experience
of religion independently of sociostructural determinations (Luckmann 2014, 1996).

The essay on invisible religion led Luckmann to a functionalist and anthropolog-
ical definition of religion according to which human beings transcend biological be-
ings to become human. In other words, the religious phenomenon is part of the
human process of socialization, in the objectivation of subjective experiences and
in each one’s individuation. In his Postscript, added nearly 25 years later, Luckmann
states:

I continue to hold the view that the basic function of ‘religion’ consists in transforming members
of a natural species into protagonists inside a historically grown social order. Religion is found
everywhere where the behavior of members of the species becomes actions that can be morally
evaluated, where a Self is in a world inhabited by other beings for whom and against whom he
acts in a way that can be morally evaluated. (Luckmann 2014, 138; o.t.)

The idea of invisible religion would be given many other names in sociology, such as
modern religion, diffuse religion, individual, civil, popular, mediatic (Herrmann
2000; Grdb 2002), everyday religion (Ammerman 2007) or even lived religion
(McGuire 2008) and would enable sociological research of religion to not only
look at what is outside traditional and institutional religious expressions, but also
to rethink its own closed and objective conceptions of religion (Asad 1993; Port
2011). The way people live, experience and express religious convictions and views
acquires value, be it in the realm of religion itself, in daily life, in the world of
labor and business, in consumption, leisure and entertainment, in the search for
life quality and health, or in the new views on spirituality (Streib 2008).
McGuire raises the following question:

Scholars of religion, especially sociologists, must reexamine their assumptions about individu-
als’ religious lives. What might we discover if, instead of looking at affiliation or organization
participation, we focused first on individuals, the experiences they consider most important,
and the concrete practices that make up their personal religious experience and expression?
What if we think of religion, at the individual level, as an ever-changing, multifaceted, often
messy — even contradictory — amalgam of beliefs and practices that are not necessarily those
religious institutions consider important? (McGuire 2008, 4)
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In this article I do not operate with a concept of religion as a set of values, beliefs,
rites and symbols around the transcendent or numinous. In my view, that does not
equate to the concept of lived religion. Lived religion is instead a way of perceiving
religion in its practical, every day, cultural experience, in a dynamic and contextual
manner, providing people with a meaning for life (Grdb 2000, 13-22). Therefore, I
consider those investigations that open up the individual experiences and practices
that are equivalent or come close to what I understand by religion in a broad sense,
to be particularly important. Along with the works of Luckmann (2014, 1996), Asad
(1993) and Van de Port (2011), I value specific studies on lived religion that do not
adopt a concept of religion as a trans-historical, isolated, and timeless essence. Re-
ligion is, rather, something that lies in people’s views and experiences and therefore
changes along with time, culture, and society.

3 Lived Religion and Practical Theology

These changes in sociology of religion have also had an impact on practical theology,
mainly as far as the relation between theology, culture and the individual are con-
cerned. It is important to note that in theology there was already at least one artic-
ulation of the correlation between theology and culture, which is Paul Tillich’s the-
ology of culture. These changes led not only to the question about a correlation
between culture and religion, but also to the great question about whether religion
exists and lives outside of and beyond institutions such as the church. Can one iden-
tify religious phenomena in spaces that do not see themselves as being religious, but
can be understood as such from a theological-religious perspective?

The concept of lived religion in practical theology appears as a way of corrobo-
rating the insight that there are actually forms of lived religion in everyday life, in
culture, individuality and in people’s life stories, which sometimes are conscious
and related to a particular traditional religion and other times are unconscious
and experienced without a religious connotation by a person or human group. Prac-
tical theology, now understood as the theory of religious practice (Steck 2000, 100),
has an interest in these expressions as a way of rethinking itself and the church’s role
in the present. Thus, lived religion is understood as a way of seeing and perceiving
religion and theology not primarily based not on its theoretical, dogmatic traditions,
and on the tradition of the church, but of what culture and people do and call reli-
gion and religious, as pointed out by Ganzevoort and Roeland:

The concepts of praxis and lived religion focus on what people do rather than on ‘official’ reli-
gion, its sacred sources, its institutes, and its doctrines. As such, practical theology has much in
common with what in disciplines like anthropology, sociology, and media studies, is known as
‘the practical turn’: the turn away from institutes and (cultural) texts to the everyday social and
cultural practices of ordinary people. (Ganzevoort and Roeland 2014, 93; o.t.)
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Lived religion is a way of perceiving religious elements, contents and forms in the
sphere of life, be it in everyday and personal experiences, or special moments of cel-
ebrations or crises, in various relationships, in leisure and entertainment. In sum, it
is experienced outside of the domain of the religious institution: the worship service,
the sacred sphere itself — although sometimes related to it. “This empirical orienta-
tion means that the attitude taken is more descriptive and analytical than normative.
Another common ground seems to me that the textual side of religion can be under-
stood in the sense of a cultural system of codes of meaning, with the help of which
people interpret their lives.” (Herrmann 2007, 46; o.t.) The possibilities of perceiving
this expression of lived religiosity can take place in the realm of a religious tradition,
such as the church, by evaluating how people interpret and experience religion in-
dependently of the institution and its precepts, but also without relation to a partic-
ular religion.

This second possibility has to do with expressions in culture, in the media and in
daily life, in elements, contents and forms where one perceives relations with reli-
gious elements. As pointed out by Grdb (2000, 39; o.t.) “lived religion, also Christian
lived religion, is not simply found in the church.” These relations may be of a more
explicit nature, such as references to religious contents and practices: lyrics of the U2
Band based on biblical references (40, for example), or the movie Noah by Darren
Aronofsky (2014), based on the biblical narrative of the flood. Or they may contain
more implicit expressions of religiosity that can be interpreted as a religious equiv-
alent such as the devotion to the singer Madonna or touristic visits to places of mem-
ory such as the house of Anne Frank in Amsterdam.

In Grab’s view, this lived religion can be seen in communication as an expression
of the search for meaning for human existence.

Lived religion is constituted by communication [...]. The term functions as a ‘mental category of
interpretation’. And its historical reality results from cultural interpretations of what this world
and our life is all about, where we come from and where we are going — including the answers
found and given in the contexts of the institutionalized churches. It is practiced religion there,
but then also wherever socio-culturally mediated ways of interpreting life pass into one’s own
life-style practice, which determines and orientates it. (Grdb 2000, 39; o.t.)

According to this author, the human search for meaning in life, mainly through rela-
tionships and belonging — “Meaning is relationship, is connection, is connected-
ness.” (Grdb 2000, 13; o.t.) — takes place in a context of loss of value-related referen-
ces, on the one hand, and on the other hand the pressure to guarantee a life in
fulness vis-a-vis a diversity of roles on offer. In this sense, the reference of the Chris-
tian faith, which for generations has provided meaning for people, has become weak-
er in its role as a master key vis-a-vis the diversity of offers and possibilities of mean-
ing (Grdb 2000, 14, 42-43; 2006, 17-23). Failing and Heimbrock (2001), although
more focused on Christian practice in daily life, corroborate this proposal by reinforc-
ing perception (Wahrnehmung) as a basic principle for present practical theology. Ac-
cording to these authors, the reason leading to this proposal has to do with the loss
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of relevance of theology as a whole in the present, on the one hand, and the rele-
vance of everyday life, on the other, mainly on the basis of Henning Luther’s work
(1992), as a space of the subject’s experience of religiosity in the search for meaning
and transcendence within the immanence of life.

It is important to note that lived religion is related not only with implicit forms of
religion and religiosity, but also with explicit ones. In both cases religious traditions
and matrices are important because it is on their foundations that lived religion can
be understood and put into dialogue with practical theology itself. Sometimes one
may have the impression that the phenomenon of lived religion is something new.
McGuire (2008, 25-26) refutes this idea by showing that in the Late Middle Ages
both Catholicism and Protestantism were not unified and homogeneous entities
and that there were projects of consolidation of theological and practical patterns
about people’s religious beliefs and experiences of an authoritarian nature. In
other words, it seems that there have always been, even in hiblical tradition,
forms of religion that were lived at the margins of the official religion.

In the discussion on practical theology as hermeneutics of lived religion, Ganze-
voort and Roeland define religion itself in an open and broad manner, i.e., “religion
as the transcending patterns of action and meaning, emerging from and contributing
to the relation with the sacred” (2014, 96). For these authors, this is a primarily func-
tional definition that aims at a maximum of malleability so that we may be open to
new and different forms of religion (Ganzevoort and Roeland 2014). For them, pat-
terns of the transcendent should not be confused with a transcendent being but
are processes of a transcending of borders in the relationship with something that in-
volves us completely. In Luckmann’s view, transcendence is precisely that which sur-
passes the immediate evidence of the experience of the world of life (Luckmann
2014, 138). The core of Ganzevoort’s and Roeland’s definition, however, is the relation
with the holy, which is not an infinitely open concept. For them, the notion of the
holy implies at least a center around which our lives gravitate as well as a presence
that evokes reverence and passion. This is often determined by the cultural context in
which we live and follows the model of a religious tradition (Ganzevoort 2014, 322).

It must be added that from the very beginning the concept of lived religion has
been treated as a complex and controversial concept, or, as Rossler puts it: “lived
religion remains indeterminate, vague, unclear and difficult to demarcate.” (RGssler
1976, 67; 0.t.) The uncertainty and unease brought by lived religion as a hermeneutics
of practical theology are due to reasons that can be imagined, such as the opening of
theology to the concept of religion, the complexification of the concept of religion
itself and, last but not least, the decision to interpret it based on the transitoriness
of concrete practices, individual practical, daily and cultural wisdom. Consequently,
lived religion implies a change of perspective in theology: from theory to concrete
practice, which is something that, as noted by Miller-McLemore, causes resistance
and insecurity of various kinds (2016, 37—38). Using the hermeneutics of lived reli-
gion and recognizing the phenomenon of lived religion always involves the risk of
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thinking about religion and theology beyond what has been standardized as a sys-
tem or a truth.

Besides that, for theology and practical theology lived religion is just a contex-
tual hermeneutics of change of religion and culture, a reading of people’s individual
expressions and experiences, of the search for meaning expressed through aesthetics
and communication. At a second moment, they dialogue with the basis of meaning,
with the communication and tradition of theology and the church, as pointed out by
Grab (2000, 45; o.t.): “Practical-theological hermeneutics of religion is meant to ori-
entate the life of the Church and of the Christians building it. It must therefore al-
ways connect lived religion in its plural meanings to the traditional stock of meaning
of the Christian faith.”

4 Lived Religion and Religion in Brazil and Latin
America

In contrast with the European context, in which the concept of lived religion emerged
and which is marked by a certain secularism and individualization of religion, Bra-
zilian reality is marked not only by religion and the church, but mainly by the man-
ifestation of religion in the traditional and popular forms in all spheres of life. The
first action undertaken by the Portuguese when they invaded the territory of what
is now Brazil was to hold a mass, which was an emblematic event for religion and
its later development. In spite of this Catholic liturgical inscription, it was not
only the official form of the Catholic Christian faith that prevailed in the country,
but also, from the very beginning, forms of religious syncretism with indigenous re-
ligions and later with religions of African origin, which have marked the Brazilian
religious context in a permanent, unique and effervescent cultural and religious hy-
bridity. The Protestant (beginning in the nineteenth century) and later Pentecostal
(beginning in the twentieth century) contribution became a part of this religious hy-
bridity and syncretism even when opposing them.

At present one can experience in Brazil — and, with due regard for the differen-
ces, in several other Latin American countries — the effects of this religious diversity
and effervescence on a daily basis. One could almost say that what is experienced
here is an excess of religion that goes beyond the religious field itself. Religion is
part of culture, of society, of intimacy, of the body, of sexuality, of politics and the
economy, of pop culture, of daily life. Besides the surprising emergence of new
churches and religious movements in recent decades, syncretism, religious mobility,
bricolage, and hybridity are part of trends that can be observed in the religious field.
In the case of the growth of evangelicals, which Peter Berger (1999) calls “evangelical
explosion” in his text on the desecularization of the world. It is significant that “al-
ready at the beginning of the 1990s one new church was founded on each workday
only in the Greater Rio area” (Bartz, Bobsin and von Sinner 2012, 232).
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On the other hand, there are studies indicating a significant decline of the his-
torical denominations, such as Lutheranism and Catholicism, besides a growing
lack of interest in the more traditional forms of religion, particularly Christianity,
as I showed in the introduction when talking about my experience in the school pas-
toral ministry. In line with this trend, there is a considerable growth of the group of
those without religion, for instance, according to data of the population census (Ri-
beiro 2013). Either with or without connection to this trend of a certain secularization
and religious decline, the adhesion to practices and experiences of pop culture such
as soccer, cinema, television, internet, and music, mainly among young people, has
become widespread in Brazil. To what extent people look also for something reli-
gious or equivalent to religion in these environments is a question worth considering.

Is it possible to speak of a lived religion in this context? Certainly yes, consider-
ing its peculiarities. I think we can speak of a lived religion in the Brazilian context
considering both popular religiosities and religious syncretism and hybridity as well
as the explicit and implicit expressions of religiosity in everyday life, in the media
and in pop culture. Regarding the first case, Adilson Schultz proposes a way of think-
ing about theological structure in Brazil based on the religious imaginary, which he
defines as a nebula. He uses the term “nebula” because he believes that there is no
base on which the religions or the Brazilian religious matrix is constructed, but
rather something, meanings that move between the religions and their matrices
(Schultz 2008, 31). According to the author, at least three references feed this nebula.

The main references of the Brazilian religious matrix are the religious meanings
that come from Catholicism, from African-Brazilian religions and from Spiritualism —
besides the indigenous meanings in the aspects in which they influence Umbanda,
Spiritualism and Candomblé (Schultz 2008, 28).

