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Preface 

This general introduction to the methodology of science of religion is 
something of a programmatic statement, trying to lure students and 
others interested to the threshold of actually investigating religion and 
doing science of religion. 

It forms part of a wider project, Southern African Studies in Religion, 
aimed at investigating religion in Southern Africa in a science of 
religion perspective, which has been launched under the auspices of 
the Institute for Theological Research at the University of South Africa. 
To the Director, Prof. W.S. Vorster and his staff, especially Mrs S. 
Winckler, I wish to express my appreciation for their invaluable 
assistance in making this publication possible. 

The methodological position taken, is inspired particularly by the 
phenomenological tradition - at the same time bearing in mind the 
present task (so I believe) of trying to integrate as far as possible the 
various religio-scientific approaches to religion into a comprehensive 
enterprise. For this reason the themes dealt with receive expository 
rather than argumentative or polemical treatment. It is not a 'technical' 
book, abounding in references and other asides in footnotes. The ideal 
has been to attain a clear and concise survey of an overall approach. 
This limited perspective imposes other self-limitations. The practical 
procedures and techniques to be used in investigations of religion fall 
outside its purview. In other respects, too, it touches on matters that 
cannot be dealt with adequately within its framework, especially the 
problem of a theory of religion and the problem of speaking about the 
truth quality of religions. 

(ix) 



CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

Referring to the study of new religions, Arnold van Gennep once advocated the fol­
lowing approach: 'Ladies and gentlemen, the general ideas that I would like you to 
take home with you from this lecture, possibly a bit too specialist here and there, 
are few and simple. In the first place, you should no longer think that the science 
of religion is only history of religion, and that it is by definition only concerned 
with dead facts and things of the past. There are, at this very moment, religions 
springing up and religious sytems being born, not only in the United States, in 
Russia, in Asia, and in Africa, but sometimes before your own eyes ..... We have to 
stand at their cradles and to notice even their incomplete development; to be able 
to do that, we have to observe all the details of their environments with a tireless 
and sympathetic curiosity, and to sharpen our direct vision' (Waardenburg 1973:300). 

Without restricting the attention of science of religion to new religions, the aim of 
this book is to unfold a general strategy which takes Van Gennep's advice to heart. 
It wishes to answer, in a basic way, the questions of the why and the how of his 
invitation to 'sharpen our direct vision'. It is inspired by the belief that our world 
offers the student of religion unequalled opportunities to exercise his 'tireless and 
sympathetic curiosity'. 
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Today, even more than in 19 10 when Van Gennep delivered his talk, we stand at 
the cradles of new developments. The 'facts' are obvious. Southern Africa in some 
respects displays characteristics typical of Western countries. One of these is the at­
traction of Asian religions to many people. The diagnosis of Luckmann ( 1963) 
that the West may be experiencing the birth of a new, non-Christian religiosity 
may be applicable to some extent, as well as the view of Burke ( 1974: 1 14) that the 
effective religion of at least the educated West now wears more of a resemblance 
to early Buddhism, and in some respects to Confucianism, than it does to Chris­
tianity: a pre-occupation with the problem of suffering, and the attainment of 
happiness, with the achievement of harmony in social relationships, and an agnos­
ticism about higher metaphysics. 

In terms of a wide-open concept of religion, we may recognize new developments 
in all sorts of movements. Whether these movements should be called secular al­
ternatives to religion, surrogates, analogues, quasi-religions or para-religions, does 
not need to be solved now. Thus Martin ( 1978) has reasons for calling the attitudes 
of the student movement with its longing for totality and immediacy of experience 
a form of religiosity. The drug culture includes those who use drugs in order to at· 
tain an experience which is called religious by the initiated. LSD was said (by 
Timothy Francis Leary) to establish contact with the same religious reality within 
ourselves as the one spoken of by religious mystics in the East and the West· LSD 
is a sacrament, and the use of it a ritual. Esoteric doctrines, magical arts, occult 
practices and secret societies, witchcraft and Satanism, magic and astrology, even 
though branded as heresies, superstitions and delusions by leaders of recognized 
religious groups, surface from their underground level in Western civilization and 
flourish 'on the margin of the visible' society (Tiryakian 1974).Political ideologies 
with religious functions (such as nationalism, Nazism and Maoism), science and 
psychoanalysis have all been studied as religious ware on the market of modern 
legitimation systems. 

The great religious traditions of mankind are facing up to the challenges of moder­
nization. The so-called primitive religions in their pure, pre-modern forms seem to 
be doomed. The universal religions (especially Christianity, Islam and Buddhism) 
and the many smaller religions (such as Judaism, Zoroastrianism ano Jainism) have 
to come to terms with the process of modernization. Each of them has to avoid the 
extremes of petrification in a dead world of the past on the one hand, and on the 
other of fading away in the new world. Some are more successful than others in 
tapping the resources of their respective traditions in order to revitalize them· 
selves and to assert their religious significance to their own adherents and to 
modern man on a global scale. The changes in Hinduism; the flowering of Zen 
Buddhism and Yoga in the West; the awakening of social and politica'. awareness 
amongst Buddhists in the East; religious repression in Communist China and re­
ligious vitality in the U.S.S.R.; the expansion of Islam amongst the peoples of 
Africa; the new self-confidence of Roman Catholic Christianity; the development 
of African Christian theology; the resurgence of the charismatic movement in 
evangelical Christianity · these are examples of developments within the great 
religions. 



3 
Of course these statements are too general. Segments of these giant traditions show 
a multitude of textures, depending on the particular situations in which they occur. 
The challenge is to be aware of the details of each case and of the parallel develop­
ments in the many cases. Each religious tradition may be seen as a dynamic whole 
in itself, and yet the patterns of interaction between them, and between each and 
its environment, should not be overlooked. Each is contaminated and compromised 
by contact with other forces. Even in relations of militant exclusion parallels may be 
discovered (for instance between Maoism and the moralistic social concern of an­
cient Confucianism). Subtle forms of borrowing and blending (for instance between 
traditional African religions and Christianity) defy easy generalizations, and shifting 
alliances (for instance be�een some forms of Christian theology and some forms of 
Marxism, or between nationalism and Islam) cannot easily be pinned down with 
rough terms such as 'syncretism'. It takes sensitivity and trained skill to detect the 
lines of contact and to follow religious developments. 

The invitation extended by Van Gennep and the 'facts' referred to above point to 
the need for method and reflection about method (methodology). How can we 
come to grips with living religion in all its rich diversity? What does studying reli­
gion really entail? Of course method is merely a crutch, helping one along on the 
way to knowledge. It is not the destination. Yet, to be self-consciously and self-cri­
tically aware of one's active search for knowledge is preferable to a mere groping 
around, which results in a haphazard collection of impressions. Even a seemingly 
obvious statement, for example that 'religions are changing in modern society', is 
in fact problematic, and raises acute questions. To what extent, and how, can such 
a statement be checked out empirically? How can we do justice to the peculiarities 
of each changing religious complex as well as to general features that are common to 
all changing religious complexes? Speaking of religion and its changes also implies 
that we bring a cross-section of religion (religion today) in relation to religion as a 
long historical development - how should we achieve such a synthesis of perspec­
tives? To what extent is it possible to study religion objectively? Speaking of religion 
begs questions concerning definition: what 'is' 'religion'? Which phenomena does 
the concept include? Should we try to abstract an essential core of religion? What is 
a definition? The statement 'religions are changing' presupposes answers to these 
questions. Also, what do we wish to achieve by studying religion? Do we wish to 
judge the merits of the different religions? Do we perhaps wish to contribute to a 
better understanding between religions, or do programmes such as these fall outside 
the scope of the discipline? Do we wish to study religions as understood subjectively 
by their adherents, or as objective thing-like entities? Should we strive only after an 
adequate description of religious phenomena, or should we also aim at the forming 
of explanatory theories concerning religion? What wou Id each of these tasks imply, 
and how would they relate to each other? These are some of the questions that have 
to be answered if we wish to do more than merely utter platitudes that might, or 
might not, be true, and if we wish to take part in actual research in this field. In this 
book we shall touch on some of these matter.s. 

Within the relatively new discipline which pays specialized attention to the charac­
ter of science (metascience, sometimes also called philosophy of science) we may 
distinguish the following aspects (cf Sauter 1973): (a) theory of theory construction 
which centres in the question: which criteria must scientific theories comply with in 
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order to be accepted as good?; (bl methodology, which centres in the question: how 
do scientists proceed in finding truth, and how should they proceed?; (cl ethics of 
science, which centres in the question: what role do the values of scientists play in 
their scientific work, and what role should they play?; and (d) pragmatology, which 
centres in the question: what role does science play in society at large, and what role 
should it play? 

The terms 'philosophy of science' and 'metascience' refer to the most basic ques­
tions that can be raised in connection with the scientific pursuit of truth, to the 
character of science 'in principle'. Our interest in this introduction lies in the middle 
range, between the fundamental thinking about science on the one hand, and the 
specialized procedures and techniques applied in science of religion on the other - we 
certainly are in need of practical tools, adapted to the needs and purposes of this 
discipline, but that is not our concern here. When I speak of 'methodology', I shall 
include the aspects referred to as the ethics of science and pragmatology, and I shall 
also touch on some facets of theory construction. 



CHAPTER 2 

Science of Religion 

2.1 GROWTH AND REORIENTATION 

Although science of religion can look back on a long and impressive tradition, it is 
at present passing through extremely swift rapids in the course of its development. 
Suddenly, since the sixties, it has become fashionable again to speak about religion 
and to study religion. Prior to this new interest, religion was for a long time dis­
credited in many circles. It was also thought to be passing away silently. At that 
time the study of religion appeared to be a somewhat antiquarian pursuit. Today it 
is a flourishing field, with departments emerging and growing at many universities. 
The International Association for the History of Religions held its X IVth Interna­
tional Congress in Winnipeg, Canada, during August 1980. The Association for the 
History of Religion (Southern Africa) is affiliated to this body. A number of inter­
national periodicals deal with the study of religion, and in South Africa the journal 
Religion in Southern Africa is edited by the Association for the History of Religion. 

The sudden revival of interest in religion seems to have caught the practitioners of 
the field unawares. At present many of them are seriously searching for a new, 
commonly accepted, integrated and methodologically up-to-date frame of reference 
for doing science of religion, which has not yet acquired a firm research consensus. 
In the influential terminology of Kuhn ( 1975) it is still in search of an integrated 
paradigm (or disciplinary matrix), that is, a constellation of beliefs, values, techni­
ques, and so on shared by the members of a given community of scientists; also, 
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there is a lack of paradigms in the sense of generally accepted, exemplary models of 
dealing with the puzzles of the science. The achievements of Rudolf Otto, Gerardus 
van der Leeuw, Joachim Wach, Mircea Eliade and the other giants of the field are 
rightly held in high esteem. But the conviction is none the less expressed in many 
quarters that we need a unified methodological vision that can give direction and 
coherence to the vast amount of work done. Smart ( 1973:4), referring to the flou­
rishing branches of the field, states: 'There is, in fact, no dearth of scientific-seeming 
inquiries into religion. Nevertheless, an overall strategy of a science of religion is 
desirable, and has not yet been fully worked out.' Some go even further and, refer­
ring to the pervading sense of uncertainty, even crisis, ask: ' Is a science of religion 
possible?' (Penner and Yonan 1972; Wiebe 1978). Some argue pessimistically that 
the study of religion is 'faced ..... with an invasive relativism and a phenomenal in­
security' and that there 'might be good logical reasons why it is impossible to pro­
ceed, but there are also good logical reasons why we must proceed' (Heelas 1978: 1, 
12). Others argue more optimistically that the apparent failure of nerve is merely 
the prelude to fresh enterprises and 'that something new and constructive is hap­
pening' (Sharpe 197 1: 1). 

2.2 MODEL OF A SCIENTIFIC ENTERPRISE 

At this stage the model of a scientific enterprise worked out by Gerard Radnitzky 
will suit our purpose. In its simplest form this model is presented as follows (Rad­
nitzky 1973: 1): 
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In this figure R refers to the territory or sector of reality covered by a science - in 
our case, religion. RG refers to the research group (with the individual researcher as 
limiting instance). IM refers to the intellectual milieu in which the research group 
operates. The intellectual milieu supplies intellectual resources (tools), for example 
scientific ideals, and knowledge systems concerning aspects of reality. The practising 
students of religion voluntarily or involuntarily draw on these background resources. 
RS refers to the research strategy adopted by the research group, which steers every 
piece of actual research. The research results in KS, that is, a knowledge system - in 
our case, concerning religion.'The results are reported to the interessees/users, whom 
Radnitzky subdivides as follows: C refers to colleagues working within the same 
discipline, some of whom may coincide with RG. C1 refers to other scientists, 
working in other disciplines, making professional use of the results. I refers to intel· 
lectuals generally, who may use the results for improving that part of the world­
picture that corresponds with R - thus, for example, the work done by scientists 
of religion is probably destined to become, to some extent, part of the general edu­
cated opinion concerning religion, and to flow into the wider intellectual milieu. T 
refers to those who are concerned with the technologies that can be based on the 
knowledge systems produced (this, so far, does not apply to the study of religion!). 
The arrows indicate the directions of influence; for example, the study of religion 
inevitably will influence its 'object' (religion). If we use the model sketched above, 
the se.:rch for the character of science of religion gains perspective. 

The territory (field of interest, sometimes called the object) of science of religion 
has not yet been outlined to everyone's satisfaction. This problem is closely linked 
to the problem of the definition of religion, to which we shall return later. 

Practising scientists of religion generally accept that the terrain of their work should 
be distinguished from that of theology. What 'theology' is, is of course a moot point 
amongst theologians themselves, and certainly scientists of religion cannot fix the 
object of theology. We may, however, distinguish between a narrower and a wider 
conception of theology. 

Taken in a wider sense, theology could partly coincide with science of religion. In 
this book, however, I shall use the word in a narrower sense, to refer to the commit· 
ted exposition of one particular faith. This may be the faith of Muslims, Christians, 
Hindus or any other religion. Science of religion, interested in all religious pheno­
mena, thus has a far wider field of interest. To indicate another aspect of the dif­
ference between science of religion and theology, we may use another spatial analo· 
gy, that of high and low. Theology treats of the divine, ultimate, sacred, or trans­
cendent reality ; the world of human affairs is dealt with under the aspect of eter· 
nity. Science of religion deliberately lowers its scope. It limits its interest to religion 
as a human experience, to the human side of human religiosity. The problem of wide 
and narrow nevertheless returns, although in a different form. The question now is: 
how far does religion extend? Do the boundaries of religion coincide with the boun­
daries of human life as such, and to what extent is it present in, with and under all 
the manifestations of the human spirit? 

Does science of religion have its 'own' research strategy? If by this is meant a unique 
scientific method, a positive answer would go too far. The practitioners of the field 
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would, generally speaking, not contend that they use some special method. They 
would claim that their studying of religion stands in the same broad scientific tradi ­
tion as other disciplines. It is, however, true that it might develop a certain approach 
and style of its own, as distinct from neighbouring enterprises. Practitioners of this 
discipline usually distinguish its method from that of theology, in that they take 
theology to be a normative discipline, deliberately advocating true religion, whereas 
science of religion describes, understands and explains religious phenomena. But 
there are those who wish to extend the interest of science of religion to include the 
religious evaluating of religious positions. 

An interesting aspect of the process of reorientation going on in the field is that the 
different sub-schools are drawing on different resources from the wider intellectual 
field. For example, those who countenance the phenomenological approach, work 
in the spirit of the classical humanistic ( German: 'Geisteswissenschaftliche'; Afri­
kaans: 'geesteswetenskaplike') approach, while others try to benefit from another 
philosophical tradition, the logical empirical one. There are also those who find 
their inspiration in critical rationalism, while an interest in critical theory is not 
entirely lacking. These matters will receive more attention in chapter 3. The impor­
tant point is that the general effort to establish the character of this scientific enter­
prise cannot be isolated from the wider intellectual processes going on in the world. 

At present the most vulnerable side of science of religion is probably its knowledge 
system. Nobody can doubt that excellent descriptions are given by researchers who 
associate themselves with the field, but when it comes to the forming of explana­
tory theories, it is generally agreed that much work lies ahead. This aspect falls out­
side the scope of this introduction, and will only receive indirect attention. 

The aspects of reporting, marketing and interessees/users refer partly to the effects 
of studies of religion, ultimately on society at large (pragmatology). The assumption 
is that science is influenced by, and in turn influences, the society of which it is a 
part, and that it should be aware of its role and place. This surely demands the atten­
tion of students of religion. 