According to him, this nebula, forged in a slow historical process, hovers over
the country and is constantly repeated in a continuous process of resignification
of values and principles, which is something that makes a lot of sense for the reflec-
tion on the various forms and contents of lived religion. The author complements his
idea by taking the rhizomatic theory from Gilles Deleuze. As it is different from roots,
that are connected to a same point, “the logic of the rhizome operates at the same
time by ruptures and interconnections” (Schultz 2008, 33; o.t.).

Thus, lived religion has a lot of space in the perception of these popular phe-
nomena, of syncretism and hybridity. The second space where lived religion can
be observed is related to culture, daily life, life in its spontaneity, dynamism and
needs. Beginning in the 1960s, with the articulation of a more contextual theology,
which is liberation theology, a perception of and interest in the reality and expres-
sion of religion beyond the institutional realm arose in Latin America. The seeing-
judging-acting method, as an analytical, hermeneutical, and practical process, shift-
ed the doing of theology towards concrete life, towards practice, mainly where there
was suffering under oppression, economic misery and discrimination of the poor,
women, blacks and indigenous people. Doing theology meant considering and trans-
forming this reality: “The presence of the church in society occurs not only through
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religious (devotional, cultic, liturgical) practice; the religious practice has to be con-
nected to ethical, social practices and to the promotion of human being as a whole
and all human beings.” (Boff 1979, 13; o.t.) Theology starts from practice and returns
to the practice of life.

In the following decades liberation theologies broadened and at the same time
specified their perspective, going beyond economic, social, and political concerns.
Gender theologies, for instance, pay great attention to everyday life. In recent
years the feminist theologian Ivone Gebara, for example, has contrasted an episte-
mology of ordinary life with reflective, philosophical, and scientific epistemology,
proposing everyday knowledge, mainly of people in a situation of vulnerability
and invisibility, as the starting point for an authentic theology of life: “The originary
place of theology is not logos about God, but human experience in its complexity
and in its irreducibility to a single explanatory reason.” (Gebara 2015, 37; o.t.)

Rubem Alves articulated in a very explicit way a form of lived religion in the re-
lation with everyday life, art and culture, a theology that unfolds in simple and con-
crete life. According to Alves, religion arises from the human need to imagine possi-
bilities that overcome the harshness of life’s reality. In his words, “religion is the
proclamation of the axiological priority of the heart over the raw facts of reality
[...] in the name of a vision, of a passion, of a love.” (Alves 1988, 19; o.t.) For him,
theology permeates daily life and is intertwined in ordinary life, in the subject’s spi-
rituality and religiosity in the different spaces of life, as a way of giving life meaning
and beauty.

“For those who love, theology is a natural function just like dreaming, listening
to music, drinking a good wine, weeping, suffering, protesting, hoping [...]. Perhaps
theology is nothing but a way of talking about these things by giving them a name
and is only distinguished from poetry because theology is always made with a prayer.
No, it doesn’t result from the ‘cogito’ in the same way as poems and prayers. It just
sprouts and unfolds, as a manifestation of a way of being: ‘sigh of the oppressed
creature’- would a better definition be possible?” (Alves 1985, 21; o.t.)

Also, in the 1980s, the Dutch anthropologist André Droogers, then living in Bra-
zil, wrote a small text proposing the existence in Brazil of what he called Minimal
Brazilian Religiosity (MBR). “It is a religiosity that manifests itself publicly in secular
contexts, that is conveyed by the mass media, but also by everyday language. It is
part of Brazilian culture.” (Droogers 1987, 65; o.t.) This MBR is very similar to what
I understand as lived religion in the sense that Droogers considers it as a set of reli-
gious and spiritual expressions present in the everyday life of Brazilian culture and
free, general forms with which people express their beliefs and belonging, in a way
that is independent of religious institutions. The author analyzes this MBR in politics,
sports, television, radio, advertisements, sayings on bumpers, in everyday language
and popular sayings.

Much more recently, in the last decade, a new concept has entered the scene,
which is postcoloniality or decoloniality. Rather than a concept, postcoloniality or
decoloniality is a new way of perceiving local (and global) reality on the basis of
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its differences, subtleties, fragmentariness, alterities, ruptures and social, cultural,
sexual, political and religious alternatives, rather than just on the basis of what is
already established and standardized.

[...] speaking of postcoloniality means to challenge and deconstruct the dynamics of identifica-
tion pursued by the colonial forces by exposing their own weaknesses through the heterogene-
ities inscribed in that Subject, with the purpose of making visible the intrinsic bifurcations that
characterize the global context, which enable its constant malleability, transformation and
openness to new forms of sociocultural construction. (Panotto 2016, 34—35; o.t.)

Here we have a great potential to think about lived religion in the Latin American
context, since postcoloniality intensifies the gaze at culture, daily life, the body,
highlighting particularly the difference, those aspects that do not fit into the homo-
geneous standards of the systems and absolute truths and are, for this reason, seen
as weak, fragile, and vulnerable.

5 Consequences of a Hermeneutics of Lived
Religion for Practical Theology

Practical theology is a critical reflection about praxis, about theories and perceptions
of practice aiming at communicating the Gospel to the world. In this sense, the her-
meneutics of religion is an indispensable way of understanding society, culture and
human beings and their manners of experiencing and understanding life on the
basis of religion. Lived religion is a way of initially observing a person’s religious re-
ality to — based on this observation — take the way back into the communication of
the Gospel (Ernst Lange), taking into account the theological, biblical, historical her-
itage and the church tradition. The hermeneutics of lived religion is not closed upon
itself but serves as an instrument of reflection on the practical religion of individuals,
cultures, and societies.

In this sense, one can see in the hermeneutics of lived religion at least three
major consequences for practical theology. (1) Institutional religion, the church, no
longer offers the whole meaning for the lives of people and societies today. As
Grab puts it: “Christian faith can no longer claim to give the definite answers to
what is happening in the world as a whole and the history of mankind on the tiny
earth on the edge of the immeasurable universe.” (Grdb 2000, 17; o.t.) The human
search for meaning, however, remains. (2) It is necessary to understand other offers
of meaning present in individualized, plural, and experiential society. Lived religion
in its varied forms expresses and shapes the human search for meaning in life
(Adam, 2017). Thus, lived religion makes it possible to rethink ways in which practi-
cal theology can help human beings to find the meaning offered by the Christian
faith. Finally, (3) observing lived religion in its implicit and explicit forms is a way
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of expanding practical theology itself as a discipline and of reinventing new forms of
evangelism, mission, and experience of the Christian faith in today’s world.
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Johanna Sumiala

Media and Religion

1 Study of Religion and Media — Many Beginnings

The history of the study of media and religion can be argued to have many begin-
nings depending on the disciplinary orientation guiding the interpretation. For an
anthropologist of communication, rock paintings, smoke signals and ritual dance
can well qualify as early examples of religious communication carried out via pre-
modern media. For a theologian, handwritten sacred texts can represent the very
starting point of the study of religion and (written) media. A media historian and
a church historian might point to the development of the printing press in Guten-
berg’s time and argue for its relevance in starting a new tradition of research inves-
tigating the relationship between religion (namely, Protestantism) and media (name-
ly, the printing press; see, e.g., Eisenstein 1979; Meyer 2013; Stolow 2005). Moreover,
the order in which these two concepts — religion and media — appear in research
most likely varies by the scholarly orientation, that is, whether the main focus is
on media or religion.

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of some key developments
in the field and to discuss them in the context of historical and theoretical develop-
ments relevant to the growth of this research field. In addition to an historical anal-
ysis of the development of the research field, two key theoretical frameworks are dis-
cussed: the study of religion in the public sphere and the study of mediatization of
religion in late modern society. My approach to the study of media and religion (in
this order) in this chapter is best characterised as interdisciplinary. Although I
draw on various scholarly traditions, I mainly focus on and combine media and com-
munication studies and sociology of religion. Theories are never created in a vacuum.
I acknowledge that my scholarly thinking as a Nordic academic is influenced by Eu-
ropean/Western social thought and related ideas about the role of religion (in partic-
ular Lutheran Church) and media (public broadcasting) in society. In this framework,
the study of media and religion can be seen to evolve alongside the modernisation of
Western society (embedded in secularisation) and the development of modern mass
communication technology (newspapers first, followed by radio and finally televi-
sion) and the related public sphere (Meyer and Moors 2006). In recent years, the dig-
italisation of communication has radically shaped the field, and concepts such as
digital religion have gained emerging interest in the field, so we may call digital re-
ligion the third key theoretical framework in the study of media and religion (see,
e.g., Campbell and Lévheim 2017).

I begin this chapter by providing a short overview of the history of the research
field of media and religion. I then move to discuss in more detail how the concepts of
the public sphere and mediatization have shaped research on media and religion.

8 OpenAccess. © 2022 Johanna Sumiala, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110618150-015
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The last section of this chapter focuses on reflecting on the present context of the
global and digital media ecology and how it shapes current and future research
on media and religion.

2 From Impact to Meaning — Two Key Phases in
the History of the Field

The first phase of the study of media and religion is often referred to as the so-called
mass communication era, which has its origins in the United States. In the 1960s, var-
ious evangelical dominations and churches with Protestant backgrounds in the Unit-
ed States began to purchase airtime from television stations. In the 1980s, some cen-
tral themes in the field were the electronic church and the phenomenon of
televangelism, which increased the visibility of religion in American media and
made evangelicalism a potential worldview among others. Peter Horsfield’s Religious
Television (1984) was a classic study in that era and looked at the phenomenon from
the perspectives of media history and media culture and different religious commun-
ities’ theological viewpoints.

Research in this first phase typically was motivated by mass communication re-
search, also called the MCR research tradition. Famous in the field of media studies,
it had the aim to explore and explain media’s effects on their audiences and the sur-
rounding society (Pietild 2005). Many studies from this period focused on how reli-
gious messages could be most effectively delivered to audiences through media, par-
ticularly television. In this line of thinking, religion and media appeared to be
independent, separate categories, and the role of media was understood to be pri-
marily an instrument for delivering messages.

The beginning of the second phase of the study of media and religion can be
dated to the 1990s. This phase was characterised by a desire to gain a wider under-
standing of both religion and media as social and cultural phenomena and catego-
ries. Thus, this intellectual tradition is often referred to as the media, religion, and
culture paradigm. It was born from cooperation among certain Nordic (Alf Linder-
man and Knut Lundby), British (Jolyon Mitchell) and American (Stewart Hoover,
David Morgan, and Lynn Schofield Clark) researchers. The key ideas of this school
of thought were collected in the book Rethinking Media, Religion and Culture, pub-
lished in 1997 and edited by Hoover and Lundby. Later, the Center for Media, Reli-
gion, and Culture, directed by Hoover at the University of Colorado, became one
of the most important research centres in this field. This school of thought raised
meaning as a key concept. Within the school, there was a debate between substanti-
vist (often referring to institutional religion) and functionalist (focusing on religious
practices and duties) conceptions of religion. There was also some shift from study-
ing religion to studying religiosity. In this phase, it was crucial for researchers to
study the kinds of forms religiosity took in media, who had the right to define reli-
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gion, what was considered to be religious and how media made sense of religious
practices.

Instead of studying traditional institutions, researchers in this strand focused on
audiences and recipients and how people made sense of their lives in and through
media. Rather than separate categories, media and religion appeared in this research
tradition to be social and cultural phenomena intertwined in many ways. In media
studies, this tradition drew ideas from the research field of cultural studies (see
e.g., Pietild 2005). Researchers were especially inspired by the ritual view of commu-
nication developed by a key figure in interpretive cultural studies, James Carey
(1989). This idea emphasised the ritual significance of communication, referring to
communication as a phenomenon that built community and kept it together. In
the sociology of religion discourse, these ritual aspects of communication typically
were interpreted as manifestations of functionalist religion (see, e.g., Hoover and
Lundby 1997). Furthermore, media and communications studies scholar Roger Silver-
stone’s (1981) research applying theories of myth to study television and its role in
everyday life was well received among scholars adhering to what was later called
the media, religion, and culture paradigm. This school of thought inspired research-
ers to turn their gaze from institutional and organised religion to everyday life and its
religious dimensions. This school marked a paradigm shift from the impact- to the
meaning-oriented study of media (see e.g., Pietild 2005).

3 Religion(s) in the Public Sphere

Other important factors to explain the key phases in the development of the research
field of media and religion are the main conceptual debates and the different posi-
tions scholars in the field have taken in these debates. Perhaps the most important
debate within European intellectual history deals with conceptualising the role and
place of religion in modern public life. Philosopher and social theorist Jiirgen Hab-
ermas is considered to be the most famous theoretician on the birth of the modern
public sphere, which often is argued to be the most crucial arena of public life. Hab-
ermas ([1962] 1989) was especially interested in the public sphere in which issues of
important public relevance such as politics were discussed. For Habermas, the press
marked the public sphere. He considered a politically and religiously independent
press to be a central factor in the birth of the modern public sphere. The press pro-
vided a platform for free social debate based on which citizens could participate in
and commit to building a democratic society. This original public sphere theory thus
downplayed the importance of religion in modern public life. Consequently, many
studies discussing the role and place of religion in contemporary, secular Western
news media considered religion to be a topic unimportant to modern secular news
(Winston 2012).