Where does the undergraduate student, formally enrolled at  a university, fit into this 
schema? Naturally he or she belongs to the category of interessees/users. To a large 
extent undergraduate study consists of the reception of the more or less accepted 
'resu Its' of a science, which are reported to the student by the lecturer. But, on the 
other hand, I be lieve that the beginner student should be drawn into the ranks of the 
research group itself, the sooner the better. As a matter of fact, one reason for 
writing this introduction to methodology is the belief that from the very beginn ing 
the teaching- learning process in science of religion should be directed at the actual 
discovery of religious reality out there in life. Studying religion implies more than 
the reading of authoritative books; it also implies being trained as a practising re­
searcher taking part actively in the search of the wider community of students of 
religion. 

2.3 C IRCUMSCR I PTION OF SCIE NCE OF R E LIG ION 

It is time to clarify what the term 'science of religion' will mean in the pages that 
foll ow. This might be a good point to start to find a way in the forest we have so 
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bravely entered. I n  circumscribing 'science of religion '  I should like to align myself 
as far as possible with the ways in which this term is actually used ,  but in view of 
the inconsistency in actual usage, a somewhat abrupt specification of the use of the 
term in the chapters that follow, is inevitable.  The u ncertainty concerning the name 
of this enterprise reflects the u ncertainty concerning its inner structure and cohe· 
rence. It has been called science(s) of religion(s), comparative (study of} religion (s}, 
history of religions, religion, religious studies and religiology (cf Pummer 1972: 102ft), 
all more or less the equivalents of the German name Religionswissenschaft (Afri­
kaans: godsdienswetenskap). Wiebe ( 1978) goes so far as to deny that there is such 
a science or discipline; at the most he would speak of a ' field of studies'. 

Science of religion is traditionally taken to i nclude the two subdivisions history of 
religions and phenomenology of religion. ' History' does not refer to mere chrono­
logy, but to the rich concrete existences of religions in  their actual contexts. Pheno­
menology of religion focuses on the structural similarities spanning the particulari ­
ties. For example: history of religions would study Islam in  its historical develop­
ment, or (on a smaller scale} the religious behaviour of one particular group; pheno­
menology of religion would study prayer as a typical religious expression occurring 
in many religions in comparable fashion, or the structure of ritual as a religious 
u niversal . History of religions would study the different religions (big or small, 
u niversal, national, local and even i ndividual }, each in  its historical context, and to· 
gether in their historical interactions; phenomenology of religion would examine 
cross-religious phenomena. In fact brilliant work has been done in each of these 
schools; both have been in existence for' a long time; and many very capable people 
insist that they are and should remain two separate sub-subjects. And yet such a 
strong subdivision is not really satisfactory. It would be good to insist that science 
of religion is one coherent body, culminating in a sys.tematic theory of religion. The 
distinctions sometimes made and used as bases for a distinction of two separate 
bodies of k nowledge (eg historical vs structural, diachronic vs synchronic, particu­
lar vs general}, refer to different aspects of one and the same enterprise, the produc­
tion and improvement of k nowledge concerning religion. These sets of distinctions 
interpenetrate one another to such an extent that they cannot be isolated and insti · 
tutionalized in two separate sub-disciplines. If we wish to study contemporary re­
ligious develop ments, we need to see the full richness and variety of observable 
phenomena in the past and in the present and we need a systematic frame of re­
ference; and we need both at the same time. We need a store of concrete observa­
tions and we need an abstract frame of r eference (theory} .  In each instance of actual 
research, the o ne necessarily implies the other . 

Science of religion is the centre of its own u niverse, surrou nded by a company of 
other disciplines which also attend to religion. This of course does not imply that 
science of  religion is the most recent queen of sciences. A series of diagrams could 
be drawn, in  each of which another subject could be placed in  the centre. Some 
overlap between science of religion and these other subjects is inevitable and in any 
event a good thing. Thus science of religion and sociology have an  area of overlap, 
where sociology concentrates on religion as a social phenomenon (thus becoming 
the sub-discipline sociology of religion} and where science of religion looks at the 
social dimension of religion.  The same applies when philosophers look particularly 
at religion (thus becoming philosophy of religion}  and when scientists of religion 
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think about the reflexive implications of their work o r  const ruct fundamental 
theories of religio n. In a compa rable way, science of religion shares borders with a 
number of othe r disciplines, such as anth ropology, histo ry, theology, Biblical studies, 
Islamic studies, geography and languages (eg classical European languages, Semitic 
languages and Af rican languages). In li ne with one t rend of thinking, I p ropose that 
the name 'science of religion' be reserved fo r the tightly -knot concentration on 
religion as human phenomenon (as distinct from theology), and on religion as re­
ligion (as distinct from for instance sociology, which examines it as a social pheno­
menon, and psychology, which examines it as a psychological phenomenon). There 
is an  a rea of ove rlap between, say, sociology of religion and science of religion, but 
there is a diffe rence in perspective : sociology of religion studies society, and sees 
religio n under the aspect of society ; science of religion studies religion, and deals 
with the social dimension of human life under the aspect of religion, not society. 
The p rimary category and basic referent of sociology is society; the primary cate­
gory and basic referent of science of religion is religion itself. This does not imply 
that religion exists apart f rom society and the pe rson, but religio n is such an impor­
tant dime nsion of me n's lives that it deserves perti nent attention. 

Between science of religion and its neighbours are no tightly-closed gates. C ross -fer­
tilization between the va rious disciplines is vital. The era of i nc reasing specialization 
in which we live leads easily to a babylonian confusion of scientific tongues. It is 
the tas k of science of religion to lea rn from the other disciplines, and to integrate 
as far as possible thei r cont ributions to the understanding of religion into its own 
theoretical f ramewo rk. 



CHAPTER 3 

Metascientific Positions in 
the Twentieth Centu ry 

Science plays an important yet ambiguous role in modern society. Its achievements 
are beyond doubt. But there are grounds for thinking that it has become a mere in­
strument of technology which does not contribute anything to the burning ques­
tions of man concerning the meaning of life. In this vein Husserl ( 1962) spoke of the 
cris is of the European sciences, and saw in it an expression of the radical crisis in 
European civilization as such . As science restricts itself to mere facts, a deluge of 
scepticism threatens. The question 'what is the true character of science?' is essen­
tially linked with the questions 'what is the true nature of man?' and 'what is the 
true nature of the world?' As the traditional religious answers to these last questions 
are eroded, science is often looked upon by many as redeemer, but can science 
ach ieve that much? What contribution can science make? Questions such as these 
have become crucial . Therefore, it would seem important to have a general know­
ledge of the wider metascientific discussions concerning the character of science . 
Scientific methods ultimately rest on philosophical grounds. In this chapter a 
minimum background will be given, and some of the most important positions will 
be drawn by way of typified simplifications. 

3.1 LOGI CAL EMPIR ICISM 

The phenomenal success of modern natural science (especially physics) is the fertile 
soil in which logical empiricism was able to develop. Logical empiricism developed 
the practice of physical science into an ideal for all science. Applied to the human 
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sciences , this school is often referred to as 'positivism'. This idea l of science rests on 
two pil lars, the one being logic, the other the principle of empiricism. The principle 
of logic implies that scientific statements ought to be free of all contradiction , 
precise and clear. The principle of empiricism implies that , in order to qualify as 
scient ific, concepts and the statements linking the concepts ought to pass the test 
of empirical observation. Sense-perception , in combination with l ogic, is the ulti­
mate criterion for all meaningful knowledge. (This theme has a number of variants. 
One of the most important influences in this trend of thinking was the early philo­
sophy of Ludwig Wittgenstein.) 

The criterion of sensory verification tends to imply a virulent reductionism. By this 
is meant that the acceptance of physics as the ideal for all science, leads to a metho­
dological monism (there is only one method, the one exemplified by physics). Other 
sides of this reductionism are the ontological monism (there is only one world, the 
world of sensory experience) , and epistemological monism (there is only one sort of 
valid knowledge, the knowledge which can be referred back to sensory perception). 
People who accept this idea of science as being applicable to the study of man, also 
get into the bargain an anthropological reductionism: man, in order to become the 
'object' of science, has to be reduced to  a mere part of nature. His qualities have to 
be measured and formalized in quantitative (numerical, mathematical) terms. What 
cannot be thus measured and formalized, is left out of account. For the purposes of 
science, man is reduced to his external behaviour , which is seen as determined by 
external stimuli. The realm of human freedom and responsibility, and the realization 
of values (including religion), is either found to be unfit for scientific study, or it is 
translated into the deterministic terms of cause and effect. The goal of this type of 
study of man is the formulation of generalizations on a par with the laws of nature , 
with a view to the prediction of his behaviour or outcomes of his behaviour , and 
eventually to the control of human behaviour. 

In this scheme the scientist is taken to work in a neutral fashion. The ideal is that he 
shou Id register , independent of any prejudging values, the 'objective' 'facts'. In short , 
'positivism' is a shorthand term for the type of methodology which views science as 
a carb on copy of reality, ignoring the contribution of the knowing scientist as a 
human being. Positivistic science would typically demonstrate a less than lu kewarm 
attitude regarding religion and the science of religion . In effect it could express an 
anti-religious bias. It will also be clear that scientists of religion will not enthusias­
tically accept this package deal with all the possible implications mentioned. If we 
understand by methodology the far-reaching reflection on how the researcher should 
go about his business (including m ore than the insistence on logical rigour and the 
refinement of procedures and techniques) positivism has an inadequate methodology. 

On the other hand logical empiricism has contributed much to methodology. The 
insistence that concepts should be unambiguous and that argumentation should be 
logically correct ought to be taken to heart. In this vein Hubbeling ( 1973) argues 
that science of religion should submit itself to the strictness of classical logic. Logical 
empiricism also contributed a great deal to the refinement of techniques of obser­
vation in the sciences which study man . Science of religion ought to pay more at­
tention than it actually does to the formalization of its procedures and its findings. 
Here one can think of the importance of rigorous , consistent and generally acceptable 
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c lassification schemes. More use could be made of techniques such as sampling, stan­
dardized interviewing and the use of questionnaires, the use of scales of measure­
ment which al low us to quantify findings and to re late qualities by measuring them 
on a scale, the graphic representation of results in tables and diagrams, and the sta­
tistical manipulation of findings. As such, counting (and the operations derived from 
it) does not necessarily imply reductionism in any of the forms mentioned above. 
On the other hand, the mere use of such techniques wil l  not guarantee that the 
findings are adequate. Such techniques may, or may not, be usefu l, depending on 
the specific aim of a research project. There is also no reason to object against gene­
ra lizations concerning things religious. For certain leve ls of interest and for certain 
aspects of religion this quanitifying-generalizing perspective yields valuable results. 
Traditional science of re ligion admittedly is sti l l  onesidedly phi lological-hermeneuti­
cal (cf par 5) in its outlook. 

3.2 CRITICAL RATIONALISM 

Critical rationalism is primarily associated with the name of the Austrian born 
British philosopher, Karl Popper ( 1972; 1973; 1974), and also with philosophers 
such as Hans Albert, J Agassi and W Bartley. It has developed from logi�I empiri­
cism, and there are some similarities between the two, such as the insistence that 
there is only one scientific method, whether we study nature or man. But critical 
rationalism has strong accents of its own. 

It emphasizes the role of theory. In science we do not start with an empty mind; we 
always start with preconceived ideas. General ly speaking, before we can even start 
looking for something, we need. at least some idea of what we are looking for. The 
manner in which we describe the things out there, and even the manner in which we 
perceive them, is to a large extent influenced by the perspective from which we look 
at them. Our initial expectation is then either corroborated or annul led when we 
meet with reality. Tradition plays an important part in the formation of our precon­
ceived anticipations. The formation of knowledge in general, as wel l  as scientific 
knowledge, thus proceeds by way of trial and error (or, as Popper also formulates it, 
by way of conjectures and refutations). First comes the initial expectation (hypo­
thesis). This is then checked against the reality. It is exposed to being proved wrong 
(falsified). In fact, falsification is the whole point of the scientific exercise. Science 
- and this is the essential difference between science and non-science - consists of 
statements that are capable of being proved wrong. 

Another way of characterizing critical rationalism is to say that it is anti-autl:lori­
tarian and anti-dogmatic. A dogmatic attitude is one which is determined to be 
proved right and to be accepted; the critica l (scientific) attitude is determined to be 
tested as severely as possible. It applauds whenever it becomes a stepping stone to 
further knowledge, but this means that its conclusions are destined to be left behind. 
In the first instance therefore, science is not a body of knowledge; it is rather the 
search for knowledge, the process of growth of knowledge. Of course it is also a 
body of knowledge, but this body is conceived different ly : it is not a body of 
absolute certainties, but only a provisional landmark on the neverending journey to 
truth. It only approximates truth, and is always open to improvement, which can 
only be achieved by severe testing. Critical rationalism compares the human mind to 
a searchlight which probes the unknown, rather than to a bucket which is only a 
receptacle. 
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For critica l rationa lism the dividing line between science and non-science is the prin­
cip le of fa lsification. This does not mean that statements which are not open to fa lsi­
fication are fa lse, but rather that they are not scientific statements. Critica l rationa­
lism thus leaves open the possibi lity that re ligious faith may be meaningfu l and true , 
but it insists that this rea lm (of faith and the acceptance of u ltimate values) shou ld 
not be confused with the realm of critica l thinking. There is a sharp distinction be­
tween the rea lm of facts and the rea lm of va lues, the rea lm of rationa lity and the 
rea lm of decisions. Thus, science cannot set the goa ls for life , nor the va lues we 
shou ld adhere to. It cannot prescribe our life decisions for us. Neverthe less va lues 
(and here we may a lso read re ligion ) can become the object of scientific scrutiny. 

At this point it is worth bearing in mind that there is some difference in accent be­
tween Popper and some of his fo l lowers such as A lbert and Bart ley , who go further 
in their efforts to push back the rea lm of mere decision as far as possib le. For 
examp le, we may study scientifica l ly the possib le practica l outcomes of our va lue 
decisions in life, and in this way science wou ld inf luence the actua l decisions we 
make. Furthermore we may, nay shou ld, look critica l ly at the fina l va lues them­
se lves. Va lues are not immune to rationa l criticism; they too have the status of 
hypotheses, and must be critica l ly examined. 

It is c lear that critica l rationa lism wou ld stimu late discussion concerning the merit 
of various re ligious positions. This line has indeed been taken up by some, for 
examp le Barnhart ( 1977 ) and Pannenberg ( 1976), but since these are c learly phi lo­
sophica l and theo logica l questions, we sha l l  not go into the matter any further here . 

Like positivism, critical rationa lism emphasizes that the scientific enterprise shou ld 
proceed in an objective way. But, un like positivism , by objectivity it does not mean 
the exc lusion of the scientist; rather, it means the exposure of propositions to pub lic 
critica l testing by means of a forum, consisting of other scientists. This is an ade­
quate check against the bias of the individua l researcher. Of course the persona l 
va lues of the researcher shou ld be kept at bay, but since they are points of departure 
they cannot be e liminated abso lute ly. Science is a lways va lue-impregnated. But 
va lues shou ld never be used as arguments in scientific debate. The scientific forum 
shou Id see to that. 

Critica l rationa lism has an important mora l dimension. Its basic princip le is criticism 
- in science, and a lso in pub lic affairs. Popper therefore p leaded for what he ca l led 
the open society. This type of society corresponds to open, critica l thinking. It is a 
society in which a l l  standpoints are given the chance to be exposed to refutation. It 
is the opposite of the c losed society, which corresponds to c losed, dogmatic, abso lu­
tist , authoritarian thinking. The latter type of thinking , in its po litica l form, devises 
abso lute b lueprints, which are pushed through whatever the cost. Critica l rationa lism 
is presented as the enemy of tota litarianism and oppression. A lthough va lues and 
decisions are not founded in science, science can contribute indirect ly to a better 
qua lity of life. Just as science is the steady growth of knowledge, so in pub lic life 
the good society is not enforced by tota l so lutions, but is gradua l ly brought about 
by the process of piecemea l engineering. 
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3.3 CRIT ICAL THEORY 

Crit ical theory stems from a different intellectual tradit ion than that of logical em­
p ir ic ism and crit ical rat ional ism. Whereas the latter two are assoc iated especially 
w ith the empiricist tradit ion of Brit ish philosophy, the former is associated primarily 
w ith the German tradit ion. Spec ifically, cr it ical theory is an extension of the Marx ian 
trad ition, which in one way or another appeals to Karl Marx as key ph ilosophical 
w itness. In the thirties cr it ical theory developed as a specific school at the University 
of Frankfurt in Germany, with Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno as leading 
figures. After the Second World War it was further developed by the next generation, 
amongst whom Jurgen Habermas (cf 1973; 1978) deserves special attention. At 
present it is a very influent ial school . In the sixties it clashed with cr it ical rationa­
l ism, led by Karl Popper. Th is confrontation is known as 'the positiv ist dispute in 
German sociology' (Adorno 1975) .  but it played an extremely important role in st i­
mulating metascient ifical d iscussions on a broad front. 'Crit ical theory' w ill be used 
here for a strongly typified simpl ification of the think ing of Habermas. 

Cr it ical theory is a comprehensive philosophy with wide-ranging ram ificat ions. Its 
cornerstone is the ideal of free human beings truly communicating w ith others with ­
out any domination. Th is presupposes the basic article of faith that man is free, and 
that he should be able to give expression to h is potent ial ities. A second form of 
action - d ist inct from communicat ion - is work, by which man adapts to his envi ­
ronment and controls i t  by technical means. 

Measuring real ity aga inst the ideal, crit ical theory's verd ict is pessim ist ic. Modern 
society is the technocratic mass society in which work (techn ical manipulat ion) is 
inexorably expanding at the expense of free communication between human beings. 
Th is is the case in the capital ist West as well as in the communist bureaucracies of 
the East. Tradit ional systems of leg itimat ion are eroded and eventually supplanted 
by the technocratic ideology which justifies the mass soc iety and thus succeeds in 
keep ing the indiv idual captive w ith in its confines. M an becomes a man ipulated part 
of a closed social system from which there is no escape to freedom. Whereas crit ical 
rationalism is guardedly opt imistic as regards the gradual improvement of ex ist ing 
Western soc iety, cr it ical theory is extremely pessimistic. Cultural values shrivel; 
man ipulat ive power lurks behind a front of technical expert ise and effic iency; 
everyth ing is treated w ith in the framework of an instrumental istic and rational ist ic 
means-ends-schema. Critical rat ional ism rejects th is criticism as being too total and 
inev itably lead ing to totalitarian solutions. 

Another key element in crit ical theory is the idea that action is steered by pract ical 
interests ( interests: not quite inst inctual needs, but basic orientations which form 
the basis of all the act ivities of the human mind) . We may d istinguish two k inds of 
interest, each of which corresponds to one of the two types of action mentioned 
above. F irstly, there is the techn ical interest, i .e. the interest the human race has in 
subduing its environment in order to survive; th is interest stimulates techn ical action 
(work) . and the sort of knowledge which has to do w ith the manipulation of th ings. 
Secondly, there is the interest the human race has in communication and understan­
d ing between its members; th is interest stimulates communicative action and the 
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sort o f  knowledge which has to do with understanding between people. Both these 
interests are embraced by a third, the emancipatory interest, i .e. the striving of man­
kind to attain its true freedom. 

In opposition to positivism, knowledge is here not reduced to scientific knowledge, 
ta ken as an extension of physical science. Also, critical theory does not accept the 
split between the worlds of fact and value, because then, it is thought, the realm of 
fact will fall prey to technocratic manipulation and the realm of value will fall prey 
to blind decisionism. Neither does it endorse the spurious positivistic split between 
science and life, justified by the norm of value-freeness. Science, like all knowledge, 
is steered by interests that are deeply rooted in human life itself; all theoretical acti­
vity is ultimately linked to man's practical activities in relating to his environment 
and to his fellow human beings. Therefore, science is responsible for furthering the 
life of mankind and leading man kind on the way to freedom. In fact, science does 
play a role in society for better or for worse - whether it knows it or not, whether 
it wants to or not . If science refuses to become relevant in an emancipatory sense, it 
becomes the ideological justification of the technocratic society. Positivistic science 
has in fact become this. Science has the responsibility of unmasking the exploita­
tion of man, and in the process it has to analyse and criticize mercilessly its own role 
in society. This unmasking activity is called 'the criticism of ideology'. 

For critical theory, science can of course not be value-free. The demand to be value­
free in effect keeps the world of things (in which man himself becomes a thing) in­
tact from the challenge of the values which might expose the captivity of man . It is 
important that the scientist should explicitly declare the values that lead his research. 
Science should commit itself to the freeing of man from the fetters of the past and 
of nature. If it does not, it plays its part in keeping things as they are. 

It is clear that we are here mvoing in a world which is far removed from positivism. 
Also, this school breathes a different atmosphere than that of critical rationalism. It 
might nonetheless be possib le to bring critical theory and critical rationalism to­
gether in some way. Although critical theory is of great import in the social sciences 
today, it has so far had remarkably little impact in science of religion. One of the 
few scientists of religion to take up the gauntlet is K Rudolph ( 1978). 

3.4 PHENOMENOLOGY 

The great master of phenomenology is the philosopher Edmund Husserl ( 1859-1938). 
Phenomenology is not a method of empirical scientific investigation, but a philo­
sophy of human consciousness, more fundamental than the empirical sciences can 
be. Yet it has proved to have important implications for the way in which science is 
done. Its fruitfulness for the human sciences has been realized anew since the sixties. 
It converged with and strengthened various anti-positivistic tendencies in the human 
sciences, and in the opinion of many provided these sciences with a strong founda­
tion. When I here refer to 'phenomenology' I do not think of the philosophy proper 
in its radical and critical sense. A profile of Husserl's philosophy - especially the 
philosophical position he occupied towards the end of his life (cf Husserl 1962) -
will be applied to the methodology of science. In this way a number of key concepts 
have been taken from their original philosophical context and carried over into the 
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world of empirica l research . I sha l l  present a foreshortened portrayal of these con­
cepts, in the perspective of science of religion . 

3 .4. 1 C HA RACTE R ISTICS O F  THE PHENOM E NOLOG ICAL APPROA C H  

3.4. 1. 1 'To the things themselves ' 

The best ent rance into phenomeno logy would be to contrast it with positivism. Phe­
nomenology does not doubt the achievements of modern natu ra l science. However, 
this success has been bought at a high price: science has lost its vital contact with the 
world as it is experienced in everyday life. The theories of natura l science can be 
compared to an a rtificia l garment, consisting of abstract symbo ls, which has been 
drawn over nature. But nature itse lf, as a pre-scientific fie ld of experience, has been 
lost sight of, and the garment is mistaken ly believed to be rea lity itself. Science, by 
losing contact with the p rima ry world of experience which is in fact its t rue matrix, 
a lso has nothing to offer man in regard to his actua l life and the vexing questions 
concerning the meaning of life. Life and its fu l lness has been reduced to mere 'facts'. 
The rea l world is stretched and shrunk to fit on to the bed of mathematica l formu las. 
As far as man is concerned, the problem is compounded when the sciences of man 
merely copy the ways of natural science, as positivism does. 

The u rge of phenomeno logy is to re-estab lish contact with the raw materia l of life 
itself. It is the effort to rediscover and re-experience- life itself di rect ly underneath 
the layer of secondary scientific const ructions . It wants to learn again how to see 
c learly and how to describe accurately· what we see, before we start exp laining scien­
tifica lly. It is the attitude of disciplined wonder. It wants to retu rn 'to the things 
themselves', as the phenomeno logica l batt le-cry runs. This does not imp ly that phe­
nomenology is against science. On the contrary, it wants to be a proto-science, that 
is, a discip line of the mind coming before science, giving a framework for the sciences 
themselves. It wants to overcome the irrelevance of positivistic science by showing 
up the richness of the world which lies smothered underneath abstractions. The idea l 
is that science itse lf shou ld profit from rediscovering the soi l in which it g rows. 

3.4.1 .2 Intentionality 

This of course app lies especia l ly to the sciences that study man - since one of the 
most offensive effects of positivistic science is that man is reduced to mere externa ­
lity; what cannot be caught in the mathematized sieve of natu ra l  science and pseudo­
natu ra l human science, is ignored or  even denied. Man is reduced to the status of 
the other objects in nature, determined by causes, not motivated by reasons. This 
p rocedure misses the t rue humanity of man, that is, his subjectivity . It leaves out of 
account the subt le ways in which the living human being experiences his own life, 
his own body, his physica l envi ronment, his socia l relations and so on . To bring the 
point home with reference to the study of religion: one may count many things in 
connection with man's religion (fo r examp le, how often peop le p ray), but that does 
not necessari ly mean that one has penet rated to the core of peop le's own experience 
of p rayer in their rea l existence (for example, how they live through thei r  contact 
with the divine;  or the modes and nuances of thei r certainty that they indeed are in 
contact with the divine). In the phenomeno logica l pe rspective, what we want to see 
c lea rly and desc ribe adequately is how people themselves experience their own world. 
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Phenomenology refers to this aspect as intentionality. As the word suggests, the 
basic idea is that every mental activity of man is directed to (intended towards) the 
world out there; also, that the wor ld out there is the world-as -i t-is -experienced-by -man . 
The bond between man and the wor ld cannot be disjoined. I am I-in-the-world, and 
the world is the wor ld-for -me . I do not create the world, and yet it is my world, 
or rather, our world, because I do not live it alone . In this sense the world is in the 
eye of the beholder. Phenomenology focuses on things as they appear iri human 
consciousness. The word 'phenomenon ' (li teral ly 'that which appears') refers to that 
something as it appears in human experience. The slogan 'to the things themse lves ' 
therefore means 'to the things as experienced things in h uman consciousness ', to 
things as constituted by the h uman mind. For example, my seeing of the pencil in 
my hand is in fact a very complex issue, invo lving many menta l acts. The perspective 
from which I look, my past experience and other aspects go into seeing the pencil . 
Husserl and his phi losophical fol lowers paid detailed attention to such matters . If 
we carry this approach over to the s tudy of religion, we could say that the phenome­
nologis t of religion would focus, not on God in Himself , but on God-as-X-sees-Him, 
or God-as-group-Y-experiences- Him ; on a particu lar ritual as the adherents of the 
religion define it; on the meaning Muslims attach to the shahadah ; or on the shades 
of subjective meaning discernible in the Hindu 's worship of Devi . 

3.4.1 .3 Epoche 

Because phenomenology ins ists on penetrating to the core of things, it refuses to 
take anything for granted. The observer therefore suspends all his previous assump­
tions concerning the phenomenon in question. In phenomenological language this 
is cal led epoche. In order to concentrate better on the h uman consciousness of 
something, he even suspends his belief that that something itself is real. He sticks to 
the experience-of-, and whether the experience corresponds to an objective reality 
o utside of the experience-of- or not, is 'put between brackets ' as the phenomeno lo­
gical phrase goes (left out of account). The phenomenologist looks at the world of 
madness and the world of norma lity with equal attention, because to the people 
living in them, both are equally real. As he describes a re ligion he neither doubts nor 
endorses its tr uth value; the question itse lf is p ut on ice, the better to see, with un­
trammelled vision, the modes of certainty or doubt of the adherents themselves. In 
order to achieve as direct an exploration and description of a religious phenomenon 
as possible, he has to approach it as free as possib le from unexamined presupposi­
tions in the form of pre-conceived ideas or pre-j udgements. Conscious as it is of the 
workings of human perceiving, incl uding the perceiving of the phenomenologist 
himself, phenomenology would of course not demand that the researcher should 
simply b lack out his own input in perceiving a phenomenon .  This would be impos­
sible. To suspend our previous assumptions is not the same as to deny them. Rather, 
we suspend them if we become radically conscious of them and if we consciously 
declare these points of departure. By sorting them out, they can be discip lined. If 
I look at the world everything may seem to be very depressing; if I then remember 
that I woke up this morning with a headache, I will bear in mind that I am looking 
at the world with a c louded vision and that the clouds up there are not real ly the 
grey monsters they seemed to be a moment ago. By checking on his own assump­
tions the phenomenologist wants to allow the phenomenon to s tand out sharply. A 
s tudent of religion will inevitably bring along with him a set of background assump­
tions ; the more he is conscious of these, the more he will be able to keep his own 
preferences from distorting his observation of something. 
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3.4.1 .4 Essences 

Another way of saying that phenomenology is driv ing at the heart of things, is to  
remind ourselves of  its ins istence to look for the 'essences' of th ings . For e xamp le, 
prob ing the phenomenon of prayer, the phenomenolog ist is looking for the essen­
t ial character of prayer, that without which prayer would no  longer be prayer . He 
e l iminates the contingent e lements that d ist inguish this prayer from that one . 
Aga in, he probes for the essential structure of a l l  prayer in as far as prayer is a hu­
man act. 

3.4.2 P H E NO M E NOLOGY I N  SC I E NC E  O F  R EL IG IO N  
A lthough the term 'phenomenolog y of rel igion '  is quite o ld ( it was used in 1887 in 
a sc ience of re lig ion handbook by P D Chantepie de la Saussaye), it rea l ly came to 
the fore in the twent ieth century as the resu lt of the work of men l ike Nathan 
Soderb lom, Rudolf Otto, Brede Kristensen and Gerardus van der Leeuw. In the 
recent past probab ly the best known representat ive of phenomeno logy of relig ion 
is Mircea E l iade. 

In science of rel igion the word 'phenomenology' is used in two dist inct senses . 
F irst ly, it is used to denote that branch of sc ience of rel ig ion which systematizes and 
c lass ifies re l ig ious phenomena. In th is sense, the words 'phenomenon ' and 'phenome­
nol.ogy' do not necessarily carry the fu l l  mean ing outl ined in sect ion 3.4. 1 .  Some re­
searchers, especia l ly  in Scandinav ia, Ita ly, Hol land and Germany have insisted that 
phenomenology of re l ig ion should be organized as an independent sub-discipline 
with in sc ience of re lig ion, a longs ide history of rel ig ions . In princ ip le th is is the equi­
valent of the older term 'comparat ive re lig ion', but str ipped of the latter's evolutio­
n istic perspective . At present B leeker ( 1959 ;  1971 ;  1972) is representative of the 
desire to mainta in it as an independent branch . As said in chapter 2, strong argu­
ments can be advanced against this pos ition .  The systematic e lement should not be 
isolated in a separate sub-d iv is ion. Those who wish to do so, often wish to sever a l l  
links with phenomenology in the phi losophical sense a s  we ll . Th is also goes too far . 
The activ ity of co l lect ing and class ifying is, however, l inked with the genera l pheno­
menologica l idea of finding the essences of phenomena. 

Second ly, it is used in a wider sense to denote the method, which in broad terms is 
assoc iated w ith the philosoph ica l method worked out by Husser l and h is fo l lowers, 
as sketched in the prev ious subsection .  

At present there is a sharp div is ion of opinion in sc ience of  rel ig ion concerning this 
methodolog ica l orientat ion. On the one hand it is sharply criticized for being mere ly 
intuitionist ic, for not hav ing any method at a l l, or for m isus ing the name phenome­
nology (cf inter alia Van Baaren and Drijvers 1973; O osterbaan 1959 ;  Stephenson 
1976) . The critics of tradit iona l phenomenology of re l ig ion r ight ly p oint to some of 
its methodologica l  deficiencies. The heritage of Husser l, st il l  much in ev idence in 
Van der Leeuw's work, gradua l ly  d iminished, and terms such as essence, epoche and 
intentional ity are somet imes used with out any v ita l link w ith their orig in .  As was 
sa id above, one shou ld d ist inguish between phenomenology in its fu l l  ph i losoph ica l 
form and phenomenology as applied to empir ical research in sc ience . On the other 
hand, ma intain ing contact with its ph i losoph ical origin shou ld re-invigorate the 
method. The work of Waardenburg ( 1978), Smart ( 1973; 1973a; 1977), Pye ( 1972) 
and A l len ( 1978) points in this d irection. 
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Happily for science of rel igion, it has valuable allies in some developments in the 
socia l sciences. Since the sixties phenomeno logy has started to make renewed in­
roads in the methodology of the social sciences as a result of the work of Schutz 
( 1973), Merleau-Ponty ( 1973).  Spiege lberg ( 1971 ;  1975), Berger and Luckmann 
( 1975) . Tiryakian ( 1973 ; 1973a) and others. At the moment it seems opportune 
fo r sc ientists of religion to take stock of its phenomenologica l heritage and to de­
velop its promises. This effort shou ld, however, take into account the wider meta­
scientific discussions and the various efforts made in the human sciences to stimu late 
rapp rochement between the different schools, where possible. For instance, the 
relationship between phenomenology and positivism received va luab le attention 
from Luc kmann ( 1973) ; that betwee n critical theory and critical rationalism, 
from Radnitzky ( 1973) ; and that between phenomenology and critical theory (or 
rather, Marxian thought generally) by Smart ( 1976), Paci ( 1972) and Dallmayr 
( 1973). Science of religion should not se lect phenomenology or  any othe r app roach 
as the be-all and e nd-a l l  of philosophy and methodology. 