Moreover, the idea of secularisation influenced not only the place of religion in
news media but also the ways in which religion was covered and reported in the
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news when it was given attention. As scholar of religion and news Diane Winston
reminds us, “news is current and consequential information on matters that affect
and interest its consumers” (Winston 2012, 5). The defining news criteria — impact,
timeliness, prominence, proximity, bizarreness, conflict, and currency - are indirect-
ly related to secularisation. Thus, if and when religion makes the news in secular
media, it must meet these criteria, which explicitly influences the conditions
under which religion makes the news (when it does!) in secular news media (Win-
ston 2012, 5). Furthermore, according to Winston (2012, 14), secular news outlets
often define religion in rather conventional and institutional terms. For example,
in the news, Judaism is perceived as a religion, but extreme suffering is not, though
they both share aspects of community, ritual and transcendence (Winston 2012).
News on religion thus tends to focus on prominent religious institutions (e.g.,
large churches) and powerful people (e.g., the pope and the Dalai Lama) instead
of small, marginal religious groups and their followers. This focus, of course, has
the exception of violent religious movements and curiosities concerning religious
practices that are considered to be bizarre in news media and make headlines in sec-
ular news media, such as polygamy in the Mormon religion and celebrity-driven
scandals in Scientology.

With the rise of post-9/11 terrorism, the questions of radicalisation of religion and
fundamentalism have invited scholars of media and religion to provide new explana-
tions for the growing visibility of religion in the global and digital public sphere. An
early explanation was given by Manuel Castells (1996), interpreting the rise of Mus-
lim (but also Christian and Hindu) fundamentalism in the public sphere as a defen-
sive reaction to insecurities and inequalities caused by globalisation and digitalisa-
tion. In more recent scholarly debates, Castells’ (1996) explanation has been
challenged by more progressive views on Islam and the public sphere. For example,
Eickelman and Anderson (2003) have argued for Islam’s constructive role in a trans-
national, even global public sphere in which Islam is seen to develop not against but
with new digital media technologies. This view enables development of what can be
called a Muslim public sphere in which new Muslim publics have new possibilities to
challenge the authority of the state and more conventional religious authorities and
to establish and maintain new transnational relations and forms of civil society
(Meyer and Moors 2006, 5). In this frame of analysis, new public debates may emerge
not only between Islam and the secular public sphere but also within the Muslim
public sphere.

In recent years, the development of communication technologies, increasing
multiculturalism of societies, growth of migration and globalisation of economics,
politics and culture have challenged scholars of media and religion to re-think sec-
ularisation theory and the related place of religion in the public sphere (Walters and
Kersley 2018). Consequently, Habermas (2006), as well as many of his colleagues and
contemporaries, have reinterpreted the secularisation paradigm. For instance, José
Casanova (1994) has had a central role in raising discussion on what kinds of con-
ditions are set for practicing public religion. Birgit Meyer and Annelie Moors
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(2006) have shaken up the secularisation paradigm and critiqued its inability to rec-
ognise religious phenomena in the public sphere. The discussion on the post-secular
has also built new bridges for research oriented to sociology of religion in today’s
public sphere (Frisk and Nynds 2012).

Within these discussions, an increasing number of scholars in media studies and
the study of religion share the idea that on a global scale, the role and significance of
religion have not merely decreased in the public sphere as assumed, and religion has
not unequivocally shifted from the public sphere to the private sphere of the family
as many scholars earlier predicted. The secular way of life has not gained a position
as the global norm as once anticipated. The secularisation paradigm still has its sup-
porters, of course, and its explanatory power is continuously debated in the field of
the sociology of religion. In an example of this ongoing debate, in the book Secula-
rization, Steve Bruce (2011) defends the theory’s explanatory power when studying
the role of religion in modern Western societies from the perspective of social struc-
tures and cultural changes.

4 Towards the Study of Mediatization of Religion

In addition to the vital debate on the role and place of religion in the public sphere,
another key debate has emerged at the intersection of the study of media and reli-
gion. This debate was triggered by the concept, idea, and theory of mediatization
(of religion). From the perspective of media studies, the mediatization agenda
grew out of a need to better capture the significance of the all-encompassing pres-
ence of media in contemporary social life (see e.g., Couldry and Hepp 2017; Lundby
2014). Today, many scholars of media and religion agree that what we have witnessed
over recent centuries is the growing media influence of religion in society (Hjarvard
and Lovheim 2012). Mediatization, perceived as a process, is thought to have pro-
foundly transformed the patterns of social interactions and the workings of social in-
stitutions in a given society. This development also applies to religion (Lundby 2018,
5). Mediatization theory was first used to analyse religion in the work of media schol-
ar Stig Hjarvard (2016). Since then, it has had a strong influence in the study of
media and religion in the Northern European Protestant context and within a certain
type of public broadcasting media system (Hjarvard and Lovheim 2012). The applica-
tion of mediatization theory to religion refers to the processes ‘through which reli-
gious beliefs, agency, and symbols are becoming influenced by the workings of var-
ious media’ (Hjarvard 2016, 8; see also Lévheim and Hjarvard 2019, 208). Moreover,
as a theory, the mediatization of religion investigates how religion and related
changes take place at the structural level (institutions) and the level of social inter-
action (practices; Lovheim and Hjarvard 2019, 208).

One key debate within research on the mediatization of religion has to do with
whether mediatization reinforces the secularisation of society as it is argued to di-
minish the influence of religious institutions in society. The debate on banal religion
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resonates with the debate on secularisation. With this concept of banal religion, Hjar-
vard (2016) refers to various forms of popular religiosity that break away from insti-
tutions and different dogmatic systems and are typical of religious expressions pro-
duced and represented by media. Various film and book genres including
supernatural elements, such as the vampire-themed Twilight Saga, are examples
of banal religion in Hjarvard’s concept. A counterargument to this perception of
banal religion highlights the concept’s lack of historical perspective (Lied 2012; Lov-
heim and Lynch 2011). As many scholars of ‘folk religion’ would argue, forms of re-
ligious beliefs and practices established and experienced in various non-institutional
contexts have long existed side by side with institutional religions and often contest-
ing orthodox religious dogma of representatives of religious institutions (see e.g.,
Utriainen and Salmesvuori 2014). In this line of thinking, the different forms of
banal religion do not indicate secularisation but, instead, the fragmentation, plural-
isation and contestation of religious authority in society.

Yet another debate in the study of media and religion concerns the concept of
mediatization or mediation (see e.g., Lundby 2014). Researchers who emphasise
the mediated instead of the mediatized nature of religion and belief stress slightly
different aspects than those working on the concept of mediatization. Representa-
tives of the mediation school of thought include media scholars Hoover (2013) and
Stolow (2005), anthropologist Meyer (2013) and material religion and visual studies
scholar Morgan (2008). This school holds that all phenomena and cultural practices
that are somehow religious in nature are bound to become mediated, whether in the
form of texts, images or any material or immaterial means of communication. In-
stead of focusing on a particular medium (e.g., mass media), scholars interested
in the mediation of religion pay attention to the mediation of meaning, that is, to
meanings, places and practices linked to mediation and how they change in different
contexts. This approach does not assume that modern media are exceptional but, in-
stead, sees them as part of historical continuities and discontinuities (Hoover 2014;
Martin-Barberon 1993). From the perspective of Hjarvard’s mediatization theory, the
problem in the mediation of religion approach is that its broad definition of religion
as a “culturally meaningful belief system” (Schofield Clark and Hoover 1997, 17)
weakens its potential to analytically explain “how mediation shapes the particular-
ities of religious beliefs, practices and organisations as forms of meaning making and
social interaction” (Lovheim and Hjarvard 2019, 209).

From the perspective of observing religion in today’s society, one may conclude
that both approaches — research emphasising mediatization or mediation — raise es-
sential questions about the relationship between religion and media in the contem-
porary media-saturated society. It is impossible to interpret contemporary Western
society without comprehending the processes of modernisation and their impacts
shaping society, individuals, and different institutions. Thus, mediatization is a nec-
essary concept for interpreting Western societies penetrated by modernisation on
every level, but at the same time, the more subtle dynamics of the mediation of re-
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ligiously inspired meanings in different places and practices should also be taken
into consideration.

New research that analyses the mediatization of religion outside Western con-
texts also has made relevant contributions to bringing the two concepts into fruitful
interplay. Patrick Eisenlohr’s (2017) research stands out as an example. His work on
Islamic televangelism in India clarifies that it is important to analytically differenti-
ate the mediatization of religion — or religion in the public sphere — connecting in-
teractions between human actors through the circulation of religious discourse and
images from the mediation of religion as interactions between human and divine ac-
tors. The level of mediatization thus depends on the interactions between public re-
ligion and religious mediation. Furthermore, Eisenlohr (2017) notes that in such con-
texts, religious mediation may also function as a form of resistance to changes
induced by the use of media technology and related mediatization of religion (see
also Lovheim and Hjarvard 2019). In recent years, radical changes in the media en-
vironment, namely, the vast influence of the Internet and social media, have chal-
lenged scholars of media and religion to begin to ask new questions about the rela-
tionship between media and religion in this digital age (Campbell and Lévheim
2017). The last section of this chapter focuses on the growing influence of the digital-
isation of media communication in the study of media and religion.

5 Digital Media — Digital Religion

Today’s digital media environment can best be described as networked, fragmented
and in constant flux. In this type of communication environment, local communica-
tion on religion intersects with national and global communication. Issues of power,
structure, agency and authority related to religion are constantly re-negotiated as
professional news media and journalism have lost the privilege to act as gatekeepers
and agenda setters for the global flows of communication on religion (see e.g., Evol-
vi 2018; Sumiala et al. 2018).

Heidi Campbell’s (2017) work on digital religion is an important attempt to better
grasp religion in the present media environment. According to Campbell (2017, 16):
“digital religion explores the intersection of new media technologies, religion, and
digital culture. It encompasses topics such as how religious communities engage
with the Internet to ways religiosity is expressed through digital practices and the ex-
tent to which technological engagement can be seen as a spiritual enterprise.” Dig-
ital religion can be argued to exist in three particular ways. First, digital media char-
acteristically generate new patterns of communication within religious groups and
thus transform or even destabilise their traditional communication flows (Campbell
2017, 18). Second, digital media provide opportunities for digital religion to gain vis-
ibility in the digital public sphere and thus allow different religious communities and
individuals to voice their views in ways not possible in the era characterised by mass
communication (Campbell 2017, 18). Third, digital media shape religious authority as



202 —— Johanna Sumiala

digital religion has potential to destabilise the authority of traditional religious insti-
tutions and related actors (Campbell 2017, 19). Digital media, in this type of reading,
can be argued, on one hand, to shape digital religion in ways that promise to give
religion more visibility in the present digital media environment and related society.
On the other hand, digital media also provide tools to challenge traditional religious
authority and order and thus may well threaten religious institutions while making
room for new types of religious activities and re-structuring of religious hierarchy.

In recent years, a key debate in digital religion studies has concerned the blend-
ing and blurring of what have been called the online and the offline religious spheres
and how this intermingling of the online and the offline shapes existing religious
practices and triggers new practices of spirituality (Campbell 2017). This debate
has pushed scholars to further think about the interplay between the concepts of
the digital and the religious. Following Hoover’s (2012, ix) insight, instead of simply
looking at the “digitalisation of religion” — that is, how digital media push religious
groups to adapt to changing conditions in approaching and practicing religion —
scholars of digital religion should be more interested in considering “the actual con-
tribution ‘the digital’ is making to ‘the religious’”. Lovheim and Campbell (2017,
11-12) reflected on the future of research on media and religion in today’s digital
context and suggested that what is needed is a shift of perspective from looking at
religious communities, organised religion and individual believers and their commu-
nicative practices to a more explicit focus on how other communities, organisations
and individuals apply religious symbols and ideas in their communication and how
these communicative practices shape the public presence of religion in the present
digital sphere (see e.g., Evolvi 2018).

In concluding this chapter, I wish to illustrate how this shift in the study of
media and religion can be applied in empirical research. A recently growing area
of research on digital media and religion focuses on public controversies and con-
tested religion in the present digital age (Lundby 2018; Sumiala 2017). A subarea
in this research field looks at religiously inspired terrorist attacks as hybrid media
events (Sumiala et al. 2018). This research strand gives special focus to the complex
ways in which the phenomenon of religiously inspired terrorism circulates in various
digital media platforms and how this flow of violence shapes the social construction
of religion in the digital context. This research stream thus looks at not only the ac-
tors triggering communication on religion but also communicative structures and
how they shape communication on religion. The hybrid concept is applied to empha-
sise how certain elements such as the multiplication of actors (e. g. journalists, ordi-
nary media users, politicians, terrorists and nongovernmental organisations), diverse
affordances (e.g., for different purposes for police and terrorists), constant fights
over attention (e.g., professional news media and ordinary social media users), a
strong emphasis on affective messages (e.g., memes and hashtags associated with
religious meanings) and acceleration of communication (e.g., the intensified flow
of messages across different platforms) all shape communication on religion and,
consequently, affect the public presence of religion in the digital media environment,



Media and Religion =— 203

thereby contributing to the social construction of Religion as a global threat (Sumiala
et al. 2018). One of the main challenges for future research on digital media and re-
ligion is to better understand how such public understandings of religion may shape
the role and place of not only particular religions but also religion in more general in
the digitally saturated and highly mediatized public sphere we occupy today.
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Asonzeh Ukah
Politics and Religion

1 Introduction

This chapter analyses the complex and changing relationships between religion and
politics in contemporary societies and nation-states.! It also examines the dimen-
sions of these complex relationships as well as some specific aspects of the relation-
ships such as civil religion, theocracy, the secular / sacred distinction and the sepa-
ration between the state and religion. The approach employed here is historical,
analytical, and conceptual. Each of these relationships is an attempt at conceptual-
ising the meaning, definition and theory of religion and politics and how they inter-
link in practice in specific social contexts. The cultural context of this analysis is the
post-colonial societies of countries in Africa where Euro-western colonialism im-
posed a colonial model of the nation-state, with a (formal but impactable) separation
of state and religion.

In different countries and societies, the relationship between politics and reli-
gion, faith, and polity, is constantly debated and contested. In contemporary
times, this is more so due to the increased visibility and resilience of religion in
the face of, or rather despite, secularisation assumptions undergirding the formation
of the modern nation-state. In an era of globalisation, inherited ideas and notions of
politics, religion and their relationship have come under increasing scrutiny as soci-
ety changes. In the face of increasing global interconnection and interpenetration as
well as ethnoreligious or cultural nationalism around the world, some scholars, fol-
lowing the lead of Hannah Arendt ([1951] 1979), argue that the power and role of the
nation-state (and hence polity and politics) are increasingly declining. However, as
concepts that predominate in interdisciplinary research, ‘politics’ and ‘religion’ are
both contested categories, differently defined across disciplines and according to
scholars’ interests. That religion and politics have shifting and indeterminate mean-
ings is what Bryan Turner describes as “the problem of the cultural specificity of our
basic concepts” (Turner 2011, 3); these concepts are deployed differently in different
contexts, cultures and societies. Definitions are important, as Jeppe Sinding Jensen
(2003, 63) makes clear because they embody, and are shortened forms of, theorisa-
tion. A definition of politics or religion subscribes to an implicit theory of action
and practice about how these concepts perform and are expected to perform in
real-world situations and within cultures. In both popular and scholarly usage, the

1 Research for this essay was supported by the National Research Foundation of South Africa (Ref-
erence number [UID] 85397). The opinions, findings, and conclusions expressed are those of the au-
thor; the NRF accepts no liability whatsoever in this regard. I am grateful to Banchileyew Silewondim
Getahun for assistance during the revision and editing of this paper. The usual caveats hold.

8 OpenAccess. © 2022 Asonzeh Ukah, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110618150-016
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meaning of politics as well as religion is part of what Willi Braun describes as “ex-
perience-near” and “untaught learning” (Braun 2000, 4) which people absorb from
their cultural environments and social representations. Because these two concepts
are frequently used in a context-specific manner — although driven by transcultural
and transreligious goals — it is challenging to determine where their respective boun-
daries lie, “or what constitutes religion [or politics] as opposed to some other type of
activity or thought” (Ellis and ter Haar 2012, 457). For religion and politics, the root of
this challenge, among others, is “the problem of excess and spectrality: there are too
many meanings and meanings are too indeterminate” (Braun 2000, 4).

In the case of religion, because of the multiplicity of meanings, and the historical
association of the concept with Christianity, colonialism and western imperialism
(Chidester 1996, 30 —72; Chidester 2014, 59 — 89; Turner 2011, 3-5), Toyin Falola pos-
tulates the use of the different concept of “ritual archive” to designate what in the
African world religion represents: “the conglomeration of words as well as texts,
ideas, symbols, shrines, images, performances, and indeed objects that document
as well as speak to those religious experiences and practices that allow us to under-
stand the African world through various bodies of philosophers, literatures, languag-
es, histories and much more” (Falola 2017, 703). Ritual archive, therefore, means
much more than what the western-derived concepts such as ‘religion’, ‘the holy’
and ‘the sacred’ designate. Furthermore, ritual archive seems more faithful to the ety-
mology of religion, relegere (as against the more frequently referenced Latin root, re-
ligare, to bind, see Idowu 1973, 22-75), to pay heed, to have a care for (spiritual and
godly matters [Hoyt 1912, 127]). This perspective on religion recognises and unites the
historic traditions of religion as “a pervasive dimension in human life” (Smith 1994,
1). Similarly, politics, while dealing with formal and informal contestations and con-
trol of managing a civil sphere through so-called rational legal structures, is con-
strued as the arena of power involving much more than formal domination of
state governance infrastructure to include “power to”, “power over”, “power for”
as well as “domination” (Lukes 2005, 27; 64). It may also mean the mobilisation of
non-legal, other-worldly, resources in influencing decisively these worldly structures
and affairs, for example, under theocracy, to be discussed below. According to this
conceptualisation — and because politics is about the distribution of power in a so-
ciety — power is at the core of politics; it is the locomotive that propels and deter-
mines political activities, organisations, and objectives.

The relationship between politics (understood broadly as power archives) and re-
ligion (understood as ritual archives) is multifaceted and complex. While religion
provides a moral, metasocial conceptual framework for the organisation of percep-
tion and social structure and ethical stability, politics as the sphere of (the exercise
of) power depicts the arena of real interests and social capacity for action, as “pro-
ductive, transformative, authoritative [domination which can be] compatible with
dignity” (Lukes 2005, 109). For the purposes of this chapter, religion is conceived
as “the political economy of the sacred” (Chidester 2012, 4; 44) and ritual archive;
the sacred is variously referenced as the metasocial, the other-worldly or the meta-
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empirical world, or the ritual economy that guides, motivates, or inspires a group or a
people to interpretations, practices and perspectives related to their surrounding en-
vironment and experiences of being in the world. Framed in this broad sense, reli-
gion constitutes the tangible and intangible sociocultural and eco-political heritage
of a people and society. Similarly, politics, etymologically derives from the Greek
noATikdg, which relates to the affairs of the moAwg, the assembly of free citizens or
the xxAnoia (Seiwert 2016, 430). In both common, everyday usage and scholarly dis-
course, it is often understood as the political economy of power, power being vari-
ously referenced as domination, and real interest in the sphere of social reality
that is separate from economics, family, or religion. The social sphere of politics,
therefore, concerns the formal contestation over control of (the formation of) state
policies and their implementation, political parties, and governance structure.
Though the two spheres of politics and religion are diffused and protean in concep-
tualisation, they are also differentiated social realities. Even so, they are related and
overlap in many respects. In this chapter, the relationships between politics and re-
ligion are examined in respect to the concept of civil religion, theocracy, secularisms,
and the separation between state, as a formal structure of governance, and religion,
as a meta-social sphere that relates citizens to extra-empirical entities and realities.

2 Civil Religion

In contemporary societies and nations, politics relates to religion in different ways,
one of which is usually termed civil religion. This concept captures a set of values
and norms, practices and attitudes and beliefs which a society recognises that sacral-
ise and impose upon it a transcendental mission. In such a society, the political au-
thorities or structure, in addition to being informed by a legal-rational ethos, also
express a charismatic aura. Civil religion expresses aspects of the overarching dimen-
sions of social reality in society. Under the ethos of civil religion, the object of belief
is not the invisible realm but the social sphere where the nation becomes the tran-
scendental repertoire of consent, loyalty and emotion that holds citizens together
and, according to the famous definition of religion provided by Emile Durkheim,
“unite [them] into a single moral community [...] all those who adhere to them” (Dur-
kheim [1915] 2008, 47). In civil religion, the nation-state is set up both as a dimension
of social reality and a “conception of destiny” as the “ultimate object of loyalty and
devotion” (Smith 1994, 8). In the context of the secularisation debate of the mid-
1960s which posited increasing disenchantment of modernity because of the conse-
quences of technological and scientific thinking and application (Wilson 2016), Rob-
ert Bellah, borrowing the phrase of ‘civil religion’ from the title of the last chapter of
Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s The Social Contract (Rousseau [1762] 1994), proposed what
amounted to arguably the most powerful articulation of a civil religion thesis within
the American context. Rousseau’s (Rousseau 1994, 158 — 168) version aimed at sacral-
ising the state to avoid the divisiveness and half-hearted civil commitment which
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multiple religious traditions and institutions create in terms of citizens’ allegiances.
In the seminal essay “Civil Religion in America” Bellah (1967, 1970, 168 -189), in-
spired by Durkheimian sociology (rather than Rousseau’s ideas), examines the Amer-
ican nation as an entity that transcends itself as an embodiment of critical ethical
principles under which its citizens are subordinate. He compares how the dominant
religion of America, which is Protestant Christianity, has shaped and informed social
and civic consciousness of Americans, which is evident in the ritual components,
metaphors, and religious ideas within political culture. Civil religion is the concept
that captures what he terms “a clearly differentiated [...] religious dimension [that
is] elaborate and well-institutionalized” (Bellah 1970, 167) which exists alongside tra-
ditional religion. In Bellah’s repurposing of the concept of ‘civil religion’ core Chris-
tian (read: British Puritanistic) ideas and the belief in a moral God who is the creator
of humanity are the driving imperative and objective of political practice and goals.
Through this concept, he undergirds the religious dimension of American political
culture and social discourse and how the nation could be an object of self-idolisation
and self-worship.

Every nation and society articulate specific relationships between dominant re-
ligious values and institutions and organisation of civil and political life and culture;
civil religion refers to the institutionalised collection of sacred beliefs, rituals, and
symbols of a nation. Bellah offers a loose definition of the concept as “a collection
of beliefs, symbols, and rituals with respect to sacred things and institutionalized in
a collectivity” (Bellah 1967, 175) called a nation. In this conceptualisation, civil reli-
gion is distinct and distinguishable from denominational religion even though the
former borrows extensively from the latter. The ritual objects of civil religion include
founding documents and constitutions which function symbolically as civil scrip-
tures, inaugural speeches of political leaders which are likened to religious sermons.
Important national celebrations such as anniversaries and Independence Day take
on the value of rituals in terms of solidarity and the re-enactment of divine interven-
tion or transcendental ethics in the life of the nation. In this sense, civil religion is a
social fact that exists, a social reality that can be perceived and analysed and recon-
structed; more importantly, it affects and structures how individuals relate to one an-
other and to the state. It is a specific objective realm of action and perception, a site
of convergence between politics and religion.

While it may be debated whether civil religion is a delineated realm of ‘social
facts’ — defined by Durkheim as “the clearest thing in the world [which] vary with
the social system of which they form a part; they cannot be understood when detach-
ed from it” (Durkheim 2008, 27, 94) — as Bellah had conceived, the concept expresses
a specific manner in which politics and religion relate as social realities or objective
social facts, shaping the public sphere and discourses. Consistent with Durkheimian
sociology, civil religion as social fact influences — though not in a deterministic way —
categories of thought in a society (Durkheim 2008, 145). In different societies, civil
and political culture interpenetrates with the religious and spiritual or mythic
realm, each reinforcing and strengthening the other, sharing symbols, ideas, motifs,
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ethics, and concepts such as “the values of liberty, justice, charity, and personal vir-
tue” (Christiano, Swatos, and Kivisto 2016, 65). Religion in subtle ways frames polit-
ical purposes, interests, and agenda (Martin 2010).

The debates on the analytical character and utility of civil religion and the appli-
cation of the concept in socio-political contexts other than the United States are still
ongoing. If religions usually and definitionally reference a transcendence and are ar-
ticulated in creeds, what is the creed of civil religion? According to Bellah, “[t]here is
no formal creed in civil religion” (Bellah 1970, 183), and because of this, the concept
is nebulous, assimilating or accommodating of anything anyone wants to describe as
civil religion, “a secularized ‘cult of man’” (Thompson 1998, 104). A creedless civil
religion suffers from similar conceptual and analytical muddles in the definitions
of belief found in the work of David Hume, one of which is that a “belief is nothing
but a more vivid, lively, forcible, firm, steady conception of an object, than what the
imagination alone is ever able to attain.” (Hume [1748] 2007, 48). How is civil religion
conceptualised in societies where there is a plurality of institutional or organised re-
ligions or where the state enforces a specific religion rather than have religious solid-
arity emerge from a voluntary polity? While these questions deserve more elaborate
analysis than is possible in this chapter, the explanatory utility of the concept could
be found in the diverse ways in which contemporary society is reified and transcen-
dentalised, for example, in constitutional patriotism or hyper nationalism where de-
votional fervours and unconditional, absolute allegiances to the nation-state are de-
manded of citizens. The concept also sheds some light on the boundaries between
religious resurgence within spiritual communities and political nationalism that
have emerged in the context of globalisation and its discontents. Furthermore, the
concept is applicable outside of western democracies, for example, in the debates
surrounding the possibility of Confucianism emerging as a form of “Chinese civil re-
ligion” in contemporary China (Zhe 2013, 48).

In contemporary societies under the influence of globalisation, civil religion is a
veritable structure and process in which political discourses and ideas are revitalised
and reinfused with moral vigour and energy. In an era of populist politics and reli-
gious hyper nationalism across the world (for example, the controversies about the
faith and pastor of Barack Obama (Mansfield 2008), Conservative Protestant Trump-
ism, Hindu nationalism, etc.), civil religion as non-religious sacred nationalism of-
fers some insights into the relationship between political discourse, the public
sphere and religious ideas and imagination. Similarly, the raging debates surround-
ing homosexuality and same-sex relationship as well as the criminalisation of such
behaviours in Africa, which are evidently driven by religious morality and ethical
apocalypticism (Ukah 2016b, 2018a), can be analysed under the rubric of African
civil religion. Also, widespread instances of religiously infused and motivated viru-
lent hate speech (Ukah 2019) in Africa may be viewed as a form of political interac-
tion with religion in a rapidly changing media environment. This sort of religion in-
creasingly re-enchants political discourses with sacred and transcendental values. As
Grave Davie (Davie 2001) argues, there are growing examples of what could be con-
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ceptualised as a ‘global civil religion’ constituted by strands of institutions and reli-
gious practices from different parts of the world.