3.5 THE HE RMENEUTICA L  SCHOO L 

The word 'he rmeneutic' ( 'hermeneutical', etc) derives from a G reek word which 
means 'to interpret'. I n  its modern use it goes back to the 16th ce ntu ry, when the 
great texts f rom the Christian and European classica l ( G raeco-Roman) antiquity 
were in a sense red iscovered and re-interp reted. In the following centuries the word 
came to be used for the u nderstanding and application of legal and religious texts 
f rom the past. G iven the time and place of this activity (Christian Europe, before 
the meeting with other re ligions real ly took place) the hermeneutica l interest was 
restricted to Christian religious texts only, that is the Bible and the writings of the 
Church Fathers. 

I n  the 19th century he rmeneutics received new impetus whe n European man dis­
covered the yawning gap between him and his ancestors, including religious ances­
to rs (the peop le who lived in Bib lical times) ; a gap which was ve ry real, in spite of the 
cultura l heritage spanning the ages. Especia l ly in  Germany, the 19th century saw an  
imp ress ive line of  scho lars who worked on the p roblem of how we are to  u nderstand 
the past. Among these the names of G W F Hegel, ( 1770-183 1), F D  E Schleier­
macher ( 1768-1834) and Wilhe lm Di lthey ( 1833-19 1 1) deserve specia l attention. 
Even today the term he rme neutics is associated particula rly with the understanding 
of the past a nd of literary texts ; the typica l herme neutica l discip lines a re history and 
those that t ry to disc lose the meaning a classical text might have for us today. A 
p rime example is the interpretation of g reat religious texts. The word shou ld, how­
ever, not be restricted to texts o nly ; it a lso app lies to the understanding of works of 
art, of music, and so o n. And it shou Id not be restricted to the understanding of the 
meaning of something in the past; it a lso refers to the understanding of contempo­
rary things. I n  a gene ral sense, its meaning was given to it by Schleiermacher, who 
u nderstood by it the interpretation of all forms of human expression. The art of 
understanding is also wider than the forms of understanding p ractised in  the sciences. 
I n  fact, one of the aims of modern hermeneutica l thinking is to show that modern 
science is one of the avenues towards the discovery of the meaning of th ings, but not 
the only o ne. 



2 1  

From the remarks above it must be clear that hermeneutical thinking is rooted in 
the experience of the strangeness of some cultural products , whether they are far 
removed from us today in ti me, or whether they are expressed by people who be­
long to a different culture from our own. It must also be clear why this school of 
thinking would be of special relevance to science of religion. In the 20th centu ry 
her meneutics was further developed by philosophers like Martin Heidegger ( 1 889-
1 976) and Hans-Georg Gadamer (born 1900). When I condense hermeneutical 
thinking in the following pages, I shall do so mainly by simplifying the thinking of 
Gadamer ( 1972). 

Like some of the other schools mentioned, the hermeneutical school is anti-positivist 
in its bias. Over against the technological mentality of positivism , with its intention 
to master the world , hermeneutical thinking is filled with respect for the claims of 
cultural tradition. One of the criticis ms levelled against it by opponents , is that it is 
inherently uncritical and conservative and that it submits too m eekly to the claims 
of tradition. To hermeneutical thinking the researcher, trying to come to terms with 
the past, is not a supreme subject, mastering a dead object, lying there. That which 
he interprets, has a dynamic vitality of its own. It reaches out and challenges the 
interpreter . The whole hermeneutical undertaking is seen as an extension of commu­
nication between people, in which they both speak, and both listen to each other. 
And even when the people themselves cannot be present, perhaps because they are 
long dead, they nevertheless 'speak' via the cultural products they left behind. What 
we understand, is the human world, and this understanding (as well as this world) is 
distorted if it is made to look like the explanation and analysis of non-human things. 
Whatever we wish to understand, sho1,1ld be recognized as objectivations of the 
hu man spirit. In this sense the past 'speaks' to us. 

This implies that when we understand something from the past , we do not merely 
reconstruct it as it once was, because this would be tantamount to regarding it as 
dead. In understanding, the dynamic past and the actual present are integrated. To 
understand, is not to re-produce or restore something which is dead. It Js to expe­
rience the spark of meaning when the two worlds meet. I understand something (say 
the Avesta) when communication, analogous to my meeting with another actually 
present person, takes place. I do not move back into a dead past ; I experience a 
live relationship with an articulate other. It is the meaningful communication be­
tween two partners, of which I am one, the text the other. To do science of religion 
in this spirit , is to respect the dignity of whatever I am trying to understand, and to 
al low it to speak for itself. I become an attentive, humble listener to the human 
spirit reaching out to me across the barriers of time and cultural differences. 

It is not a one-way communication, neither from me to the other (the 'object'- that 
would be positivism) ,  nor from the other to me. In order to grasp something , I reach 
out towards it from where I am. Understanding is a circular process embracing both 
me and the other. If I blot out myself, communication ceases and becomes impos­
sible. In all understanding there is an element of creativity. I am influenced by the 
other, and the other is influenced by me. It is I ,  with all my presuppositions, in the 
context of my life, against the backdrop of my own historical past, who understand. 
It is I ,  from my perspective, who reach out. Of course my tentative pre-understan­
ding will be rectified when I make contact with the other , but without such a 
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pre-understanding (prejud ice ) I s hall not come to an understanding at all. It is I (in 
the case of t he author of th is book) who, from t he vantage point of a part icular k ind 
of C hr istian experience, venture into discovering the mean ing of strange religious 
experiences - be they t he experience of early Mus l im relig ion or of my next-door 
ne ighbour. 

Hermeneut ical th inking cuts two ways. In allowing me, the interpreter , to declare 
myself , it ru les out uncrit ical dogmatism (dogmatism: when that whic h I interpret, 
completely overrules me and becomes as unassailable as a t idal wave) . It also rules 
out the uncrit ical self-assert ion of the interpreter (when I s imply stamp my under­
stand ing on to t hat which I interpret ). Hermeneutics, as def ined , is a typ ically 
modern endeavour. It is a r igorous intel lectual d iscipline , and it may be called re­
flexive or critical. In itself , it is the result of a d isturbed h istor ical her itage , and as 
such it cannot recapture the pre-hermeneutic, 'pr imit ive' experience of the sacred. 
It is crit ical th ink ing about such exper ience. As such, it demytholog izes. Yet it holds 
out a promise. L ike phenomenology, it is an effort to regain the v ital contact w ith 
the well of pr imitive human experience , although it can never return to primit ive 
naivety. It is not destructive. On the contrary , it wants to hear clearly , or at least as 
clearly as poss ible, what was said and heard in a world to which the interpreter is a 
stranger. 

When people talk , they normally talk about something. Hermeneut ical th ink ing 
emphas izes that when I understand, I do not merely enter into the other person , 
but into that which  he is talking about. In reading the Avesta , I am not merely 
interested in the subjective states of mind I might encounter t here; I am interested 
in its message , that whic h  it speaks about. If I study Tao ism , I s hould allow myself 
to be drawn into the world of Taoism to such an extent that I get involved with its 
message. Th is means t hat I am inev itably drawn into think ing about the truth claims 
of Tao ism. Ultimately , understand ing has to do w ith  the truth , and sc ience of reli­
gion leads to ph ilosophical and theological quest ions. In t he words of Ricoeur 
( 1969: 3 54) , referring to the hermeneutics of relig ious symbol ism , the f inal stage of 
hermeneutics is reached when the interpreter moves beyond t he 'cur ious but not 
concerned' understand ing, and enters ' into a pass ionate, though crit ical , relation w ith 
the truthvalue of eac h symbol'. According to Wach ( 1898-1955) ,  who took much 
pains to elaborate the hermeneutical approach, science of rel igion, understood as a 
hermeneutical d iscipline, 'in its true intent ion does not d issolve values but seeks for 
values. The sense for the numinous is not ext inguished by it , but on the contrary , is 
awakened, strengthened,  shaped, and enriched by it' (Wach, 1975: 127). 

It s hou Id cause no surpr ise that hermeneutics has penetrated deeply into t he metho­
dolog ical th ink ing of sc ience of rel igion, and that, in the eyes of many, it is the 
methodology of science of re lig ion. If taken in a wide sense,  the vast majority if not 
all of t he great students of rel igion saw their enterprise as being hermeneutical in 
one way or another. Obv iously hermeneutical th inking comes from the same general 
p h i losophical background as p henomenology. The two are so closely related that 
merg ing could eas ily occur , and in fact th is has often happened. Also, a synthesis 
with crit ical t heory is th inkab le. One could for instance think of the accent wh ich 
both place on the committedness of the researcher in terms of values and h istor ical 
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standpoint, and on  their shared purpose of  sa lvaging meaning for modern man from 
t he ons laught of modernization. It is further removed from critical rationalism, but 
even here somebody who does not belong exclusive ly to any of t he schools, may see 
points of possible convergence. Hermeneutics is furt hest removed from positivism . 
To each; the other is almost a swear-word. Yet we s hould remind ourselves once 
more that the rejection of positivist reductionist anthropology, epistemology and 
ontology does not necessari ly lead to the rejection of al l forma lization and counting 
operations. On the other hand, t he criticism raised that hermeneutics is subjectivistic 
and that it is based only on the intuition of the interpreter, is much too sweeping. 
No doubt hermeneutics sometimes is just that, but this need not be the case. 

For a scientist of re ligion it is possib le to align himself to one or other of the schools 
mentioned. Working within one tradition, which is accepted as a regu lating frame of 
reference, will have its advantages. This one perspective wi l l  be tru ly tried, and t he 
work of  the student of re ligion will fit into an existing system of meaning, gaining 
much  from the common perspective, and hopefully enriching it . Another possibi lity 
is to travel with lighter luggage and to move more free ly among the various positions, 
learning and using whatever seems to be helpfu l and valuab le. T he danger here cou ld 
be a superficial ec lecticism. But sure ly we are not condemned either to be enc losed 
within only one frame or to flit from one position to another. The important thing 
is to appreciate the wealth of more traditions than one, to respect the unique con­
tributions of each and to be on the lookout for possib le points of convergence 
w hic h might help one to do one's own particu lar job better. 



CHAPTER 4 

Roots of R e l i g i o-Sc ient if ic  
I nq u i ry 

4.1 FUNDAMENTAL SCI ENCE O F  R E LI G ION 

The 'facts' concerning re l ig ion are on ly rea lly inte l l ig ible with in a theoretical frame­
work of some sort. Such frameworks vary in scope: there a re micro-theories, which 
account for a l imited range of phenomena (for example, a theory accounting for 
Is lam in one B lack community), and there are macro-theories, which account for 
a wide range of phenomena (for example, theories of secu larization as an  epocha l  
development). Theories a lso vary in  level: some remain qu ite close to the directly 
observable aspects of re l ig ion and may be compounded with the description of such 
th ings. Other theories abstract quite drastica l ly from direct observations. 

Let us now disti ngu ish two major levels of inquiry in science of re ligion. The fi rst, 
lying c losest to the su rface, consists of the actual understanding of specific re l igious 
phenomena. The style in which th is research wil l  be conducted, rests on a deeper 
level of inquiry. I sha l l  ca l l  this second dimension fundamental science of religion. 
I ts task is to construct a fundamental theory of religion and of the science of rel i ­
gion. The terms 'fundamental science of re l igion' and 'fundamenta l theory of  re li­
g ion' a re intended to convey the idea that th is level of inquiry is not extraneous to 
science of religion, and not far removed from the actual business of the practising 
empirical scientist; in fact, that it is the foundationa l  aspect of science of re ligion. 
I ts task is to bring to light the deeplying principles operative in  re l igion and in the 
scientific study of re l igion. 

24 
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O ur analysis of any religious phenomenon will be  closely linked to our basic concep­
tion of religion and of the science of religion. Wittingly or unwittingly, every scien­
tist of religion in fact has some such basic orientation. It may be well thought out 
or not, he may be consciously aware of it or not, but it is there, in however rudimen­
tary a form. Even the denial of this fact is i tself a position which will give a certain 
flavour and colour to his empirical analysis. Man's religion and his sc ience are two 
aspects of his total existence as man; so our theories of religion and the science of 
religion will necessarily be dependent on a comprehensive, fundamental theory of 
man, of wide-ranging scope and penetrating level. At its most radical and general 
level this may be called the domain of philosophical anthropology. It would include 
accounting for man's experience as it becomes manifest in his art, work, science, 
religion, social relations and so on. All these aspects have given rise to branches of 
philosophy which deal with the special questions relating to these dimensions of 
man's life. S uch a general and radical picture of man and his activities is of course a 
transdisciplinary affair .  In the following pages, however, we shall not move far away 
from our immediate concerns, which are religion and its science. Religion is a 
complex province of meaning in the human universe. So is science. B ut in the end 
both rest on basic ways of man's being in the world. In this chapter we shall look at 
some of the features of this being in the world. 

The two levels of science of religion (the empirical and the fundamental) need and 
complement each other. As a screw is driven forward by a spiral movement, so the 
understanding of religion is furthered by a spiral movement in which empirical re­
search is pushed forward by fundamental theory, and in its turn it  s tim ulates funda­
mental theory which once more influences the empirical work, and so on. Some 
scientists of religion will naturally concentrate on the construction of fundamental 
theory, others more on the growth of our empirical knowledge. The important point 
to bear in mind is that both are necessary. If it is not informed by the facts, funda­
mental theory will be mere speculation or analysis of empty concepts ; and if it is not 
situated in a panoramic frame of reference, empirical research will be the mere col­
lection of unintegrated data. Each has its own dignity. In this joint project funda­
mental theory provides the necessary comprehensive and foundational framework. 
(Perhaps it ought to be said that the term 'empirical ', if taken to refer to experience 
generally, of course also applies to fundamental theory. Fundamental theory too 
reflects on h u man experience. But in the present context 'empirical ' is used as a 
shorthand term to refer to the level where we study the manifest religious pheno­
mena, as distinct from the deeper levels.) 

As said before, the field in which science of religion in South Africa should concen­
trate its energies and where it could make i ts own contribution, is empirical research. 
In view of this (not in spite of it) ,  the scientist of religion should be aware of the 
relevance of fundamental theory. 

In this chapter I shall sketch concisely some of the main features of man who utters, 
and hearkens to, meaning (including religious meaning), as a first step in what I have 
called fundamental theory of religion. This sketch stands in the broadly conceived 
phenomenological tradition, including the names of Max Weber, Alfred Schutz, 
M Merleau-Ponty and H Richard Niebuhr, who represented this general approach in 
various ways . The whole chapter may be seen as an elaboration of the phenomenolo­
gical idea of 'intentionality', introd uced in the previous chapter. 
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If each of us were to look c losely at our experience of the world, we should find 
that we are constrained by the wor ld, and that we act upon the world. How can 
these two sides of my being in the world be described? 

4.2 B EING DETERMINED 

There is a wor ld out there, beyond me. I am also part of it and it controls me . 
am 'me', an object and product of the forces of nature and society. 

4.2 . 1  NAT URA L R E A L ITY 

This statement is  true, on  the most e lementary level, of nature, by which is  meant 
that large world of events a nd agencies that we modern men regard as sub-human i n  
character. Together with all the other physical objects, I am embedded in space and 
time, as an  It amongst Its. As far as my senses stretch, and much further, is a world 
of objects which has an  e normous time-span behind it and ahead of it which far 
exceeds my short life. I am part of this wor ld. It surrounds me, and I bend to the 
physical forces that operate there. My body involuntarily reacts to the forces of 
nature within it and beyond it, for instance when I feel pain, am cold, get hungry 
or blush . Also, my psyche is deeply rooted in  the world of physical nature . I n  my 
consc ious life I am only dimly aware, if at  all, of the powers of matter and life that 
bind me with rocks, water, plants and animals. Yet I am rooted in this deep soil. I 
am governed by physical a nd physiological regularities. My reactions, which on  t his 
level are out of my conscious control, can be understood by locating them on the 
fie ld of natural forces. 