3 Theocracy

“Originally men had no kings except their gods, and no government except theocra-
cy” (Rousseau 1994, 158). If Rousseau’s statement is accepted as historical and fac-
tual, theocracy becomes the oldest form of governance system. Further, if this state-
ment is interpreted to mean that at some point in human history deities personally
presided over human affairs as ‘kings’ or rulers, then it is indeed difficult to under-
stand with any degree of analytical precision what the concept of theocracy means.
However, the concept has a long and complex history, with many layers of meaning:
“The theocratic form of government is particularly difficult to understand, partly be-
cause the word can be taken to mean so many different things and also because the
regimes which can be labelled theocratic in one sense or another appear too differ-
ent” (Ferrero and Wintrobe 2009, 1). Etymologically, theocracy is the system of gov-
ernment of gods and deities and their representatives of human society. Derived from
the Greek Beokpartia, meaning ‘rule by god’, the word was coined by the Jewish
priest-historian, Joseph Ben Mattias better known as Titus Flavius Josephus (37 /
38-100 CE) specifically in reference to preferred Jewish systems of governance
and the role of Moses as a lawgiver, a divine personality or ‘man of God’, and an in-
terpreter of the will of Yahweh, the Hebrew God. According to Josephus, for the Jews,
“the God of Israel was allowed to be supreme King of Israel, and his directions to be
their authentic guides, God gave them such directions as their supreme king and gov-
ernor; and they were properly under a theocracy” (A. J. 2.6 —24, 3.180, 4.13, 150, 156;
C. Ap. 2.75, 145, 154; see Josephus 1974, 1137; 2006, 663; on Moses as the initiator of
theocracy, see van Seters 2005, 6199). Originally, theocracy defines “divine govern-
ment of the Jewish nation” (Josephus 1974, 507), which is the only way in which Jo-
sephus was able to explain and compare the Jewish political organisation and sys-
tem to Hellenistic systems such as monarchy, oligarchy, or a republic. Understood
as the rule of gods over humans, theocracy is an extreme form of the relationship
between politics and religion or the supernatural.

Theocracy does not literally mean that gods and deities assume governmental
power over humans but that individuals, particularly a sacerdotal order, assume po-
litical control of a society claiming divine mandate or commission. For this class of
actors, ascribing authority to a meta-social or metapolitical order guarantees obedi-
ence and allegiance for divine guidance and precept. Theocracy, therefore, is an in-
tensely contested system in which a class of religious officials exercise political
power and authority or even rule directly. The class of religio-political actors ascend
their position in their capacity as interpreters or translators of a divine will. As a rule
of gods through a sacerdotal order, theocracy is also a hierocracy or an “ecclesiocra-
cy” (Salmon 2009, 57). In a theocracy, the divine will override and overwrites the will
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of the &fjpog, the people; and the source of authority is assumed to be invisible and
inscrutable: god, gods, deities, the sacred, the supernatural, ancestors/ancestresses,
in other words, the meta-social. Theocracy is a government based on and circumscri-
bed by a theological faith, implicitly or explicitly, which may be derived from institu-
tional religion or rational ideologies that Smith characterise as quasi-religions — “ul-
timate object[s] of loyalty and devotion” (Smith 1994, 8). These rational ideologies
include humanism, nationalism, communism, or Marxism. According to Mario Ferre-
ro (Ferrero 2009), although theocracy is transreligious and transcultural, the theo-
cratic ruling class is historically male. Theocracies, therefore, correlate negatively
with women’s participation in public power; this is especially the case with Islamic
theocracies in Sharia states.

It is not infrequent that the mention of theocracy is associated with Muslim ma-
jority countries or Islamic regimes such as the Iranian state government or the Tali-
ban during their rule in Afghanistan. Theocratic strains can, however, be noted in
almost every society and type of government from the British monarchy and its rela-
tionship with the Church of England to the American system of democracy with its
conservative evangelical political resurgence. Sometimes what appears as a constitu-
tional democracy is, in fact, a disguised theocracy. Nigeria is a good example: the
debate whether it is a secular or a multireligious state is a perennial one. Christians
claim and insist that the operative 1999 Constitution is a secular document; Muslims
decry even the use of the word ‘secular’ because to them, it means irreligious. Niger-
ian Muslims claim their faith does not permit them to live in an irreligious state. Fur-
thermore, the Preamble to the Constitution states thus: “We the people of the Federal
Republic of Nigeria Having firmly and solemnly resolved, to live in unity and harmo-
ny as one indivisible and indissoluble sovereign nation under God”.? To live “under
God” is precisely what a theocracy means in its original Josephusian sense even
though the nature and character of this ‘God’, used seven times in the document,
is never elaborated. Even more confounding for those who believe that the Constitu-
tion is a secular document is that while ‘Christian’ or ‘Christianity’ does not occur in
the document, “Islam/ic” occurs 28 times; “Muslim/s” occurs 10 times and “Sharia”
occurs a staggering 73 times. The mere appearance of words may seem insignificant
but cumulatively, it is plausible to argue that they point to a major discursive, legis-
lative, and interpretative direction, which is towards upholding, reinforcing and sign-
posting Islamic legal and religious ideas, purposes, interests and agenda. Because
these Islamic concepts predominate and are used in strategic contexts, 12 of the 36
(sub-national) states of the country have adopted expanded versions of Sharia
penal codes since 1999/2000 (Ostien, Nasir, and Kogelmann 2005; Harnischfeger
2008; Chesworth and Kogelmann 2014), effectively practising a version of theocracy
that may be called ‘theodemocracy’ or theocratic democracy.

2 For the Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria (1999, as amended), cf. https://nigerian-
constitution.com/s (30.11.2021).
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The response of Nigeria’s large Christian population to the increasing ‘Shariafi-
cation’ of the country’s sociolegal environment and the crowding out of competing
religious communities, symbols, ideas, and discourses has been confounding, too.
As expected, Christians decry the imposition of Sharia penal codes in large swaths
of northern Nigeria, but they fail to provide a viable alternative other than following
the pathway defined by Muslims. Christians, in particular the Pentecostal communi-
ty, designate the country as a ‘Christian nation’ whose leaders, especially at the na-
tional level, must be born-again Christians and ‘servants of God’ imbued with divine
guidance based on the Judeo-Christian scripture. Nigerian Christians, basing their ar-
gument on articles 10 and 38(1) of the Constitution which contains the disestablish-
ment and free exercise of religion clauses,? insist that the nation is a secular State;
they have still proceeded to supply religious arguments and rhetoric for wanting
to Christianise a secular State (Ukah 2014; 2018b). In this articulation, the electorate
is reduced to giving accent to divine choice rather than expressing their own will in
choosing a leader through the exercise of electoral politics. For both Nigerian Mus-
lims and Christians, therefore, politics is a religious vocation and exercise by other
means. Inversely, religion is a political practice by other means. When they speak
of ‘democracy’, they in practice mean and prefer a theocracy where the will and
guidance of a god supersedes the will of the electorate. Theocracy shows the degree
to which a government approximates to religion in its structures, ideologies, and
practices. The Nigerian example, which can be multiplied across countries and con-
tinents, illustrates that a theocratic impulse could still be evident even in an osten-
sible liberal democracy.

4 Secular / Sacred Distinction

The concepts of religion and politics are, in theory, conceived to represent two dis-
tinct, even if related social spheres and realities. This analytic distinction is not a
given or obvious in many societies. Historically, the distinction is recent. The phe-
nomenologist of religion, Mircea Eliade postulates about “two modes of being in
the world, two existential situations assumed by man in the course of his history”
(Eliade [1957] 1987, 14), these he calls ‘the sacred’ and ‘the profane’. This distinction
is necessary, according to Eliade, because it better brings out “the specific character-
istics of life in a world capable of becoming sacred” (Eliade 1987, 15). The sacred is
the experience of the nonworld, the meta-world, while the profane is the experience
of the world; both types of experiences occur within corresponding types of spaces;

3 Art.§10: “The Government of the Federation or of a State shall not adopt any religion as State Re-
ligion”. Art. §31(1): “Every person shall be entitled to freedom of thought, conscience and religion,
including freedom to change his religion or belief, and freedom (either alone or in community
with others, and in public or in private) to manifest and propagate his religion or belief in worship,
teaching, practice and observance.”
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sacred experience occurs within “strong, significant space” while profane experience
occurs within “amorphous, neutral space” (Eliade 1987, 20). By extension of Eliade’s
distinction, the sacred space is the religious space where structured, significant ex-
perience occurs while the profane of this world is the space of amorphous experience
of politics or political mystique that degenerates human religious imagination.

Before Eliade’s writing, the distinction between the sacred and the secular was
already at the root of the theory, controversies and debates about ‘secularisation’, a
concept that Max Weber (1864 —1920) invented and introduced to the sociology of re-
ligion (Weber 1946, 307, 311; 1991 [1922], 47). Etymologically, both secular and secu-
larisation came from the Latin root of saeculum, which means an age or an era, and
by extension “a spirit of an age” (Christiano, Swatos, and Kivisto 2016, 55). The sec-
ular thus means the physical, social world with all its trappings and temptations. In
Weber’s theorisation, the greatest engine of secularisation is the rationalisation of
thought and action which produces demystification or de-magicalisation of thought
and action; it is die Entzauberung der Welt, or “the disenchantment of the world”
(Hanson 2001, 105). Disenchantment is “a transformation of structures of conscious-
ness in terms of their rationalization” (Riesebrodt 2010, 175). Rationalisation process
produces secularisation and results in the disenchantment of the world in which re-
ligion, its gods and structures lose their influence on people’s imagination and the
organisation of the social world. Secularisation dereligionizes the world, exiles
magic and miracle and produces a declining sphere of religious influence, power, au-
thority, institutions on human action and social organisation (Wilson 2016, 3-7) by
freeing institutions from religious control and domination.

While Weber believed that the distinction between the sacred and the secular,
and its consequent disenchantment of the world, is necessary to produce progress
and development, Durkheim believes that such a distinction is necessary for the for-
mation of society itself, a more radically foundational and fundamental idea. Ac-
cording to the interpretation of the German sociologist, Martin Riesebrodt,

For Durkheim, human beings and society have two dimensions, a profane and a sacred. Man is
profane in his bodily needs and desires, in his egotism and self-centeredness. He is sacred as a
moral, social being who is able to transcend these limitations. Society is profane in its everyday
economic life, which primarily serves the needs of physical reproduction. (Riesebrodt 2010,
62-63)

A completely profane person or society is impossible; so also, is a completely sacred
person or society. It takes the coexistence of both dimensions to coordinate and co-
operate for either humans or society to exist, interact, network, produce and repro-
duce. The sacred realm of society represents religion while the profane sphere repre-
sents its political yearnings and ambition. Even for many societies, (for example, in
Africa) where there are no words for ‘religion’ (Ukah 2016a, 48; 49 Shaw 1990, 339),
this spiritual dimension exists and articulates the peoples’ non-worldly desires but
exists in tension with the mundane and profane concerns that make life and living
possible. The distinction between the sacred and the profane or secular is analytical;
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the existence of one sphere makes the other possible. Similarly, the distinction be-
tween politics and religion is amorphous, nebulous, and analytically useful but as
dimensions of social reality, hard to concretely demarcate.

5 Separation between State and Religion

A nation-state is a collective formed by a government that assumes a legal and moral
right to control and reserves the use of force as a last resort in exercising jurisdiction
over a territory and its citizens (Cohen, Kennedy, and Perrier 2013, 85). In many parts
of the world, the nation-state is a recent phenomenon, although in Europe and Japan
it predates modernity. The State is (presumed to be) the core sphere of politics, the
realm of the secular and this-worldly organisation and distribution of power and
the exercise of authority over commonly owned resources through legal-rational le-
gitimation. Religion, on the other hand, is the realm of non-worldly power and exer-
cise of authority through charismatic (or in some instances, traditional / cultural),
non-legal-rational legitimation. The modern state makes claims, demands alle-
giance, and exercises its power and sovereignty on territories and populations,
while religion does not make a similar claim to territorial sovereignty but demands
loyalty and allegiance over populations. The separation between the state and reli-
gion in western countries as well as in many non-western nations is recent and varies
from one state to another. The arguments and purpose of such separation are subject
to debate. Some scholars argue separation constitutionally provides a level playing
ground for a plurality of religious groups and traditions, allowing the state to be the
guarantor of freedoms and rights of all citizens (Laborde 2016). Perhaps, more impor-
tant in the separation of state from church - considering the long-drawn-out reli-
gious wars in Europe - is to protect the state from religious interference in the run-
ning of government and statecraft. Separation is, therefore, a response to the fact
and reality of religious plurality and diversity and the inevitable competition to con-
trol instruments of state. It is easy to point out inconsistencies and contradictions in
both the conceptualisation and application of the doctrine of separation of spheres
of operations. In many instances, the wall of separation is a flexible, porous, and
permeable one that permits mutual interaction and influence.

In European countries, the state performs services that benefit institutional reli-
gious organisations, a practice that is not possible in the United States where the dis-
establishment of state and church is aggressively policed. However, religious organ-
isations active in the provision of social welfare increasingly benefit from
government funds in the United States. Also, in recent years, state officials promul-
gate and justify policies based on sacred scriptures (Miller and Shimron 2018). Such
services which some states provide for religious, mainly Christian, organisations in
Europe include the collection of church tax and help with maintenance of church
property. In Nigeria which claims to be an electoral and constitutional democracy,
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the state spends more on religious buildings and pilgrimages than it does on the pro-
vision of education and healthcare put together.

Aside from Muslim majority states that are avowed Islamic republics, where there
is an intimately intermingled circulation of power between the spheres, in many
other modern states, the doctrine of separation of state structures, policies and prac-
tices from religious ideologies and organisations is the norm of political and philo-
sophical orthodoxy (Martin 2010). In practice, however, many states — such as South
Africa where religious organisations are powerful social actors and power brokers —
find it impracticable to keep government policies away from religion, or religion
away from the state. The overarching function of the state is partly to exercise over-
sight even on the legitimate exercise of the freedom of religion and other religious
rights. Another factor that poses a strong challenge to divorcing the state from reli-
gious practice is the rise of religious hypernationalism across many countries (Eu-
rope and Asia; in Africa, Pentecostalism — and in the United States, the rise of Alt-
Right (or Alternative Right) in its merging with conservative evangelical Christians)
and its interaction with visible political roles. In the case of the Alt Right, an amor-
phous collection of white supremacist groups, neo-Nazis, racist ideological forma-
tions and white conservative Christians, the election of President Donald Trump
has helped in no small measure to boost the visibility and embolden its online
voice and influence over US State policy formulation and implementation (Futrell
and Simi 2018). In this new unfolding environment, and in many other countries,
old inhibitions against the mixing of state policies and support with religion is wan-
ing and old barriers are breaking down with powerful religious organisations infil-
trating and controlling state organs and facilities. The principle of separation of
state and religion will remain in place but will be likely observed in breaches, a
point to underscore the intricate and inextricable relationship between politics
and religion and the circulation of power between different domains in society.

6 Conclusion

Politics and religion are spheres of human practice and performance that exist in
mutual tension. As spheres of power and domination, there are many dimensions
to their relationship. Some of those analytical spheres have been discussed in this
chapter, drawing examples from several societies and countries but especially
from Africa where the postcolonial state is frail and fragile, often contending with
residual religious institutions and attitudes. Religion as the political economy of
the sacred and ritual archive is not a priori apolitical; it is intimately connected
with power that claims to transcend the sphere of the social. Claiming that it is or
should be separated from politics, a core and foundational domain of power, is to
obfuscate complex imbrications of the mutual reinforcement of politics and religion.
As the above discussions illustrate, the intersection between politics and religion is
complex, complicated, and intricate because both spheres of social reality and expe-
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rience are potential sources and structures of moral purpose, real interests, and so-
cial action. As dimensions of social reality, the relationship between politics and re-
ligion is a continuum. Politics and religion are structures to explain the world, pro-
viding moral meaning between events and peoples or groups and their total
environment (social, economic, cultural, physical, ethical, geopolitical). Religion
generates communities of belief; politics creates communities of real interest. Both
domains have a direct bearing on power structures, circulation of power and ways
of gaining access to and controlling or dominating these structures. Like modernity,
the relationship and intersection between politics and religion embody some contra-
dictions and tensions that can be seen in civil religion, theocracy, the conceptual at-
tempts to distinguish between the secular and the sacred, and the constitutional sep-
aration between the state and religion in liberal and constitutional democracies;
between separation/disestablishment and recognition/establishment. Through poli-
tics and religion, real “needs and interests are articulated and pursued in the frame-
work of structural possibilities and ideological orientations” (Riesebrodt 2010, 181)
inevitably resulting in contradictory outcomes and social realities.
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Birgit Weyel
Practical Theology and Religion

1 Introduction

What is practical theology? What religious practice does it refer to? These definitions
are highly relevant to me. As a chaired professor in Practical Theology at an old uni-
versity in southern Germany, my work depends heavily on the answers to these ques-
tions. What subjects for research should I select and where do I find them? From
what perspectives and with which methods should I proceed? For whom do I
write? For what audience and with what goal? What is the relationship between
the topics of my teaching/speaking engagements and the shifting interests of my re-
search? At this point in my academic career, I have answered these questions with
considerable diversity (Weyel 2006a, 2013, 2014, 2016). In addressing these matters,
I also have to account for the shifting contexts and expectations which are brought to
me and in which I conduct myself. Practical theology cannot be separated from re-
ligious practice — they must be sought and found together because together they
form a common context. My understanding of religious practice informs my practical
theology and vice versa. The proceeding discussion will unfold as follows: First, I will
go deeper with these encyclopedic questions and bring them into contact with my
particular framework. (2) In doing so, the topic at hand will fan out in various direc-
tions, unfolding intrinsic tensions in the field (3). Then, I will treat explicitly the topic
of practical theology, lived religion (4.1), the concept of religious practice (4.2) and
from there I will inquire about the theory-formation of practical theology.

2 The Encyclopedic Question

What from case to case we ought to understand by “practical theology” depends on
several factors and their dynamic relationships: institutional setting, different meth-
odological approaches, and corresponding theory-development, the overlapping of
various contexts into which practical theology is speaking, the various expectations
brought to practical theology, and last but not least the subjects who pursue practi-
cal theology as practical theology. The same may be said of other academic fields,
but the complexity of the issue is often understated when speaking about practical
theology. Hence Brett C. Hoover describes practical theology as a “hub of intersecting
activities” (Hoover 2019, 7). The following sketch will be one that both serves the cur-
rent understanding of the field and allows room for new models. This contribution
operates against the background assumption that practical theology is an academic
form of knowledge that cannot be — nor should be — considered apart from its con-
structive character and embedded context.

8 OpenAccess. © 2022 Birgit Weyel, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110618150-017
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How one classifies or delineates a particular field of study is a central question.
The outcome of this sort of reflection on the nature of practical theology helps not
only the one practicing to obtain information but it can also strengthen the possibil-
ity for dialogue in inter-cultural and global contexts. Kathleen A. Cahalan und Gor-
don S. Mikoski have chosen a similar approach, in that they liken the field of prac-
tical theology to a conversation consisting of many voices (Cahalan and Mikoski
2014, 271), the similarities and differences of which they can only make explicit in
the conclusion at the end of their book. However, the foundations and presentation
of practical theology are in many ways confined to a particular framework. This ex-
presses itself in select processes and decisions. What issues and what objects are
being dealt with — and which are excluded? What literature is consulted? What
names are mentioned, and which names are not? How is the material organized
and what logic does the ordering of chapters follow? The problem is not that these
decisions must be made, but rather that they are not known to authors. It is not
as if these have been made transparent and key features have been established as
norms. Against the background of this only hinted-at problem, I have made two
basic decisions for my presentation. First it seems helpful to me in the first place
to state the tensions and ambiguities in practical theology, without having to clarify
them in one way, or disambiguate them in another (cf. the approach of Mercer and
Miller-McLemore 2016). This therefore takes into account what has often been de-
scribed in the history of practical theology as the “constitutive uncertainty of its
foundations and objectives” (Krause 1972, xx). This uncertainty is not a flaw; it
lies established in the very dynamic of the discipline: its openness to practical issues
in the Church and in Christianity (Albrecht 2000, 321). Second, on the other hand,
this treatment of practical theology does not claim to cover the (singular!) practical
theology for the German-speaking world or even continental Europe. While a surface-
level representation such as this might offer some orientation, it also brings with it
unsatisfactory oversimplification.

Furthermore, one must avoid the risk of eurocentrism, by, for example, singling
out Continental Europe as the home of major theological developments. “It is prob-
ably not claiming too much to say that Continental Europe was the cradle of practical
theology, at least of practical theology as an academic discipline” (Schweitzer 2012,
465). Indeed, there very well may be comparable developments, similarities, paral-
lels, and mutual influences in other countries. Overview-sketch presentations fre-
quently unfold master narratives, which assert claims of origins and simple cause
and effect relationships. In these historical arch-narratives, the reciprocity of influen-
ces, as well as the complexity of practices often go ignored. To avoid this, the follow-
ing sketch only attempts to describe the constitutive challenges which arise when
considering the task of Protestant practical theology in a specific institutional con-
text — namely a public university in southern Germany. It does intend to project
these issues unilaterally.
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3 Tensions due to the History of Practical Theology
in Germany

I understand practical theology to be an academic discipline which in the German-
speaking context is taught within a theology department. The encyclopedic rationale
for the field is closely tied to its institutionalization in the historical context of the
Berlin University reform in 1810. Friedrich Schleiermacher, who at the time worked
as an advisor to Wilhelm von Humboldt, contributed substantially to the model of
the reform (Weyel 2006b, 51-55). Although Schleiermacher himself was opposed
to the formation of an independent chair for practical theology, his vision for the uni-
versity (Schleiermacher [1808] 1964) and his theological encyclopedia, the brief out-
line (Schleiermacher [1810/11] 1998), led to the establishment of practical theology as
a discipline and the scientification of its theory and practice (Barth 2017; Grédb 2017;
Weyel 2022). The scientific reformulation of theology that occurred in this neo-hu-
manist university context continues to shape the understanding and regulation of
practical theology in the German state-church today. In proceeding I will go deeper
into this historical background.

3.1 The Scientification of the Relationship between Theory and
Practice

The Prussian university reform was characterized by the neo-humanist education
ideal, which sought to train people in independent, scientific work, as opposed to
a more general formation. Related to this was the view that one can only react to so-
cietal changes sustainably through self-education and the ability to make independ-
ent judgments. Academic study accordingly intended to make a long-lasting and
high-quality contribution to one’s qualification for a given job, thereby doing away
with strict qualification requirements. This is also the case for theology, which at
the institutional level of the university is regarded as a positive science. The object
of theology — insofar as it concerns the action-oriented side of Christianity - is
“the qualification of competent leadership for the Christian Church” (Grdb 2017, 399).

This readjustment of theology brought about long-lasting effects, which, al-
though they were a reaction to societal changes in the 19" and 20" century (Drehsen
1988; Drehsen 2007), continue to shape today. Some of the ramifications of this shift
include the differentiation between the Church and Christianity — a concept which
brought about the strict separation of religious practice from theological reflection
— as well as the relativization of various claims to validity through a growing histor-
ical consciousness (Laube 2007, 64—68). Against the backdrop of the growing need
for reflection and orientation, religious practice was raised to the rank of a narrowly
defined and institutionalized object of academic study. This vision took as a prereq-
uisite the awareness of a necessary differentiation between theology as a form of re-
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flection and religious practice as the exercise of religion. Schleiermacher placed re-
ligious practice at the center of all theology where it formed the connection between
the various theological disciplines: “Theology is a positive science the parts of which
are only connected to a whole by their common relationship to a specific faith i.e., by
their relationship to Christianity” (Schleiermacher 1998, §1; o.t.). In light of today’s
growing religious pluralization, it is worth noting that this model does not only
apply to Christianity but rather can speak to any number of faiths. The understand-
ing of theology as reflection on religious practice by religious communities was not,
for Schleiermacher, an explicitly Christian or Protestant model. It requires only a
commitment to community building and an interest in scientific self-reflection. Cer-
tainly, this theological model impacts how various religious communities in Germa-
ny operate — for example various Islamic groups. Nowadays if these groups wish to
achieve official state recognition, they must abide by this model. Hence, we hear peo-
ple speaking today of the “churchification” of Islam (von Sydow 2010).

The relationship between theology and Christianity in Schleiermacher’s model
contains both a functional as well as a substantial aspect; these are rooted in the ma-
terial essence-defining of Christianity. The unity of theology consists in the “substan-
tial-functional dual constitution of the Wissenschaft of Christianity for the promotion
of Christianity” (Laube 2007, 81; o.t.). By this essence-defining of Christianity we are
not to understand some speculative principle or dogmatic which is subject to critical,
empirical verification. For Schleiermacher Christianity comes into view as a historical
phenomenon; its essence is determined by historical analyses of the status quo, not
by metaphysical or supernatural characteristics. The essence of Christianity is ob-
tained in the analysis of its historical manifestations. It consists of a “reflected his-
toricity” (Laube 2007, 81; o.t.). The essence of Christianity, therefore, cannot be locat-
ed outside of history; it is woven into history and can only be derived from it through
processes of reconstructive interpretation. Dogmatics is therefore properly consid-
ered part of practical theology, in that it leads to critical self-reflection of how Chris-
tianity developed and became what it is.

This course set out in the early 19" century continues to have an impact in many
respects. Practical theology is an academic field whose relationship to its subject is
in need of constant re-explanation. In Germany the academic field of practical the-
ology is somewhat of a balancing act: it must emphasize its relationship to practice,
while at the same time maintaining proper distance. Practical theology does not un-
derstand itself as applied science. On the one hand it must uphold its practical rele-
vance for its practitioners, while at the same time maintaining its academic integrity
with other fields at the university.
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3.2 Formation for Clergy and Teachers as res mixta (The
Working together of Religious Communities with State
Involvement)

To this day, the churches in Germany hold that the training for pastoral ministry
should mirror that of other careers; theological study at a (state) university should
be a prerequisite for the obtaining of a church office. This decision was maintained
even after the Church and State in Germany separated from one another in 1919. Still
today the participation of religious communities (churches) and the state involve-
ment in the education of religious teachers and clergy are intimately intertwined
through legal relations (Christoph 2009). The state’s interest in the academic training
for religious teachers and ministers (pastoral jobs) has been recently renewed (2014)
through the establishment of centers for Islamic theology in Germany. On the one
hand, this historical state-church model is expanding to encompass other religious
communities (and is therefore strengthened); on the other hand, there are political
voices emerging who, in light of growing religious pluralization and diminishing
numbers of church membership, plead for a reduction of state involvement in reli-
gious education and to allow for self-management among religious communities.

Different theologies are confronted with both the expectations of the church
community and those studying for religious occupations (for example those who
are doing apprentices in a church). Theologies are therefore faced with the challenge
of integrating the practical-religious needs for the general community, while keeping
in view the professional interests (especially course curriculum) of the students who
are training to become teachers, ministers, and to occupy other professions in the
religious fields. These occupations have the central task of determining the proper
subject matter for practical theology, as well as the objectives of doctrine and re-
search. For this reason, the current model for the study of Protestant practical theol-
ogy is oriented toward the tasks of preaching, pastoral ministry, and education. Even
recent practical theology textbooks which attempt to closely conform to curricular
requirements follow this profession-oriented principle (Karle 2020; Fechtner et
al. 2017). In a way, the pastoral paradigm is reproduced in class and the body of
knowledge of practical theology is connected back to its assumed relevance for ca-
reer preparation. In order to ensure the development of practical theology is oriented
solely toward profession preparation, textbooks have been expanded to include re-
flections on the general framework of religious practice (e.g., religion in modern
and late modern era, individualization, and secularism (e.g., Fechtner et al. 2017).
The constructive character of practical theology is especially evident in these de-
scriptions. On the one hand, the character of practical theology remains abstract.
On the other hand, theories in practical theology are contextualized — developed
in light of the descriptive categories of modern, late modern, and postmodern.
One theoretical model by Wolfgang Steck takes an inductive approach — it integrates
numerous independent theoretical elements into his presentation and in a detailed
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manner seeks to identify the core profile of specific and selective manifestations of
actualized, lived out religion.