4.2.2 SOC IOC ULTUR A L R E A L ITY 

Other people are of extreme importance in my life. You might be continually pre­
se nt in my life as a major force even though I might not be consciously aware of 
your significance. You might also be o ne of the individuals of lesser significance who 
act upon me and trigger off u nreflective reactions . I n  increasing impersonality, you 
become a third person a nd confront me as such, as he or she . You exert influence on  
me in  the plural, as  o ne of several social groups of varying significance . You become 
they, those who act upon me in increasing degrees of anonymity and impersonality. 
Other people form me through the processes of socia lization, be they alive or mem­
bers of a past generation. Even though they might exist in a far away part of the 
world, they nevertheless are there, co-present with me and in  co-presence with all 
the others shaping me a nd my world. I n  the last resort, there is the sum-total of all 
the other people, which we may call society, which transcends and controls me 
through its institutions such as language, family, education and religion .  Without 
society, I would not be. I am part of a historically given world which is my social 
environment, my socio-historical mi lieu, and it is not of my own making. My beha­
viour is effected by psychological and socio-historial pressures which operate in  con­
junctio n with the natural forces . On this level my conduct is involuntary, passive, 
affective and unreflective, and it can be understood by retrospectively uncovering 
its compulsion by factors i n  my personal past experiences and socio-historical 
environment. 
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To t he domain of object ive structu res which are prior to me and w hich nevertheless 
ente r into me and lay their claims on me by becoming part of me, belongs the ob­
jectified world of human cu lture, inc luding items such as t he language in terms of 
which I come to se lf-awareness, t he system of morality prevalent in the group into 
which I am born, a centu ries-o ld ritual or myth, a holy book, an idea of God, and 
so forth. Patte rns of conduct, speaking, believing, t hinking or  feeling can hove r ove r  
me (if they evoke reactions of fear) o r  embrace me  ( if t hey evoke reactions of 
g lad submission) as mighty, unchal lengeab le entities without which I cannot imagine 
my being, or they can become pa rt of my constitution to such an extent that I 
cannot d istinguish them from myself. 

4.2.3 T H E  U ND ERSTA N D I NG O F  OBJ ECT I V E  PATTER NS 

Since this is part of my experience of my position in t he world, it can become the 
focus of attention. Special attention may be directed at these objective p recondi­
t ions of my conduct, which are then not mere background, mere externa l ci rcum­
stances or  mere materia l for my conduct, but effective antecedents . In this pe rspec­
tive my conduct may be exp lained and understood as a dete rmined factor in the 
system of natu re, a system of society or a system of cu lture. My reactions to these 
p reconditions a re in a sense extensions of them. For reasons of space we have on ly 
dealt with me, in the fi rst person s ingu la r; but it s hou ld be kept in mind that the 
a rgu ment of course equal ly app l ies to us, to you, him, her and them ; in short, to 
peop le gene ra l ly. 

A t heory of religion and the science of re ligion could hinge on t his facet of man's 
l ife. Causal, functional and structural exp lanations of various kinds operate on this 
level. In t his perspective, exp lanation and understanding might for example be in­
te rested in t he structu re of these phys ica l, physiological, psychological, socio-his­
to rical or re ligious preconditions; in the nature and t he degree of strength of its 
effective impact on peop le's conduct ; in t he relation between sets of structu res; in 
the forma l patte rns of people's conduct and the degree of its being affected by these 
p reconditions. 

Let us app ly t he argu ment to a few examples in t he fie ld of rel igion. It is, fo r 
example, possib le to concentrate on and to ana lyse the objective st ructu re of a ritual, 
a myth, a moral code, a theo logy, a patte rn of symbo ls or a sacred  text. It is pos­
s ible to investigate the processes of religious socialization, for example t he con­
st raining influence of various re ligious groups on the conduct of t he ir  adhe rents. Or  
one could focus on t he external patte rns of re l igious behaviou r, abst racting from 
t he pe rsona l intentions and motivat ions of the people t hemselves. One could inves­
t igate t he inte rrelations between sets of factors, for example t he inf luence of socia l 
factors on a religious sytem, or  the dependence of a re ligion as a t ranspersonal sys­
tem on eco log ica l factors (say c limate, or the kind of technology used in a society). 
Many valuable investigations have been made in this vein. It is a valid and f ruitfu l 
methodo logica l perspective. But we shou ld bear in mind that it is a relat ive and 
l im ited pe rspective, If iso lated and tota lized, man becomes nothing but t he product 
of objective forces, and these object ive condit ions become comp letely depersona­
lized. T he methodologica l perspective then becomes a worldview. Terms such as 
moral ism, dogmat ism, tradit iona I ism, psycho logism, socio logism, historicism, 
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positivism, determinism, objectivism and fatalism all indicate aspects of such a tota­
lized and exclusive emphasis. The relative value of such investigations can be duly 
appreciated only if we couple this kind of understanding with the second perspec­
tive, which focuses on t he experience we may call human action. 

4.3 ACTI NG 

The term action, whic h will serve as t he basis of this section, was given wide curren­
cy by Weber ( 1 972), and was further developed by Schutz ( 1973 ), although neither 
of these authors defined it in a way t hat was fully adequate for a theory of religion. 
Apart from this term and some of the others mentioned, for example freedom and 
responsibility - Niebuhr ( 1963 ) developed the latter concept as a useful basis for 
a theory of religion - t here are also ot hers, such as praxis, projectivity and existence 
which all point to this same quality of man's life, and which are all used in the broad 
tradition which puts this quality at the centre of its attention. 

Part of my experience is also t hat I act upon the world. This is not an absolutely 
original self-expression. I do not start from nothing. Yet, in my feeling, touching, 
seeing, listening, thinking, working, loving, believing and all my other activities, I am 
the source of something new. In my activities I express my own unique manner of 
being human towards nature and society. I express my very personal attitude, which 
is not reducible to nature and soc iety, and not wholly expli.cable in terms of natu ral 
and social forces . The manner in which I am I, and whatever I do, is pervaded by a 
subtle personal quality, by a style which differs from somebody else's. Each one of 
us is an ' I', a responsible person, a free agent producing things and meanings. An 
action, inspired by my own manner of realizing my freedom, may be overt (like 
speaking) or covert (like thinking) .  and it may be an act of commission (like deli­
berately speaking) or omission (like refraining from speaking ). In other words, an 
action (or an act, if we refer to an accomplished action) is any activity of mine, in 
as far as this activity is taken to be imbued with my subjective meaning. 

4 .3.1 ACT I N G  UPON THE WOR LD 

The first field aimed at in my actions is nature, outside of me and within me. I can 
reach out and handle things, adapt myself to my p hysical environment, transform it 
to some extent, and produce things, to mention a few examples of this capacity of 
man, which in modern society has reac hed such stupendous proportions. 

I also act upon the socio-cultural world. I can stand before you and direct myself 
at you, thereby revealing myself to you as a source of meaning. You, as another I, 
can do the same. We then encounter each other as persons, that is, as centres of 
action and meaning. In this case we might speak of inter -action . The other to whom 
I express myself is not only an individual ot her I (you). It could also be you in the 
plural. The inter-action can a lso occur indirectly, between me and him, her or them. 
Not only an individual person, but also a group, consisting of two or more persons, 
may be an acting unit. 
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In this line of thinking even the very anonymous, impersona l socia l forces which 
constrain peop le have their origir:-i in persona l ways of being in the wor ld, like the 
fossils of once- living beings, and understanding means to make contact with the for­
gotten persona l impetus. My present, individua l character may seem to be fixed, but 
neverthe less it is the result of many previous decisions and actions, and it has its 
roots in a very basic and decisive attitude towards the world, which is unique ly mine . 

When we interact with one another , we joint ly estab lish patterns of interaction , and 
to the extent that these become routine, they take on a transpersona l character . We 
do not have to start a l l  over again each time, because a habit has been formed. When 
we meet today for the first time, both of us would be uncertain in our behaviour to­
wards one another, by tomorrow we would be more at ease, and in twenty years' 
time a set pattern of typica l expectations wi l l  have grown, but they remain the by­
product of our interaction. However o ld and mighty ,  comp lex and wide-ranging such 
patterns of behaviour (institutions) might be and however strong ly they might re ­
gu late our behaviour , they neverthe less are secreted by persons' interaction. 

From this point of view society is made up of acting persons and groups who subjec­
tive ly intend meaning and respond to subjective ly intended meaning, and culture is 
the objectified product or sedimentation of our actions. Thus , the domain of objec­
tive structures over against me (inc luding such items as language, a system of morali­
ty, a centuries o ld ritua l or myth, a holy book or an idea of God) , which from one 
perspective determines and contro ls me, is from this second perspective person­
made and, what is more, appropriated by me in my own manner as a responsib le 
person. Even if we cannot pinpoint the creation of  a cu ltura l item in time, it never­
the less is a creation of men, and it is neverthe less I who today attach a certain 
meaning to the myth, who act out the ritua l in my way, who read the ho ly book 
different ly from the way you do. 

My acting upon the world (the natura l world and the wor ld of objectified sociocul­
tura l products) shows a remarkab le triadic structure. It imp lies an interacting. Strict­
ly speaking , I never act a lone. Wittingly or unwittingly , I simultaneous ly dea l with 
the world and with other persons, be they a live together with me as my contempora­
ries who share the same responsibi lity in the same wor ld, be they my predecessors 
who acted and responded in perhaps exemplary ways in terms of a comparable 
wor ld , or be they my successors who wi l l  one day respond to my actions today in 
their wor ld, which wi l l  be the product of our actions today. 

4.3 .2 A CT ING I N  A N D  V IA T H E  WORLD 

Our interaction meshes with the wor ld, which is a lways present as third partner in 
our dea lings with other persons. As my acting upon the wor ld imp lies interacting 
with other persons, so does my interacting with other persons imply the world. In 
this subsection we sha l l  once more pay attention to the indissolub le triadic pattern 
invo lved in action. 

You and I might exp licitly refer to e lements of our common wor ld , for examp le 
when we ta lk about something, say the weather or about Buddhism in South Africa. 
But in any event, a common wor ld is a lways at least imp licit ly presupposed as a 
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frame of reference. Without bodies and things and cultural objects n o  interaction 
wou ld be possible. Without n ight and day, summer and winter, the moon and the 
earth, bi rth and death, colours and sounds we would not encounter each other. To 
fai l  to appreciate this, and to imagine that 'pure' persons cou ld meet, wou ld be the 
mistake of an abstract persona l ism. This world of reference may be quite smal l ,  
consisting of the immediate natural and sociocultural environment surrounding us, 
the everyday world of family, city, work, friends and so on. But, i nevitably, the 
circle expands before our gaze. There is a lways a beyond, and in the end our encoun­
ter is surrounded by an a l l-inclusive horizon, consisting of the un iversal physical 
natu re and un iversal society (mankind) , and the history of mankind's deal i ngs with 
itself and with nature. This is the scene of our actions, on which and with reference 
to which we interact. When we interpret each other's actions (and of course inter­
pretation itself is a most important element of i nteraction) .  we locate it on this map. 
In encountering you, I am referred to your world, and you to mine, and to a large 
extent the success of our interacting wi l l  depend on the extent to which we share 
the same world. Every action stands out i n  re lief on this surface. 

Sooner or later in the process of reference I might experience the awesome dimen­
sion of religious rea lity, invading the everyday world from beyond. This boundary 
of our world, and the reality lying beyond it, is the u ltimate possible horizon lying 
around our action. 

4.3.2.1 Signs and symbols 

The action perspective cou ld be clarified further by applying it to signs, which play 
such an important part in everyday i nteraction, and symbols, which are of extreme 
importance in re ligion. 

Interaction between people is on ly possible via our bodies and the signs on our 
bodies, or produced by our bodies. Knowledge of somebody else's mind is possible 
on ly through the intermediary of his body and events or objects in  the externa l 
world which convey his meaning. In i nterpreting you I am wholly dependent on ex­
terna l  s igns. For example, the shrugging of your shoulders, together with other states 
and movements of your body such as a redden ing of your face, might i ndicate that 
you are angry. Or, I stare i n  amazement at the raised arms of a figurine, crudely 
carved on a stone slab dating from the Upper Palaeolithic era (50/30 000 - 1 0  000 
8.C. ) .  and in  this gesture I think  that I recognize an act of religious adoration. This 
I discern via another sign, the carving itself, which is a faint disclosure of Ice Age 
man 's way of being human in  the world, as an artist and as a re l igious being. Signs 
such as these make possible a sl ight acquaintance with those long-dead predecessors 
of mine. You articu late who you are by the sounds you make (speech, singing) , by 
the characters you write down (books, including holy books). by the objects you 
leave behind (utensils, instruments of torture, monuments, religious objects) ,  by the 
e lements of nature you infuse with meaning (trees, rocks) , and so on . You make 
yourself known - intentional ly or un intentiona l ly - to me, the interpreter, via signs. 
What the signs reveal, is what you purposively intend, or what you express, or what 
you identify yourself with, but i n  a l l  this, you reveal who you are, in your fashion 
of giving content to your freedom and responsibi l ity in the world. 
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We may distinguish at least two sides to the meaning o f  any sign. First, your side, 
that is, the side of the person who via the sign interacts with me. Second, my side, 
that is, the side of the person who interacts with you via your sign. After all, in our 
interaction my interpretation is as much an action as your expression via the sign. 
My interpretation, as well as your anticipation of my interpretation, are two moves 
in the same process of interaction. We shall return to the difference in mode be­
tween these two sides in the next subsection. 

Your subjective meaning could of course become objectified, that is, it could take 
on a quasi-independent character. But, in the focus on action, what I am after as 
interpreter, is to defreeze the product, and to decipher it as a seconda ry form of 
your action. 

By symbol, in this context, we may understand an event or object within the reality 
of our everyday life (again, on our bodies, produced by our bodies or infused with 
meaning via our bodies) representing religious reality which transcends the everyday 
world. A symbol is a sign with an extra dimension, in that it implies a universe of 
meaning other than the everyday one ( Schutz). Apart from religion, it is important 
in contexts of meaning such as art and science as well . For example, water plays a 
manifold symbolic role in many religions. Immersion into water, burial libations and 
ritual washing of newborn babies (to mention a few examples) are on the one hand 
acts in the ordinary world, but on the other hand they represent the religious 
washing away of sin and other religious realities. In symbolism the sphere of every­
day things (water) and the sphere of religious things (for example purification) are 
intimately associated. A symbol is saturated with its religious referent. Funeral 
libations do abolish the sufferings of the dead. The bread is the body of Christ. Our 
concern is with the religious meaning of a symbol. What do we think of when we 
speak of the meaning of a symbol in terms of personal action? As is the case with 
signs, there is the meaning that you attach to the symbol, you who act out the ri­
tual, who invest the snake with religious reference, who express your religious at­
titude through the medium of water; and there is the meaning I discover in your 
acting out of  the ritual. Of  course, the more successful our interaction is, the more 
we may s peak of the same meaning. But still the two sides, the giving and the taking, 
may be distinguished. 

Again, even when symbols take on a quasi-independent character, they remain 
rooted in a personal context. They are, as it were, your symbols. 

Yet there is something more to a symbol. It is permeated with the religious reality 
it refers to, and when it faces you, you experience yourself as the receiver of a 
meaning which reaches out to you from beyond the everyday world, and which 
radically transcends yourself. You do not only express meaning ; you are impressed 
by meaning. But even this receiving is your action, and I could try to understand 
the mode of your reception of religious transcendence as an indication of your man­
ner of being human. 
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4.3.3 EXP R ESS ION AND BE ING  IMPR ESSED 

Action, as  we saw above, displays two sides. To summarize, we may call the one ex­
pression; the other, being impressed. Th is rough distinction may be referred to by a 
variety of other terms, and it emerges in many settings of l ife .  I am free, that is, I 
take initiative in my deal ings with others and the world general ly; and I am respon­
sible ( ' respond-ab le' ) .  that is, I re-spond to  the in itiative of  others and to  the world 
generally. To some extent I can change the world of th ings and cu ltural objects; and 
I appropriate this world, and by my defi n ition of it the envi ronment becomes my 
situation. In acting, I have my with-a-view-to-reasons, that is, I make plans, project 
myself into the future and act accordingly ; and I have my because-reasons, that is, 
I take into account ex isting states of affai rs. I produce things and meanings; and I 
receive th ings and meanings. I create meaning; and I interpret mean ing. I command 
and lead; and I obey and fol low. I work ; and I enjoy. I realize my intentions by 
converting possib i l ities into facts; and I realize that my deeds have un intended con­
sequences that I can imagine but not control. I talk ; and I l isten .  