“In order to maintain the authenticity of practical religion and at the same time
shield it from theoretical alienation, empirical manifestations of contemporary Chris-
tian practice are not observed from the distant perspective of academic theorist,
rather they are represented as they are themselves: partly in their immediate so-
cial-cultural expression, partly as presented in its own reflective self-description”
(Steck 2000, 16; o.t.). Only in the subsequent interpretation of this system of catego-
ries is a practice theory drafted that aims to integrate reflections developed in the
practice itself.

3.3 Practical Theology as Theology

By virtue of its institutional context, practical theology is placed alongside her theo-
logical sister-disciplines as part of an organized whole (a theology faculty or depart-
ment). Administrative matters that pertain to the teaching of and commitment to
evangelical theology (for example granting degrees, conferring venia legendi, estab-
lishing study regulations) fall under the jurisdiction of confessional theology and are
shielded from outside influence. What falls into the area of facility administration
and what should be left to the influences of confessional principles remains to be
negotiated by the university administration, state department of science, and the
evangelical churches. Since education policy in Germany lies within the sovereignty
of each specific federal state (Bundesland) and the status of the Faculty of Theology
belongs to the res mixta of the church and state, church agreements are negotiated
and closed at the state level (for Tiibingen: Baden-Wiirttemberg). In the Evangelical
Church Contract Baden-Wiirttemberg (Evangelischer Kirchenvertrag Baden-Wiirttem-
berg), which merged the church territories of Baden and Wiirttemberg, it was estab-
lished that evangelical theology would be taught at the University of Tiibingen, and
an adequate endowment would be granted on the part of the state:

The Evangelical-theological departments at the Universities of Heidelberg and Tiibingen remain
for the cultivation of the teaching and research of evangelical theology — an integral part of Eu-
ropean academic culture — and for the academic formation of pastors and teachers in school
religious education. An adequate representation of the five core theological subjects ranging
from philosophy of Christian religion to ancient languages is guaranteed. These five core sub-
jects include Old Testament, New Testament, Church History, Systematic Theology, and Practical
Theology. (Evangelischer Kirchenvertrag 2007, Art. 3; o.t.)

The number of appointed chairs (15) was explicitly noted at the time of the unifica-
tion; it remains to be seen whether this specification is to be understood as norma-
tive or descriptive. There is also the question of whether the state interest in main-
taining academic theology will remain in the future and whether the cost for its
maintenance will increase as the number of students decrease. Among interdiscipli-
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nary classes, courses of study, support agreements, and research societies, there are
numerous models that do not question academic theology itself as an organizational
unit. Since theology is represented at the Universitas Litterarum, it is viewed by other
disciplines as a cooperation partner and vice versa. As such, theological study can
pair itself with other disciplines and form combined degrees or courses of study
and research societies for which there exist third party funding opportunities.

The institutional framework of the state church treats protestant theology as a
science to which practical theology belongs as a core subject. This means that prac-
tical theology is permanently linked to the sister disciplines with whom it forms
course plans and degree programs and with whom it enters conversation. In this in-
terdisciplinary vision we get a better glimpse of theology as a whole as well as what
protestant theology actually is, when it is viewed as its own subject and not merely as
a husk. The question of what makes practical theology theology is not seldom in-
formed by the competition between the theological disciplines, especially when it
comes to question of relevance and orientation (Grdb 1988). For practical theology’s
self-understanding, it is important that it is perceived as a unique discipline with its
own theory; it should not be treated as merely a bridge builder between other theo-
logical disciplines and church practice. The move toward empirical methods in the
past centuries has contributed to the establishment of practical theology’s independ-
ence from systematic theology and exegesis. Reception arenas also help; this sort of
empirical research frequently arouses interests in church settings (pastoral conven-
tions, academies, church administrations). Additionally, by using shared methods
and closely connected theoretical approaches, opportunities arise for cooperation
with other empirically oriented fields apart from theology. Despite this, however,
the “fundamental problem” is still not totally resolved (Albrecht 2011, 23; o.t.). The
problem “lies in the tension between the goal of practical theology to have specified
rules for its craft which do not raise scientific claims and the expectation to have sci-
entific justifications for these rules on hand, which do not collide or compete with
the goals, procedures, or topics of concern for other theological disciplines” (Al-
brecht 2011, 23; o.t.).

3.4 Practical Theology and Other Forms of Knowledge

While reflections on the relationship between theory and practice find their place in
the academy, other forms of knowledge which do not conform to academic standards
or follow academic rules of discourse are directed to other institutions. Following the
model whereby one begins with university study followed by hands-on training in
field (paid internships, apprenticeship) and keeping the commitment to the principle
of life-long learning, further education in other forms of knowledge can be added
onto one’s course of education. From the perspective of the academy, the standards
of knowledge in the non-university, church contexts (for example in seminary) fall
far short. From the perspective of the churches, academic practical theology is out
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of touch with real life and its relevance to practice is questioned. From the history of
practical theology, many examples of this can be called to mind. Of course, these are
not limited to mutual criticism or the juxtaposition of different forms of knowledge.
The integration of internships as part of academic study, the appointing of practition-
ers to university teaching positions, the reading of academic literature in seminary
courses, the invitation of professors to courses for professional development of pas-
tors and other church-related professionals and seminars, are all ways examples of
attempts to bridge the gap between different forms of knowledge, even if through
such encounters the differences between them are made more evident. On the one
hand, practical theologians can provide insight when invited to serve on advisory
councils and boards in churches, on the hand these visits could be occasions for
their own knowledge acquisition.

Approaches that apply the concept of theology to religious subjects with pro-
grammatic intention can also be classified as attempts at integration and bridge-
building (Luther 1987). For example, academic theologians often take statements
gathered empirically from children and youth and link these to theological concepts
(children’s theology, youth theology) (Schweitzer and Schlag 2012; Zimmermann
2016). Paradoxically, in doing so, the theories developed from within an academic
culture and constructed according to its own inner logic, are undermined at the
same time they are carried on. In proceeding, the concept of theology will first be
made ambiguous, so that by detailing the criticism of children’s theology it will in
turn be clarified.

The concept of a collaborative practical theology integrates different forms of
knowledge that work together constructively, by differentiating their respective
roles in the pursuit of knowledge (e.g., de Roest 2019). Academic practical theology
can bring practitioners into the research process who can provide different perspec-
tives from their various communities. The knowledge of these practitioners is valua-
ble — increasing both the utility and the benefits that the research can then contrib-
ute back to the practice. In my assessment, this integrative approach is particularly
strong. It allows me as a scholar to systematically reflect on the discussions in my
field and consider how they are present in ethnographic contexts. At the same
time, however, when practical theology proceeds collaboratively, it remains open
to tensions. Said otherwise: the practice of research requires one to reflect on the
constructing and manufacturing character of sociality and intersubjectivity while
keeping view toward practitioners. Ethnomethodology has brought attention to prob-
lems regarding the governing rules of the field, particularly as they relate to conver-
sations with bureaucratic organizations and entities. Often in my work I find myself
in “situations of justification” (Bohnsack 2017, 42; o.t.), whose definitional fixations
and interpretations I do not carry over to the realm of research. The envisioned prac-
tical utility assumes that the researcher improves and adapts according to the needs
of practitioners in the field. I will take up again the question of the object of practical
theology and its character as theology in a line of thought which attempts to present
the object and theory of practical theology via the concept of religious practice.
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4 Religious Practice: The Subject and Formation of
Practical Theology

4.1 Religion as Lived Religion

What we identify as religion in a pluralistic society must be marked and identified in
connection to a concept of religion as religion (Matthes 1992). The variety and diver-
sity of religious practice correspond to contexts in which we live. In our case, religion
is embedded in conditions marked by individualization and pluralization. The con-
cept of “lived religion” takes up as its object the embedding of religion in various
life contexts (see the chapter of Ruard Gaanzevoort in this book). Since practical the-
ology identifies “lived religion” as its object, it carries with this claim the assertion
that it makes a principal contribution to an overall theory of Christianity. Practical
theology assumes, “that there is no phenotype of religious people which exists inde-
pendent from the construction of a normative, scientific concept of religion” (Pflei-
derer 2002, 33; o.t.). Theories of a lived religion are “strategies to make religion visi-
ble.” (Pfleiderer 2002, 33; o.t.) These strategies are critical toward theories of
secularization, which attach themselves to the dwindling of institutionalized religion
and the disappearance of religions as a whole. A large part of the empirical-qualita-
tive work in practical theology (which has emerged in the last twenty years) is con-
nected to the work of Thomas Luckmann (1991) — namely the making visible of what
he describes as “invisible religion.” This approach surveys processes of constructing
religion, structures of everyday life (Merle 2011), and biographical interpretations
(Gréb 1998). Since religion is lived out in various and individualized ways, it must
be first named and identified as religion. It belongs to the very nature of practical
theology that both in research and when working with its subjects, it is always de-
veloping its understanding of religion anew. Any work on the concept of religion
is in principle interminable since our understanding of religion cannot be explained
apart from the concrete manifestations of its practitioners. In this context there is
also the task of the operationalization of religion, which seeks to treat these in a
methodologically controlled manner, according to their various contexts. The re-
search processes, between the work on the concept of religion and empirical survey,
lead to a hermeneutical circle of mutual clarification (Weyel 2013).

4.2 Religion as Social Practice: Perspectives on the Social
Nature of Religion

Against the focus on the religious subject and the individualized forms of religion
beyond institutional contexts (e.g., churches), the question of the social and cultural
embeddedness of religion also presents itself. An empirical-phenomenological ap-
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proach to religion maintains a constant reference to cultural interpretive patterns,
narratives, etc. without reconstructing some underlying phenomenon of conscious-
ness of the surveyed subjects. Interpretations of religious experience are tied to
the signs, images, and texts transmitted by a given society or culture. In the wake
of material, special, and digital turns, artifacts, spaces, and technologies also come
into view. Following and building on the concept of “lived religion” is the more re-
cently developed emphasis on religion as social practice. The stress on social practice
seeks to integrate the social dimension of religion into our understanding of religion
as a concept. Religion is something that is always lived in specific forms, from within
certain culturally transmitted norms; it is given to an individual, but the individual
can adjust its form and modify it in an individual way. The religious person is thus
characterized neither as an individual purely shaped by their own subjectivity nor a
“marionette in a theater of social practice” (Laube 2015, 47; o.t.). Religious practice is
embedded in concrete social relations determined by “doings and sayings” (Laube
2015, 47; o.t.; according to Schatzki 2002). These social interdependences provide pat-
terns of religious practice that are fairly stable. In addition to the doings and sayings,
the concept of social practice also conceptualizes mindset as part of interactive i.e.,
mutual practices. Alongside the interactivity of social practice, its reflexivity is also
important. What should be identified as religion is not always strictly determined.
Rather it is constantly identified anew amidst various social practices — even
when it is not explicitly identified, it remains implicit.

4.3 A Theory of Religious Practice as Theology

Practical theology shares methodological approaches and vocabulary with religious
studies, sociology of religion, psychology of religion, cultural studies, and others.
One might ask then whether there is an essential difference between the discipline
of theology and the study of religion, or whether all empirical religious research
should rather be shared among participants of all possible disciplines. The fields
of theology do not possess research methods that are exclusive to them alone; rather
theology shares the canon of methods with the humanities, social, and cultural sci-
ences. The institutional expansion of the theological disciplines is a foundational de-
cision that promotes scientific reflection on religion - it seeks to understand how re-
ligions are lived out in communities of faith in Germany. The fact that theology has a
scientific nature and at the same time confessional-religious “ties” is thus viewed
positively. Theology as an academic discipline does not exist solely to serve the
self-understanding of religions in society or to work against the emigration of reli-
gious communities out of society. The presence of a religious scholar in the field
should therefore not be viewed as a hindrance to research and teaching, rather
the opposite: an occasion for productivity. The personal commitment between the
scholar and the object of her study is made transparent by the institutional setting
of theology. It is possibly this transparency with one’s personal commitments that
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sets theology apart from other academic fields dealing with religion. The freedom
and potential for reflection that practical theology holds towards confessing com-
munities is owed to its conversations with other disciplines and its institutional lo-
cation, which places it both near and far from the lived religion of these communi-
ties. One might ask then whether this same transparency of a scholar’s personal
commitment to her field of study might be a useful methodological move in other
fields. In ethnology, proximity and distance to the object of research is both reflected
upon and methodologically enacted. The clarification of the social position of the re-
searcher plays an important role, especially in connection with the methodology of
the participatory observation. Participation and observation are conceived as an “on-
going changing of registers” (Breidenstein et al. 2013, 67; o.t.) which make it possible
to approximate and observe cultural practices and trace the meaning and relevance
attributed to these practices. On the other hand, however, it must at the same time be
possible to take the perspective of reflective distance. Neither proximity nor distance
alone allows for good ethnography; it is rather the “double movement” between par-
ticipation and observation, proximity, and distance. “Both ethnographers, the ‘na-
tive’ and the ‘foreigner’ confront this demand, only from different starting points”
(Breidenstein et al. 2013, 68; o.t.). The oscillation between proximity and distance
and the reflection on changing registers is an epistemic model for those disciplines
concerned with lived religion. In any case, as [ understand it, it is the model for prac-
tical theology. Theoretical approaches under the umbrella of practice-theory which
have provoked a wide resonance in practical theology in recent years are, in my
view, helpful, precisely because they create space for multi-perspective research ap-
proaches and bring practical theology as itself a form of practice into consideration.
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Matthew Ryan Robinson
Sociability and Religion

1 Introduction: On Sociability and Method in
Theological Research

Whatever else it may be, religion under the pen of a scholar is always also the schol-
ar’s own construction. That construction will be conditioned by each particular
scholar’s personal background and experience, as well as by the particular ways
through which she or he has sought to control for those limiting conditions. The pre-
sent volume recognizes these challenges and seeks to address them head-on by ex-
plicitly inviting us, the contributing authors, to reflect on our own research back-
grounds and orientations and how they filter our scholarly analyses in as self-
aware a manner as we can.