All this, o f  course, i s  very general. Yet, i t  points t o  a wide field o f  empirical investi­
gation, not on ly in ordinary l ife, but also in re l igion, which is rooted in ordinary l ife 
and yet transcends it. In  religion action probably takes on a pecu li.:;� style i n  which a 
being impressed of a certain sort gains preponderance. In this sense Sch leiermacher 
(to mention one possibi l ity) defined re l ig ion as the feel ing of abso lute dependence. 
At this stage we merely note that both dimensions occur in  re l igion. I beseech G od ;  
and I experience h is presence. I pray for the forgiveness of my sins; and I am 
cleansed of my sins. I construct or  reject an idea of God; and I bow.to a traditional 
idea of God as true, or  suffer terrible anxiety because it has lost its mean ing for me. 
So we could go on, but this ought to remind us of a world of discovery, where the 
actions of each specific person and group wi l l  have its own shades of meaning. In 
this l ine of argument, re l igio-scientific explanation may be called 'responsive expla­
nation', in so far as its main concern is the character of re ligion as a kind of response 
to the world and, in and beyond the world, to religious reality. 

4.3.4 THE UNDE RSTAN D ING OF P E RSONAL AND S ITUAT IO NAL CASES 
AN D PATT E R NS 

Theories of re ligion can be devised that h inge on the idea of action. In this perspec­
tive, the heart of explanation is the explication of the human mean ing of things. 
What is understood, is this mean ing, not necessari ly as a consciously meant mean i ng, 
but at least recognizable to a person if reconstructed for him by an interpreter. Per­
sonal e xplanation is the heart of the wider situational explanation. 

We have come across five factors which the interpreter has to take i nto account :  (a) 
the re ligious person or group of interacting persons, existing in many degrees of 
nearness and farness to the interpreter; (b) the si ·gns reveali ng the mind of the rel i­
gious person or group in  words, ceremonies, documents and so on; ( c) symbols, that 
is, signals in as far as they reveal an experience of religious rea lity, for example when 
the words become invocations, the ceremonies sacred rituals and the documents 
vehicles of divine revelation; (d) the world in which the rel igious person or group is 
situated; (e) the religious reality itself, referred to by the symbo l ,  articu lated in the 
world, experienced by the re l igious person, as known or unknown to the interpreter. 
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Each o f  these could become a relatively independent theme of investigation . But 
in  the end each is sign ificant, relative to the others and together with them i l lumina­
ting the style of being a re l igious man in the wor ld. The more fully a l l  five are 
known to the interpreter and the more significant the relations between them are 
for him, the more satisfied wi l l  he be that he understands. To the extent that one or 
more of them are unknown to the interpreter, understanding becomes more diffi­
cu lt and less rich. 

The subjective meaning meant by the re l igious persons or groups who interact via 
a mu ltitude of signs in  all the various ways described (and more) ,  is the core around 
which this kind of understanding turns. Of course the patterns of coherence of the 
signs as such (the syntactic di mension) may receive attention, but it wi l l  be subor­
dinated to the huma n  uses and the human meaning intended via the signs (the prag­
matic and semantic dimensions) . Hopeful ly enough has been said to show that it  
does not necessari ly amount to personalistic subjectivism. The different factors are 
interrelated. U nderstanding is more than the mere reconstruction of what re l igious 
man consciously intends. If he does his work wel l ,  the scientist of religion under­
stands the re l igious meaning of persons and their actions better than the persons 
themse lves in as far as he re lates them to a l l  the factors i mplied, which the rel igious 
person does not consciously do u nless he has achieved a high degree of reflexive­
ness. The scientist of re l igion u ncovers the various relations, thereby working to­
wards an integral understanding of a re l igious phenomenon . 

The world could become a relatively independent theme of investigation . I f  the 
world is left out of account, the result wi l l  be personalism; if it receives isolated and 
exclusive attention, the resu l t  wi l l  be determin ism. A lthough a boundary can be 
d rawn between the deterministic and the action perspectives, the rea l ity itself shows 
an area of a mbiguity between being determined and acting. Here the unconscious 
plays its part. To the extent that one's being determined by natural and sociocu l­
tura l  forces is consciously rea l ized and interpreted, it takes on the character of 
action as we described it. For example, the physical  d isturbances of this particu lar 
body become my i l lness, i nterpreted by me, responded to by me and thus it be­
comes the medium of my mean ing. 

A re ligion is situated in  a world. The determin ism-perspective might be interested 
i n  a re ligion as a resu lt ( de pendent variable) of the environment (independent 
variable ) .  A personal istic perspective would look at the re ligion removed from its 
context. This too would not be adequate - the interpreter cou ld, to mention one 
possibi l ity, tumble into the pitfa l l  of rationalism, taking at its face-value the meaning 
people offer when asked a bout their  re ligion and mistaking this for the whole truth 
about their re ligion. The action perspective would be interested in the variegated 
ways, ranging from unconscious to highly reflexive, in which the adherents of a 
re ligion respond to their environment. The historica l-critical procedure in the inter­
pretation of re ligious docume nts f inds its place in an approach such as this. Even 
people's being determined by their  environment may be taken up in an action 
framework: the ways in which people are determined (that is, a l low themselves to 
be determined) can be interpreted as indicative of how they orientate themselves in  
the world. Therefore the understa nd ing of  objective patterns ( includi ng, for example, 
structura l interpretations of rel igious documents - cf par 4.2.3) could be taken up 
in an action-framework. 
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S uppose we wish to study the re ligion of some group. It wou ld then be important 
to know that this group consists of poor peop le. Know ledge of t heir poverty as an 
objective state of affai rs, and of the objective corre lation between their poverty 
and their re ligion, wou ld contribute much to an understanding of thei r re ligious re­
sponse to their poverty. In t rying to understand the re ligion of Neandertha l  men, 
knowledge of their living conditions, for examp le t hat t hey hunted t he cave bear 
at great peri l  to themse lves, is va luab le . Somehow thei r re ligion was linked with 
cave bears, as the re ligion of any group in Johannesb urg is linked with its socio-eco­
nomic position. 

Symbols could a l so become a re lative ly independent source of  interest. For examp le, 
the logic of water symbolism as a universa l, c ross-re ligious p henomenon cou ld be 
brought to light ,  as has been done by Mircea E liade. But again, such an ana lysis 
should not be iso lated. It has to be kept in touch with t he persons w ho be lieve in 
t he symbo l, in t heir respective particu la r  historica l worlds, wit h reference to the 
re ligious rea lity as understood by them . Neverthe less, in t he action-framework, an 
ana lysis of the structure of symbo ls genera l ly cou ld shed light on pa rticular textures 
of re ligious meaning. And in any event knowledge of a symbol i s  inva luab le in the 
understanding of a re ligion . To what re ligious world might the bear sku l l s, arranged 
with such specia l care by Neandert ha l  men in their caves, point? We can only conjec­
ture, but at least this meagre evidence, together wit h the little know ledge that we 
do have of their life, offers a faint g limpse into a strange world of awe. 

T he religious reality itse lf  is the u ltimate referent of a re ligion. T he fie ld of action is 
bounded by this rea lity. Whether a theory of re ligion as action cou ld be t he base line 
for theology, is another question. In science of re ligion we a re concerned wit h the 
re ligious search of man and his re ligious response to the u ltimate mystery, not the 
mystery itse lf. B ut this boundary joins as wel l. I should not dogmatica l ly want to 
ru le it out of bounds for a student of re ligion, dwe l ling on the meeting between 
peop le and t he t ranscending re ligious rea lity, to speak to some extent of the re li­
gious rea lity itse lf. But then he would be moving beyond t he limits of the idea of 
action as drawn here, and t he limits of science of re ligion as d rawn in chapte r 2. 

4.3.5 U NDERSTAND I NG AND EXPLANAT IO N  

'Understanding ' may simp ly be taken to mean satisfactory know ledge. T his wou ld of 
course imp ly more than a fee ling of satisfaction sometimes fe lt by an individua l ( 'Oh, 
now I see ! '). In the study of re ligion, as in science genera l ly, know ledge is expected 
to be satisfactory and convincing to t he forum of students as  we l l  - b ut we sha l l  
return to this in chapter 6. It i s  important in t he p resent context t hat we do not 
fo l low the usage, widespread in some ci rc les, of contrasting 'understanding ' with 
'exp lanation'. According to that view (ca l led t he deductive-nomologica l o r  D N  
model o f  unde rstanding, and a t  present associated pa rticu lar ly with C G Hempel and 
P Oppenheim) exp lanation is taken to be the subsumption of a pa rticu la r  case under 
a gene ra l  law (cf Hempe l 1966: 5 1 ). It obviously ru les out t he possibi lity of science 
of re ligion ever ' rea l ly '  exp laining anyt hing. In that schoo l of  t hinking t he term 'un­
derstanding' (or t he German equiva lent 'Verstehen') is usua l ly used in a depreciatory 
way, as meaning me re intuition: a vague and non-rigorous ( 'soft') sense of sympat he­
tic acquaintance, perhaps useful in the ea rly stages of an investigation, but not yet 
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'explanation'. We have to add, however, that some advocates of 'Verstehen' have 
accepted the dichotomy and sometimes contribute to the notion of understanding 
as being only intuition. 

An important trend in contemporary methodology, however, does not accept such 
a dichotomy between understanding and explaining and a corresponding dichotomy 
between the human sciences and natural sciences. Fol lowing this trend (and linking 
up more with the everyday usage of these terms) we may see understanding and 
explanation as presenting two stages in the same process : when our understanding of 
something is lacking or has become shaky, we are in need of an explanation as a 
means towards 'making sense' of the puzzle, that is, towards understanding (cf 
Pannenberg 1976 : 135ff). A successful explanation is one that a l lows us to under­
stand; a sound understanding is one that, for the present, is not in need of explana­
tion. 



CHAPTER 5 

Self-awareness 

5.1 OBJECTIVITY I N  THE HEART OF SUBJECTIV ITY 

The previous chapter concentrated on what is usually called the object of a field of 
studies, and argued that in the science of religion, as in some other fields, the object 
should be understood as subjective; in the centre of our attention stand religious 
human beings. Even when we look at religious things, we only temporarily abstract 
from the persons. This chapter, as well as the following one, will have a closer look 
at the how of this study. 

An obvious word, corresponding to the word 'object', and referring to the style in 
which investigations of religion should be conducted, is of course 'objectivity'. A 
number of other words convey more or less the same idea, that of doing justice to 
the object of one's investigation. We could say that the researcher of religion is 
striving after the truth; after valid, reliable or adequate knowledge; after realism, 
rationality or fidelity in regard to his or her knowledge of religion. All these terms 
suggest that the ideal is to attain sound knowledge, which is true to its object, able 
to stand the test of rigorous criteria, and which lies beyond ignorance or mere im­
pressions. Continuing a central idea of the previous chapter, 'responsibility' appears 
as a particularly apt word to carry the meaning intended here. It suggests the idea 
of a task - one to be done well, not in a slipshod way. Furthermore, this task can 
only be carried out in full awareness of the response-able situation in which we find 
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ourselves, interacting with religious people. Valid knowledge can only be  obtained if 
we keep in mind t hat a person, working in the fellowship of other investigators, 
meets other persons, who are religious. The ideal of objectivity is not reached by 
trying to cancel out our being persons, but by taking t his seriously. Objectivity is 
to be established in t he heart of subjectivity. 

T his reciprocity is a special form of what De Groot ( 1969) has described as the em­
pirical cycle underlying all science as well as everyday knowing, in fact, all expe­
rie nce. Even in our everyday lives we do not gain experience and knowledge by 
being passive, but by actively approaching t he world, by having our initial grasp of 
the world changed by contact with  it, and by constantly improving our grasp of it 
by adapted, improved e fforts. So the process goes on, in a spiral-shaped development. 
In  science this cycle takes on t he form of a highly conscious, systematic and con­
trolled search. Science is t he systematic, deliberate attack on the unknown, and 
allows itself to be tested and enriched by the resistance of t he field it explores. It 
starts with tentative ideas of w hat it will find, it allows these ideas to undergo ri ­
gorous tests, and it ends, not with a bsolute knowledge, but with a better approxima­
tion of the truth t han it began with, and a new round begins. The various words 
used to indicate elements of t he scientific process, such as observation, concept-for ­
mation, hypothesis, experiment and theory all have to be understood in  this context . 
Science moves between two poles : the investigating researcher, who actively forms 
his or her ideas; and t he investigated object, which corroborates or annuls these 
ideas, or gives rise to unexpected ones. Both are equally im portant. It is clear that 
this reciprocity becomes extremely complex when persons study other persons. 

Before we turn to t he public character of objectivity (in t he next chapter), t he im­
portance of t he individual student doing his own particular work well, needs em­
p hasizing. T he notes each of us submits to the scrutiny of others have to be as good 
as we can make t hem. Let us call this intra-subjective validity, in  distinction from 
inter-subjective validity. W hat else can t he individual do but try to make his reports 
as reliable as possible - and t hen  allow t he comparison with t hose of others? T his 
implies a disciplined awareness of his own stance, his own input i nto t he generation 
of k nowledge. T here is much to t he  following remark by Spiegel berg ( 1975 :78) : 
'There is t hen no escape from subjectivity. The only cure for subjectivistic subjec­
tivity is more and better subjectivity, more discriminating subjectivity, and more 
se lfcritical subjectivity, which will show the very limits of subjectivity' .  I n  this 
section I shall abstract - artificially - from those aspects of t he individual investi­
gator's approach which are really public, even when he works alone; from his indi ­
vidual compliance with the generally-accepted rules of i nter-subjective validity in  
his field of study. Let us  try to describe at least some of t he typical processes going 
on in t he mind of t he individual student when he studies religion. 

5.2 THE I MPORT OF  THE PERSONAL S ITUATION 

Scie nce is fiction, in  t he sense t hat it is constructive, imaginative work. T he great 
scientist is as original as the great artist . It would t herefore be of value to examine 
more closely some of the personal and situational sides of t his process of construc­
tion, which will· u ndoubtedly i nfluence the operations of t he researcher of religion. 
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Not many workers in the area of religion see the necessity of doing this. If asked 
how they came to their interesting conclusions , they might think it enough simply 
to refer to some publicly accepted procedures , such as exegetical ru les for reading 
ancient texts (when dealing with such relig ions ) ,  or interviewing (when dealing with 
contemporary religious phenomena). The reports , based on such overt procedures, 
however , a re only the tips which show themselves on the surface. Hidden from sight 
is a vast bulk of what went on in the process of discovery , without the researcher 
necessa rily being conscious of  this at all. As we shall see , there is a wide range of 
factors , for example value p resuppositions , which influence an investigator , albeit 
unconsciously. 

In studying people , especially an aspect of thei r lives as elusive and sensitive as their 
religion , a large part of the personality of the observer is engaged. Sometimes scien­
tists of human phenomena might in passing admit that such personal factors 'of 
course play a ro le ' in their investigations. But they might hasten to add that these 
a re negligible ,  or irrelevant or innocuous (since they are presumably automatically 
cancelled out by the public discussion); or that it is in any case impossible to inves­
tigate them; or that they can be unnerved by mere decision; or that the blunt , hasty 
and su perficial admission of one's prejudices, before hurrying on to the real stuff , 
is enough to exorcise or allay them; sometimes bias (that is , adherence to values 
of such a kind and in such a way that it interferes with objectivity ) is even flaunted. 

The position I shall take is that an important e lement of objectivity is to recognise 
these hidden facets, so intimately related to one's own person , and thereby to dis­
cipline them. When we get to know them, their role is changed. Here I can do no 
more than sketch some of the typical patterns to be found in this regard. 

5.2. 1 G E N ER A L  CU LTURA L B AC KGROUND 

First, there are the typical assumptions each of us has as a member of the general 
culture to which we belong. We share some general experience of life with certain 
othe r people. Each of us has an unquestioned framework which gives stability and 
order to our lives. We hold certain things to be obvious and normal , and these are 
the familiar points of reference in our o rdinary lives. We never doubt them, in fact 
seldom consciously think about them. In this world we are at home. The point is 
that this taken for granted milieu of ours unde rlies our science. All of  us live , most 
of the time, in terms of such an eve ryday stock of knowledge. In a way , science 
disentangles itself - with difficulty, and fortunately never completely - from this 
nexus; and it is constantly infilt rated by it. The meanings o f  this a rea of our expe­
rience are the source of our scientific constructs. When we move into a st range re­
ligion, we car ry these well-known truths with us. They patte rn our obse rving and 
unde rstanding. Without them we would not be able to gain new knowledge. They 
are indispensable; but they have to be t ranscended. I become aware of them as mine 
in the confrontation with strange forms of human life. They a re ambivalent: they are 
the wall against which I can haul myself up in order to see beyond; but they a re 
also to some extent part of the wall between me and those other people beyond my 
everyday wo rld. 
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5.2.2 RELIG IOUS M I L I E U  

The religious milieu into which one was born has the same ambivalent character. 
Being a member of a religion has enormous advantages in studying it, since the par­
ticipant can draw on a vast store of insider knowledge. This level of belonging to a 
religion should be distinguished from the level of being existentially committed (be­
ing personally religious). Via self-observation a Hindu is able to make a better depth­
probe of Hinduism than an non-Hindu would be capable of, simply by virtue of his 
or her insider knowledge, which is available as an instrument for measuring the 
validity of observations. The world of Hinduism is then not merely looked at from 
without, but explored from within. We should not, however, be lured into imagining 
that having this insider knowledge is a sufficient condition for studying the religion 
of a group adequately. Familiarity is not the same thing as theoretical knowledge, 
which is what we are after in science of religion. Being an insider as such does not 
guarantee validity. This kind of knowledge (which is usually unreflective) has to be 
transposed into theoretical (reflective) knowledge. 

The first is an extremely valuable asset, but it has to be changed into the second; and 
the second is, as we have seen, partly an extension of the first, but also partly at 
odds with it. There is nothing that has to be dealt with as circumspectly as things 
that are all too well known. They can easily become a quagmire. 

In these first two sub-sections we have moved on a plane where self-observation 
could be said to be the required posture. We shall now move closer to the personal 
core of the student of religion and those dimensions in regard to which one should 
rather speak of intro-spection. Here we can distinguish between intra-scientific 
values and the extra-scientific personal values of the investigator. 

5.2.3 INTRA-SCIENTI F IC VALUES 

It is sometimes mistakenly thought that science is, or rather should be, value-free. 
A long debate has been raging over this question, into which we shall not enter (cf 
however, the pertinent rem.arks in chapter 3)':''Suffice it to say that the so-called 
value-freeness of science is itself a valuational postulate. In the terminology used 
earlier on: scientific objectivity is an aspect of human responsibility. It is a virtue. 
The unsatisfactory term value-freeness refers to the professional ethos of a scientist. 
It implies a moral attitude towards oneself and the objects of one's investigation. 
This attitude infuses the whole pro�ss of investigation, from the problems selected 
to the results obtained. Kaplan (1964:380) admirably formulated the scientific 
ethos as follows: 'Thus, the scientific habit of mind is one dominated by the reality 
principle, by the determination to live in the world as it is and not as we might 
fantasy it. For the scientist, ignorance is never bliss. A robust sense of reality, in 
William James's phrase, is above all a willingness to face life with open eyes, what­
ever may confront our sight .. The scientist is humble before the facts, submitting 
his will to their decision, and accepting their judgment whatever it might be. This 
humility of his is counterpoised by integrity and honesty, by the courage of his 
convictions, and - if I may paraphrase - by firmness in the truth as God gives him 
to see the truth, and not as it is given him by tradition, by the Academy, or by the 
powers that be. And there is a certain distinctive scientific temper, marked by 
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judiciousness and caution , care and conscientiousness. How far al l this view is f rom 
the mode l - o r  rather, the myth - of science as the work of a disembodied, un­
feeling intellect ! Surely these att ributes of the scientist are all vi rtues , in the scien­
tist's judgment, as we ll as in our own; and surely the possession of these virtues is 
a va lue to which the scientist has wholeheartedly committed himself. ' The attitude 
of disinterestedness is thus a far c ry f rom anaemic intel lectualism and c rippled hu­
manity. On the cont rary,  it is carried by a high regard for the dignity of man , who 
is he re regarded as not necessari ly the victim and captive of his own persona l ci rcum­
stances. Zijderve ld summed up this stance in the phrase 'intellectual asceticism'. To 
illustrate the meaning of the phrase he te l ls the story ( 1974:222) of the Spanish 
poet and scho lar F ray Luis de Leon ( 1527-159 1) who returned to Salamanca after 
being held captive by the Inquisition for five years , to resume his lectu ring. His 
audience expected an emotional outpouring or  a denunciation of the Inquisition. 
Instead, he sta rted by saying: 'As we said yesterday .... .', picking up the thread of 
his lectu re whe re it was interrupted five years before. This I regard as nob le. 

The theme of one's role as a scientist is of course much wider than that of the scien­
tific values on ly. Compa rab le to one's everyday milieu and religious milieu , one's 
scientific mi lieu could become a topic of investigation. This would include dealing 
with the academic school in which one might stand, with one 's general theoretical 
and methodological orientation , and so on. In the next chapter this theme wi ll be 
taken up again. 

5.2.4 I NTER ESTS AND IDEO LOG I ES 

Science is not se lf -sufficient , except in those instances where it takes on religious 
overtones. Usually it is done in the service of other, wider dimensions of life . Diffe­
rent people come to it with different motives and purposes. For these extra -scienti­
fic motivationa l forces the word 'interests' is nowadays often used. Stripped of its 
Marxist overtones, it may be used in the present context to cove r the va rious needs 
that could impel people to do their science - and to do it the way they do it . One 
person might be attracted by the possibility of obtaining power; another might be 
d rawn by the hope of enhancing his p restige; a thi rd might view it as a means to­
wards some re ligious end, for example to find a deeper level of re ligious experience , 
o r  to find confi rmation of his belief that all religion is opium of o r  for the people ; a 
fourth might be d riven by an u rge to widen the a rc of his cultural experience; a fifth 
might envisage the possibility of improving the lot of mankind o r  of a section of it ; 
a sixth might hope to escape f rom the technologica l mentality , o r  to become more 
efficient in technologica l society; and so on. 

In concrete cases, these interests a re p robably as multifarious in thei r shades of 
nuance as the number of individuals interested in religion. Consciously o r  uncon­
sciously, and ve ry subtly, they influence the way in which investigations a re 
conducted, the way in which conclusions are drawn , and the way in which results 
a re reported and used. 
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A related word, often used, i s  'ideology'. I t  i s  also often misused, being bandied as a 
term of  abuse by opposing parties - each usually disparaging the other's views as 
ideological . When used  in a more neutral, descriptive way, it is sometimes under­
stood in a wide sense, to refer to a society's general interpretation of reality, consis­
ting of a description of reality and values applying to life. This wide definition is 
probably not sharp enough, and it merges too much with the general concept 'cul ­
ture'. A more stringent definition would give us a more useful tool. Here I under­
stand by 'ideology' a pattern of ideas and values which reflects the interests of a 
society or a section of a society, and which tends to be justificatory or apologetic, 
thereby mobilizing the society or a section of it with a view to the attainment of 
some (especially economical and political) public goal . I deologies include capitalism, 
communism, nationalism and other systems. Ideologies are based on interests, but 
they go further. An interest may be an individual or a social affair ; an ideology is by 
definition a social affair . An individual can naturally share in a socially-accepted 
ideology, but one would hardly speak of a particular individual's own idiosyncratic 
legitimizing construction as his i deology. Nevertheless, an individual can of course be 
inspired by a more widely accepted ideology. Interests may be compared to raw 
material, which is then taken up and refined via a conscious intellectual process. 
Ideologies are rooted in interests, and further these interests. Interests themselves rest 
in basic layers of our lives; ideologies are man-made constructions, thought up by 
intellectuals. Interestingly enough, ideologies tend to obfuscate their characteristics 
of  being intellectual constructions, reflecting interests, and mobilizing groups. They 
tend to become absolute systems of legitimation - without being in need of legiti­
mation themselves. The result is that an ideology can easily insinuate itself into the 
individual's mind and insidiously become an uncritically accepted guiding frame of 
reference. 

The student of religion is by no means immune from this possibility. 

5.2.5 P E RSONAL R EL I G I O N  

One's personal religion must be distinguished from one's religious milieu. Into the 
second I am born; the first is my personal commitment . The second is the soil in 
which I exist; the first is the root of my existence. The second belongs to my appro­
priated world; the first belongs to my core as a human being. I experience the 
second as penultimacy; the first as ultimacy. The second lies around the first. My 
religious milieu could become the focal point of my deepest commitment. For 
example, it is possible for a Christian to transfer unreserved commitment to God, 
from God to empirical Christianity . Then the religious milieu becomes, as it were, 
God to him, and in analysing his attitude towards his religious environment we are in 
fact analysing · his deepest commitment, that is, his personal religion. Also, religious 
milieu and personal religion are here somewhat forcefully distinguished for analyti­
cal purposes. In reality, they blend .  

The question now is: what i s  the relationship between the personal religion of  the 
student of  religion and his scientific study ? More specifically, what is the import of 
personal religion on the study of  religion? To fully answer this question, we would 
need an embracing background theory on a grand scale, in which religion and science 
are related .  We could then, to mention a few examples, draw on the theories of 
Weber (who believed that modern societies are progressively demystified and ratio-
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na l ised), Ha bermas ( 1978), Berger ( 1969; 1973 ) .  Luc kmann ( 1963; 1972 ) .  E liade 
(eg 1 974); Luhmann ( 1977 ) .  and Hofmeyr ( 1979 ) .  We wou ld then be ab le to trace 
the comp licated story of their origina l  intimacy (historica l ly, modern science has 
re ligious roots ) .  their progressive drif ting apart as society became more specia lised, 
and a lso of the countertendency, as science sometimes tends to take over a re ligious 
ro le and re ligion sometimes dons scientific respectabi lity. But this wou ld lead us too 
far . For our present purposes, I sha l l  on ly outline how these two movements of the 
human mind meet in the s tudy of re ligion. 

The great phenomenologist of re ligion Van der Leeuw said that the study of re ligion 
is possib le only by beginning from one's own attitude to life. Faith and inte l lectual 
suspense (epoche) do not ex lude each other. 'Understanding, in fact, itse lf presuppo­
ses intel lectua l restraint. But this is never the a ttitude of the co ldb looded spectator : 
it is , on the contrary, the loving gaze of the lover on the be loved object' ( 1 964:684 ) .  
Ratschow sees the basis for the very possibi lity of science of re ligion in the fact that 
the researcher of re ligion must be a human being who has been encountered and 
arrested by 'his' God; the persona l re ligion of the student of re ligion is the prime 
condition, without which the s tudent wi l l  miss the essence of his object of inves­
tigation ( 1973 : 3 53 ). Py le ( 1979 :209) on the other hand be lieves that the investi­
gator of re ligion need not himse lf be re ligious. But, he adds, his exercise becomes 
futi le if he ho lds re ligion to be nonsensical, meaning less or inconceivable . Berger's 
remarks on the method of ethics is app licable to the method of science of re ligion. 
He ho lds fast to the difference between intel lectua l se lfdiscip line and utopian ima­
gination (in our present context, one could substitute 'persona l re ligion' for the 
last). 'Whi le these are two distinct movements of the human mind, they are by no 
means contradic tory and can be undertaken, a lbeit with tensions, by the same indi­
vidua l .  I think we bad ly need individua ls who are capab le of both movements and 
who can bear the tension this entai ls' ( 1974a : 258). 

It wou ld be unrea listic to deny that a student's persona l re ligion wou ld inf luence 
his study of re ligion. It wou ld a lso be foo lish to deny the va lue of this springboard. 
One's own re ligious experience is a mine, richer and deeper than mere insider know­
ledge about one's re ligious mi lieu. Somebody who is complete ly a -re ligious or anti­
re ligious would probab ly be able to make only superficia l statements about s trong ly 
convinced religion, just as somebody who is co lour-b lind wi l l  hard ly appreciate fu l ly 
pa intings of Van Gogh. Conversely, a s trongly convinced be liever wi l l  have difficu lty 
in understanding the atheist or the agnostic, who are to be taken as serious ly by 
science of religion as the be liever. We a l l  start somewhere; and the richer our o wn 
ex perience, the richer wi l l  the yie ld of understanding be of familiar as we l l  as strange 
forms of experience . Von Harnack was patently wrong in c laiming that anyone who 
knows one re ligion (Christianity ) knows a l l  re ligions. Max Mu l ler was more correct 
in dec laring that he who knows on ly one, knows none; but we have to add: he who 
knows one, at least has a starting point to learn something about other re ligions as 
we l l. 

On the other hand, it wou ld be just as short-sighted to insist that only a be liever can 
understand a re ligion. Some important distinctions have to be made in this regard. 
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First, t here is a difference between science and re ligion. Science is at the same time 
less , and more, than re ligion. It is less, in that it cannot pretend to reproduce the 
fu lness of re ligious ex perience; and it is more, in t hat it asks questions not asked by 
faith and gives answers not given by faith .  Of course only a believer could give an 
account of t he a lmost inaccessib le recesses of hig hly persona l re ligious motivations , 
but he would not necessari ly be ab le to give a t heoretica l exp lanation of those moti­
vations or of t he situationa l patterns in w hich his religion occurs. To science and 
religion are attached two different sty les of engagement ; science is the purposive 
search for approximate knowledge; re ligion is essentia l ly response to an ultimate 
meaning. Science, by  its nature, suspends abso lute commitment to re ligious va lues ,  
perhaps only for a s hort whi le, but nonetheless does so ; re ligion suspends doubt. 
Of  course t hey are re lated at least by virtue of t he fact that t hey both arise from the 
one, who le human being who is hopefu l ly not schizophrenic ; but the whole man 
does not exercise a l l his capacities a l l  the time. T hey are a lternates, rather than a lter ­
natives. T his is not to deny t hat to move from the one kind of  engagement to the 
other may be difficu lt and may stretch t he menta l capacities of the individua l who 
at times does one or t he ot her .  It is a lso not to deny t hat one's religion wi l l  influence 
one's science of re ligion. But t he vita l point to keep in mind is that t he study of re li­
gion is not coterminous with re ligious confession, and that science of re ligion is not 
a par liament of  re ligions. To borrow N Smart 's ( 1973) terms: t he study of re ligion is 
distinct from t he expression of re ligion . T here is no reason to attach a sui generis 

· c haracter to science of  re ligion. It is 'on ly' science ( like socio logy, psycho logy and 
the r est) but as such, it has a dignity of its own. 

Second, we have to distinguish between various leve ls and degrees of understanding. 
An abso lute insistence t hat on ly a tru ly convinced believer can study re ligion , would 
lead to so lipsism because t he umbrel la terms we usua l ly emp loy, such as 'Hinduism ',  
'Judaism', 'Buddhism' and 'Christianity', are found to be quite gross when we start 
to ana lyse  t he empirica l worlds to which t hey vaguely refer. Even within each 're li ­
gion ' t here are many (often conflicting) views, and i f  w e  use an even finer sieve, each  
convinced adherent would have his or her very own persona l re ligion. If held consis­
tent ly, t he insistence t hat a re ligion is accessible on ly to t hose who complete ly share 
in it , makes a l l  study o f  re ligion impossib le. 

It seems to rest on t he confusion of science and re ligion, and on t he assumption 
t hat understanding is a matter of everything or nothing. But in the study of re ligion 
C hristianity is not a c losed book to a l l  but convinced C hristians, re ligious scepticism 
to a l l but sceptics, or Hinduism to a l l  but Hindus . In c hapter 6 I sha l l  take t his 
t heme up once more. At t his stage we note that understanding is a matter of various 
degrees and levels of depth. Sometimes , in the study of a particu lar case, we wou ld 
try to get as near to t he core of a person's se lf-understanding as possib le, but t his 
case cannot be restricted to on ly myse lf ,  and even a litt le know ledge of others is 
better t han not hing. Like a l l  science, t he study of re ligion wants to be pub lic ly 
s hared; it is not esoteric. Its purpose is not to isolate peop le in exc lusive and inac­
cessib le cast les of meaning, but to widen t he_ fie ld of pub lic discourse about re ligion 
as much as possib le. T he difficulties are enormous , but not more insurmountable 
t han is t he case in other sciences of man. 
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5.3 REFLEXIVENESS 

5.3. 1 I NCR EAS E D  S E L F-AWAR E N ESS 

A useful term for the kind of activity where the investigator investigates himself as 
investigator, is reflexiveness. This self-analysis may be distinguished from two other 
types of knowing activity. The first of these is unreflectiveness, which refers t o  our 
normal everyday way of dealing wit h t he world, w here we take things for granted . A 
second type is reflectiveness. The knower experiences a distance between himself 
and the normal t hings. They become problematic. T his may be t he beginning of the 
scientific (theoretical) kind of knowing, w hich refers to the way of dealing with the 
world (in our case, with religion) . as we partly describe it in this introduction. T he 
concept reflexiveness is at home in the phenomenological tradition. It has to  do with 
the kind of investigation where t he knower turns back on himself in his act of 
knowing. It is thus a special form, an expansion, a radicalizing of reflectiveness. The 
student of religion here heeds himself. He follows, as it were, in his own tracks, 
made as he moves around in his world as an everyday man, a religious man, or as a 
student of religion. 