A perhaps curious acknowledgement must, however, come along with the selec-
tion of this hermeneutical approach. Not only does it resist the top-down assertion of
concepts and scholarly paradigms from some outside source onto peoples and their
traditions that are animated by unique forms of life and deserving of their own cor-
respondingly specific presentation. That very resistance is the methodological con-
clusion of denying that scholars can ever capture the ‘essence’ or articulate with
complete ‘accuracy’ the beliefs, values, and practices that animate any community’s
or tradition’s modes of life. This results in the awkward acknowledgement that the
denial of universality sets the scholar at an equal distance from particularity, leaving
the study of religion floating in a kind of outer-space-like limbo between seeking to
neutralize as many of one’s own prejudices and universal concepts as possible, on
the one hand, while affording untouchable uniqueness and independence to the
communities and traditions one studies on the other.

A practical theology of the kind that seeks to develop an empirically founded
and hermeneutically reflected theory of lived religion out of the highly particularized
individual experiences of the individual scholar participants needs to address itself
to this challenge. I want to suggest that a particular orientation to the dynamics of
human ‘sociability’ is helpful for working through methodological challenges in theo-
logical research for practical theologians who are interested in a transcultural and
transreligious approach to lived religion. Specifically, thinking of theological re-
search as a sociable task can help theologians to inhabit the hermeneutical problem
that arises in the tension between universality and particularity.

In this article, I define and then outline ‘sociability’ as meaningful participation
in human community. To conduct theological research ‘sociably’ in the development
of a hermeneutics of lived religion in diverse contexts requires unusual methods,
specifically, embedded methods. This will raise questions related to the appropriate

8 OpenAccess. © 2022 Matthew Ryan Robinson, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed
under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110618150-018
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degree of distance and involvement between scholars and communities. But it can
also help us to reflect more deeply on the nature of what theology is, what it does
and how it functions in and for communities. Paying greater attention to the dynam-
ics of participation in community can help theologians in general and practical the-
ologians in particular to thematize the phenomena that individuals and communities
themselves identify as religious in a way that preserves a high degree of independ-
ence between scholar and subject, seeking to preserve the authenticity of both sub-
jects’ experience and the scholar’s descriptive analysis. At the same time, practical
theologians are called to the recognition that they continue to interpret those phe-
nomena, contextualize them, and thereby participate in the process of producing
them as historically positive traditions. An orientation to the sociable nature of the-
ology leads not to lament or cynicism that this participation is unavoidable but
rather to responsible recognition and engagement with it.

In what follows, I introduce Friedrich Schleiermacher’s early Romantic Attempt
at a Theory of Sociable Conduct (Schleiermacher [1799] 2011) in part one as the pri-
mary reference work for the reflections on sociability and theological method out-
lined in parts two and three.

2 Schleiermacher on Religion and Sociability

In the spring of 1799, Schleiermacher was occupied with bringing his first major lit-
erary project to completion, namely, On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers.
In this text, Schleiermacher theorizes religion as a “sensibility and taste” for the in-
finite, for the universe, and the cultivation of “feeling” for “the relation of humanity
to it [the universe]” (Schleiermacher [1799] 1996, 23, 22, 19). Less well-known, how-
ever, is that he had already anonymously published, in the January and February
1799 issues of the Enlightenment periodical Berlinisches Archiv der Zeit und ihres
Geschmacks, a text in two parts outlining an “Attempt at a Theory of Sociable Con-
duct” (Schleiermacher 2011).* In this latter text, Schleiermacher describes the expe-
rience of late Enlightenment salon culture, where in the context of open homes men
and women of differing social classes, levels of education and professional engage-
ments could interact on equal footing, engaging one another on issues of science,
art, politics, religion, travel and any number of other topics. Through this exchange,
one’s world expanded — opened to the universe, one might say — and new possibil-
ities were created. The relevance of Schleiermacher’s “Attempt” to the writing of the
Speeches is that Schleiermacher repurposed many of the arguments from his “At-

1 For a philosophical contextualization of Schleiermacher’s essay in the German Enlightenment and
overview of its broad reception in the twentieth century, as well as an interpretation of Schleiermach-
er’s theological development of the concept of sociability, see Robinson (2018).
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tempt” for use throughout the Speeches, particularly in the fourth speech which he
titled, “On the Sociable Element in Religion” (Robinson 2018).

In the fourth speech of On Religion, Schleiermacher calls religion “the most com-
plete result of human sociability” (Schleiermacher 1996, 75). The reason for this is
that Schleiermacher saw human experience as caught up in a perpetual dialectic be-
tween, on the one hand, encountering one’s own limitations and thereby being
brought to an awareness of something more which surpasses and encompasses one-
self or one’s community and, on the other hand, moving beyond the self into what
Robert Orsi and Tyler Roberts have described as an excessive “more” (Orsi 2011, 97—
104; Roberts 2006, 705-706) through interactive relationships with other persons
and groups that can confirm, correct, or otherwise help one overcome one’s limita-
tions. The latter movement, of course, quickly becomes a new instance of the former,
and the process repeats. In other words, it is through a certain kind of participatory
interaction with diverse others that individuals and communities develop themselves
into particular individualities. This interaction possesses an inherently “religious”
quality in the sense (and to the extent) that it is driven by an orientation, not only
toward what exceeds the self, but toward giving a complete, integrated account of
that excess and, finally, of all things. Every coming into community both is an at-
tempt at giving such an account and, by virtue of its finitude, becomes a reaffirma-
tion that one has not done so. While this is especially evident in communities tradi-
tionally identified as ‘religious’, it is true to some extent of all forms of human
community in Schleiermacher’s view.

Sociable interactions thus constitute the primary site of religious formation for
Schleiermacher. In order to understand this hermeneutical position, it will be helpful
to summarize some of the main arguments of Schleiermacher’s theory of sociability.
Long before a community becomes self-reflectedly religious in the sense of intention-
ally seeking to develop a comprehensive orientation toward reality as such, individ-
ual persons and small groups perceive a fundamental need for what Schleiermacher
theorizes in the “Attempt” as freie Geselligkeit, or “free sociability.” He writes, “Soci-
ability that is free and not bound or determined by some external purpose is de-
manded by all human beings as one of their most primary and most noble needs”
(Schleiermacher 2011, 165).> Schleiermacher explicates this basic need by reference
to commonplace experiences of professional and private life. The former brings
with it the tendency to see and interpret life from the point of view of a predeter-
mined interest and to implement the necessary methods for accomplishing a specific
end. The latter tends to make life just as simple by means of routinization and habit-
uation of behaviors and attitudes. Those who are “thrown back and forth” between
these two modes find themselves in a situation not unlike that of the hapless scholar

2 All translations of the Attempt are my own and follow the text of the critical edition (Schleiermach-
er [1799] 2011). Two English translations exist, see Schleiermacher ([1799] 1995) by Jeffrey Hoover and
Schleiermacher ([1799] 2006) by Peter Foley.
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floating between unjustified universals and meaningless particulars: One’s view into
the “diverse insights of humanity” — one’s understanding of what being human
could be like, beyond the limits of one’s own circumscribed experience — becomes
more and more narrow (Schleiermacher 2011, 165). These mutually compounding lim-
itations give one the overwhelming sense that

there must be some way to make these two complementary to one another such that the sphere
of one individual is placed into a position where it can be intersected as diversely as possible by
the spheres of other individuals, and each individual’s points of limitation can become view-
points into another strange world for one another, so that all appearances of humanity eventu-
ally become familiar to one and even the strangest orientations and relationships become like
friends and neighbors (Schleiermacher 2011, 165).

What is that way? ‘Free sociability’ (freie Geselligkeit). And what is free sociability?
Free sociability is simply the thoroughgoing practice of reciprocity among persons
in community with one another. The form of any freely sociable relationship, “should
be a reciprocity that permeates all participants but that is also wholly determined
and completed by them” (Schleiermacher 2011, 169). Schleiermacher then proceeds
to outline the ideal form of free sociability as a thought experiment; if it were possi-
ble to implement this ideal in practice, it would mean: (a) that no external purpose
or goal contextualizes the relationship other than the “natural tendency” (Schleier-
macher 2011, 168) driving free sociability, namely, the drive to learn as much as pos-
sible about being humans; (b) that participants engage in a “free play of thoughts
and feelings” as a method and form for revealing the group’s sum total of exposure
to and insights into humanity (Schleiermacher 2011, 170); (c) that this form of ex-
changing thoughts and feelings itself also constitutes the material content for the ex-
change such that participants are sharing their own experiences with the others, who
in turn draw upon their own experiences in reaction; (d) that all participants enjoy
full, unimpaired freedom in sharing their own experiences and perspectives as well
as commit to being transparent and comprehensive in their sharing in order that no
exposures to humanity be held back, limited, or otherwise conditioned and covered;
and finally (e) that all participants continuously engage in this reciprocal communi-
cative practice until the ‘amount’ of humanity which the group collectively contains
and can produce is exhausted.

Such reciprocity, as early German Romantics (like Schleiermacher) as well as Ger-
man literary elites (like Schiller [1795] 1971) and Idealists (like Fichte [1794/95], 1982)
were recognizing, is not simply an idea of taking turns, but a social and epistemolog-
ical ethics, that, when fully developed, implies robust civic virtues and duties, in-
cluding rights to self-determination such as free speech, public assembly, tolerant
and open public debate, and transparency in civic institutions. Early classical soci-
ologist Georg Simmel, who may have known Schleiermacher’s essay but only as an
anonymous piece (possibly via Wilhelm Dilthey), saw the theory of sociability as a
paradigm for the interpretation of basic social dynamics (Simmel [1911] 1997, 120 -
130), while later sociologists and philosophers in the twentieth century found in
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this theory and the social form of the salon both an index of the evolution of a new
form of public space (Habermas [1962] 1989, 43) as well as evidence for the functional
differentiation of society under conditions of modernity (Luhmann 1980, 158). Even
though Schleiermacher also uses the terminology of sociability more narrowly to
refer to concrete settings of private life among family and friends, the form and prac-
tice of sociability create for him a kind of universal environment for human interac-
tions and development in general. They outline basic conditions for the possibility of
human beings learning about and realizing more fully the conditions of good life in
pluralistic communities of the most diverse orientations and perspectives on the full-
ness of human life in the world in relation to the vastness of all things (Robinson
2018, 98-99).

3 Comparative and Ethical Aspects of a Sociable
Paradigm for Theological Research

As a lens for theological research, a focus on human sociability does not offer any
definition of what religion is, in some kind of essentialist sense. Rather sociability
directs the attention toward the media through which the relationships which people
regard as most meaningful and significant are formed, expressed, articulated, and
circulated. That is, sociability directs the attention toward communications that
form and maintain communities’ modes of life. And theological research participates
unavoidably in these communications. In our interconnected, globalized present, the
question is not how to avoid this form of sociability but how to engage in it respon-
sibly and fairly in theological research. Personally, as a scholar with an odd pedigree
in two disciplines that have often viewed one another with skepticism, if not down-
right antipathy — namely, Religious Studies and Christian Systematic Theology — my
own view is that ideas and practices labeled ‘religious’, when viewed through schol-
arly paradigms, are to be treated as indeed non-necessary, historical accidents, but
that scientific analysis of these things nevertheless functions as a normative, ethical
task. Of course, many scholars of religion and Christian systematic theologians alike
will find such a position deeply dissatisfying, though likely for opposite reasons. I
would outline my reasons for taking it, in brief, as follows.

3.1 Communication-Based Theology Means Comparative
Theology

As Ernst Troeltsch worried over one hundred years ago, “when Christianity is treated
systematically, the historical-critical approach is abandoned” (Troeltsch [1898] 1991,
11). A sociologist, philosopher, and theologian, Troeltsch observed that Christian sys-
tematic theology has a long history of attempting “to validate the old authoritarian
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concept of revelation” by means of focusing on “postulates, claims, theories of
knowledge, or other intangible generalities” (Troeltsch [1898] 1991, 11). Troeltsch
found especially frustrating that theologians would do this and simply ignore the se-
rious questions posed to Christian theology from new findings in the natural sciences
and humanities, not least among them, the emerging discipline of the History of Re-
ligions. He thus devoted extensive attention to the challenges raised by critical, his-
torical inquiry for theological method, and his outline of the implications for theology
of “the modern view of history” presents a moment of reckoning to theology echoing
down to this day (Troeltsch [1898] 1971, 45). In his essay on Historical and Dogmatic
Method in Theology, Troeltsch presented three critical-constructive principles for a
theological method that seeks to be as honest as possible about the limitations on
the kinds of claims it makes, as informed by modern scientific methods (Troeltsch
[1898] 1991, 13-14): (1.) historical judgements are judgements of probability not cer-
tainty; (2.) facts and events can only be defined in historical and sociological anal-
ysis by means of distinctions, analogies and comparisons; (3.) and any knowledge at
all is conditional upon the presupposition of an interconnectedness, and thus non-
randomness, of all historical phenomena. For theology, this means it should seek to
describe phenomena in an orderly, measurable manner that can be checked, verified,
and criticized, moreover, again and again and by anyone — just as in the natural sci-
ences. Theological arguments might be said to be stronger and weaker as accounts of
a community’s reflected modeling of itself to itself and to that degree deserving of
corresponding acknowledgment even from the outside. But no theology can expect
scientifi