The background assumptions mostly enter into t he study of religion without our 
being conscious of their import, and t hey can remain undetected and unarticulated . 
But once a researcher becomes conscious of them, his intellectual conscience will not 
easily allow him to turn a b lind eye to  t heir existence. He then realises that they 
(with t he exception of intra-scientific values) introduce bias. They can easily 
change from innocence into pseudo-innocence. 

Hiding t hem is not t he answer. At least we have t o  make them explicit t o  ourselves. 
To recognise the inevitability of such conditioning is the first step to overcome its 
possible deterministic character. Captivity within an ideology is avoided by taking 
one's situation into full, explicit and critical account, thereby changing one's auto­
matic conditioning into a conscious conditioning and t hus changing the nature of 
the conditioning itself. By becoming radically conscious of my p oints of departure, 
my perspectives and my dogmatic presuppositions I begin t o  take responsibility f or 
them. Increased self-awareness amounts to  the expansion of the boundaries of one's 
responsibility. It may not be easy to do this. It may be disquieting, and it is natural­
ly not possible for an individual to examine himself definitively. In t his respect cri­
ticism by others is necessary. Through the debunking confrontation of enemies and 
the co-operation of friends I discover m yself. The individual may fear t hat this self­
analysis may lead to paralysis, or that he will be embarking on a never-ending jour­
ney leading him away from his real task, which would be to direct himself to his 
object. But t his is of course precisely where t he rub is: he has t o  d irect himself. T he 
temporary alienation from myself in this process of clarification undermines the 
dogmatic arrogance of naive realism. A spiral of reflexiveness is part of the study of 
religion: in discovering other persons, I discover myself , and in discovering myself 
the possibility is created of moving beyond t he boundaries of m y  own situation and 
of making creative use of my own background in order to discover other persons. 
Self-knowledge and the know ledge of ot hers hang together. 
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Reflexiveness amounts to the personal and situational understanding (cf chapter 4 ) ,  
by the student of religion, of himself; to his being willing, and able, to give an ac­
count of his own personal stance (including his personal religious, ideological and 
scientific commitment) and his own locality in the world (including his general cul­
tural background and his religious milieu) ,  which are part of the perspective in which 
he will inevitably approach the religions of his study. 

5.3.2 IS PERSON AL RELIG ION CH ANG E D  IN TH E PROCESS? 

Even though science of religion cannot propound values, it will nevertheless indi­
rectly affect the values of those who take part in it. According to some it will open 
the floodgates of relativism and scepticism; according to others it will have a thera­
peutic value for those who study it, the scalpel itself even becoming a sacramental 
instrument (Goodenough 1959:95). Note that the reflexive effect of science of re­
ligion is of course an important theme of investigation for science of religion. In 
that case, it has to be dealt with as an empirical question. Instead of sweeping state­
ments about the compatibility or otherwise of deep religious commitment and deep 
scientific commitment we would find out how they mix in specific cases. The status 
of the remarks made here, is simply that of general, brief and preliminary comments. 
The remarks would apply partly even to a positivistic study of religion. But we are 
really focusing on a science of religion which is self-critically aware of the construc­
tive quality of its search for truth about religion. It may be said of this kind of study 
that it could set men free from reified, absolutized religion, that is, from religion 
which has been allowed to become hardened into a chunk of thing-like solidity, for­
getting that religion itself is the deposit in the field of human experience of a mys­
tery lying radically beyond the religion itself. Faith is discovered as a human answer, 
essentially pointing beyond itself. This science of religion, by uncovering the per­
sonal and situational quality of religion, and in the process allowing the revealing of 
the only too human quality of the human side of religion, can re-awaken men's re­
ceptivity for the mystery itself. It could make the student more conscious of his 
own religion or lack of it, its strengths and its weaknesses, its shades of joy and 
doubt. One's perception of one's own view of life could gain in vividness and preci­
sion, and through this process of self-discovery the person would mature. 

5.3.3 'HOW CLEAR IS TH IS TO M E?' 

In sub-section 5.3.1  especially one facet of reflexiveness received attention, namely 
the analysis by the student of religion of himself as the one who knows. The reason 
for this kind of activity is not narcissistic absorption in one's own act of knowing. 
It is rather thereby truly to get to know the other, clearing the view as far as pos­
sible by removing, or correcting, or at least allowing for distortions by myself, in 
order to allow the other human being to show himself to me. I want to perceive 
the other as plainly as possible. I scale the wall of my own personal situation in 
order to look over it into that of the people in whom I am interested. An important 
facet of reflexiveness is therefore the analysis by the student of religion of how he 
perceives the other person. 

Naturally the investigator will play according to the rules of the particular scientific 
game in which he takes part. He will exegete ancient texts according to the rules laid 
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down by the forum of exegetes, interview according to the rules of interviewing, and 
so on. But there still rema ins the grey area where irrat ional forces play around the 
formal rules when human beings meet other human beings. Here the person who 
stud ies others has to decide whether he truly sees what he th inks he sees. How 
obvious is it to me that St Paul advocated this o r  that form of government? How 
obv ious is it to me that group X believes th is or that, or that these are their motives? 
How clear is it that rel ig ion is losing ground, or gain ing ground? Reflexiveness in this 
regard means to be wide awake as to how something appears to me. Exactly how 
man ifest is this or that to me? Along which steps d id my m ind move in coming to 
bel ieve th is or that? There are degrees of ev idence, the impact of f irst impressions, 
and so on. These aspects typically belong to the phenomenological f ield of interest 
(cf the treatment 'const itut ive phenomenology' and 'phenomenology of appearances ' 
rece ive in th is school). 

There is a danger of be l iev ing that because sc ience of rel igion does not dea l in hard 
data (facts and f igures) quite as impressively as the natural sc iences, it is therefore 
subject ivist ic. After all, it is not possible to check on everything, so why not record 
the f irst impress ions that come to m ind? It is poss ible to 'get an impress ion ' and to 
'come to a conclusion' the way a sparrow builds her nest: selected b its and p ieces 
and defin itely some technique go into it, but the sparrow would not be able to tell 
us how or why she weaves as she does. Some see the interpreter of relig ion almost 
as a conjurer : suddenly (but from where and how? - h is movements are so q uick !) 
the wh ite doves appear. The moral of these s im iles from the c ircus and from nature 
is of course to admon ish ourselves to be honest and to take care about what we see. 
True, nobody would be d ishonest or careless on purpose when reading a rel ig ious 
document, or voluntarily entertain self-decept ions about what he sees, but it could 
st ill be helpful to underl ine the importance of the disc ipline of the m ind th is chapter 
has been dealing with. Once more, a f irst step here is to acquire the ab il ity to de­
scribe to myself (and to others who perhaps do not see what I see nearly as clearly 
as I do) how I see what I see, and how I came to see it the way I do. Reflex iveness 
impl ies the adoption of an attitude of question ing self-cr itic ism concerning one 's 
coming to hold certain thoughts to be true. It impl ies the w ill ingness to look again, 
and the explorat ion of other possib il it ies beyond the f irst obv ious one. In short, it 
is the sc ient if ic habit of m ind r igorously at work. 



CHAPTER 6 

The Social Dimension of 
Adeq uacy 

6.1 THE ENCOUNTER WITH RELIG IOUS PERSONS 

6.1 . 1  THE PROB LEM, THE POSSIBI LITY AND THE N EED 

To follow the maxim 'know thyself' (described in the previous chapter) is  necessary 
- but it is not sufficient to guarantee that my knowledge of somebody else's religion 
may be called true. The real purpose is of course to 'know the other' (so that, even­
tually, we, humanity, may know ourselves). In the previous chapter we were con­
cerned with the clarification of my conception of the other's religion; but we need 
to know whether my conception truly corresponds to the other's religion. True, I 
have to be aware of my side of the wall between us; but my purpose is to scale it, 
to get to know the other side, your side, of it. What is more, my assumption (some 
would call it presumption) as a student of religion is not only to see you, the other; 
from my point of view, but to discover how you, from your point of view, see your­
self and your world. Before considering some of the questions raised by this assump­
tion, let us accept as a general conviction that objectivity in science of religion is 
indeed partly a quality of the relationship between the student and the people stu­
died; and that this implies as a general research-guiding rule : find out how the per­
sons you are studying experience themselves and their situations. 

47  
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I n  varying ways W C Smith and W B Kristensen expressed this idea by a rguing that 
'no statement about a religion is valid un less it can be acknowledged by that reli­
gion's believers ' (Smith 1959 :42); and: ' Every religion ought to be understood from 
its own standpoint, for that is how it is understood by its own adherents .... .  They 
(ie historians and phenomenologists of religion) must investigate what religious 
value the believers ( G reeks, Babylonians, Egyptians, etc) attached to  their faith, 
what religion meant for them ..... For the historian only one evaluation is possible: 
"the believe rs we re completely right " ' ( Kristensen 1969:4 1, 48, 49). 

To discover somebody else's world f rom within, however, is much easie r said than 
done. Phi losophical ly, the question how to escape from solipsism and how to found 
the possibility of knowing the mind of another person, seems to present such an 
awesome task that f i rst rate philosophers have staggered under it ; and under the im· 
pression of the practical difficulties involved, some excellent schola rs in religion 
have backed away from it, satisfying themselves within the externally observab le 
aspects. Wach referred t o  the problem as to  whether participation in another's re· 
ligion might be a condition for understanding it, as the cent ral methodological p ro­
blem of science of religion (Wach 1923:3 5). Indeed, it is necessary t o  remind our­
selves of the gap between him or her who understands and those who are to be un· 
derstood , even when they share the same general cultural and religious milieu. What 
superficially could appear like mere shades of nuances within the same religious 
milieu (for example , 'Judaism' or 'Protestantism') may be found to be vastly diffe ­
rent things when a finer sieve is used in order to catch the subtler qualities of exis­
tential re l igious commitment . This problem is of course enorm ously compounded 
when the contact is sought across the barriers of different historical and cultural 
worlds . Here the interpreter indeed finds himself separated f rom the objects of his 
cu riosity by a nasty broad ditch, to  use the famous words of the German philoso­
phe r Lessing ( 1729-1781). The demand to see the religion of the ancient Egyptians 
or any other religion as the adherents themselves saw it in the past, or may see it 
today, may indeed seem to be naive or presumptuous. 

Yet this line of argument contains an important element of t ruth. It reflects the 
awareness that religio-scientific concepts and theories have to  be kept in cl ose 
touch with the human reality they purport to  deal with adequately. It expresses 
the desire to  honour the integrity of the religious phenomena we study, by t ry ing 
to meet the religious peop le on their own ground and on their own terms, and by 
not forcing the phenomena into the moulds of our own minds. There is no need to 
a rgue that since it is impossible to  reach the deepest recesses of a person's inner life, 
we might as well give up the entire effort to see the world of another as it were 
th rough his eyes. In our everyday lives we simply assume that mutual understanding 
is possib le, at least to the extent of meeting the practical necessities of our l ife 
t ogether with other people. We assume that, however im perfectly, our points of v iew 
can coincide, or converge, and that I can put myself in your  place and you can put 
yourself in mine . At least we assume that by mutual effort our perspectives can be 
b rought close enough to  one another to make communication p ossible . This assump­
tion is developed in the kind of approach suggested by Smith and Kristensen . Let us 
t ry t o  describe more precisely what this approach may impl y, while keeping in mind 
that the other's, the believe r's, verdict may not be accepted as the only or the high­
est c riterion of validity in studying his relig ion. Neve rtheless, as one amongst other 
factors, it dese rves our cl ose attention. 
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6.1.2 OUR COMMON HUMAN ITY 

Religious people and those who study them are, before anything else, members of 
the human race. Our common humanity is the basis on which the project of a science 
of religion becomes possible. Science of religion does not need as a basis the idea of 
some universal religion, with the implication that deep down all religions are the 
same . Neither does it presuppose sympathy in the full sense of hearts beating to­
gether in c lose fellowship, such as is for example expressed by the word 'love' (agape) 
in the Christian church. But it does presuppose that all human beings share the same 
hu man nature, that they have the same longings and fears , and that their religions (as 
hu manly constituted systems of meaning) often show parallels and similarities, 
making it possible for members of one religion (or perhaps no official religion) to 
sound the depths of strange religions in some measure. This is why industrial man 
can be moved by a rock painting of a stone-age San artist. He discovers himself, 
in his search for meaning, in those strange figures in the faded colours. 

The embracing of mankind has implications for the way in which the student will 
associate with his 'objects'. In this respect, science of religion is the living out of a 
social ethic of 'Mitmenschlichkeit' (co-humanity), lying beyond positivistic-neutral 
description. It respects the human dignity of the other, however much he might dif­
fer from me. It does not stem from an attitude of aggressive debunking or condem­
nation, striking at the wrongs in any religion. Neither is it a sentimental plea for un­
derstanding or forgiveness, or an ecumenical religious undertaking. Its service to 
mankind in our pluralistic world is to introduce people to each other under the as­
pect of religion, and this implies that each be allowed to present himself. 

6. 1 .3 K I NDS A ND L E V ELS O F  UNDE RSTAND IN G  OTH E R  P E RSONS 

Before we go further, let us retrace our steps and return to what has been said so far 
about understanding. On pp27-28 and pp32-35 the 'object' of understanding was 
dealt with (patterns of objective religious things, as well as particular cases and 
general patterns of  personal religion and religious contexts). We declined to accept 
a dichotomy between 'understanding' and 'explanation', and decided to mean by 
understanding simply satisfactory knowledge in a wide sense, and by explanation 
the means of  restoring or achieving disturbed or lacking understanding. The relation­
ship between theoretical (scientific) understanding and religious commitment was 
touched on, and we saw that although they are not mutually exclusive, they never­
theless are two distinct movements of the mind (pp4 1 -43). It was suggested that un­
derstanding is not a matter of everything or nothing, but of levels and degrees (p43). 
A few related words were introduced (pp44-45): unreflectiveness (things are perfect­
ly obvious ;  in other words, there is an unproblematic, naive understanding, and no 
explanation is asked for); reflectiveness (things become problematic, and explana­
tion is sought) ; the theoretical (scientific) form of reflectiveness (reflective under­
standing and e xplanation take on a unique texture) ; and reflexiveness (a special form 
of reflectiveness ; the self-understanding or self-explanation of the knower, to himself 
or to others) . 
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Let us distinguish between three kinds of pre-theoretical understanding , namely exis­
tential understanding, insider (participant) understanding, and outsider understan­
ding. The criterion used in distinguishing between the three kinds is the degree of 
sympathy and intimacy in the relationship between the person who understands and 
the person (s) understood. 

We may speak of existential understanding when the relationship is close , for exam­
ple, in a religious agape-relationship. The understander shares in the existential com­
mitment that inspires a group, either by bi rth and the process of socialization fol­
lowing it , or by becoming an adherent by conversion . Explanation here means to 
make clear what 'we' intend in our religion , or why 'we' are faithful to this parti­
cular commitment. There are degrees of existential understanding. The purest case 
is the individual's self-understanding. Existential understanding shades off into lesser 
degrees of being affected by or sharing in a religion , until it merges into insider (par­
ticipant) understanding. 

Insider (participant) understanding occurs when the understander has a sufficient 
knowledge of the general set-up of a group to get around quite easily , but without 
necessarily sharing in or being affected by their religious commitment. He may be 
born into this milieu, or join it (conversion is too strong a word for it). or he may 
even be able to play the role of a member successfully . 

Outsider understanding occurs when the understander does n ot in any meaningful 
way share either in 'their' com mitments or in 'their' world. This brand of understan­
ding is not difficult to achieve. In fact, it is the kind of stereotyped knowledge most 
people are satisfied to have of most other people most of the time, but its degree of 
adequacy is low. 

In real life the shifts between existential and insider understanding, and between in­
sider and outsider understanding, are naturally gradual . 

In four respects theoretical understanding (that is , religio-scientific understanding 
in the full sense) is distinct from pre-theoretical understanding: 

(a) Theoretical understanding is characterised by the attitude of intellectual disci­
pline, suspending (not denying) the natural commitments in life (inc luding the 
various levels of religious involvement with others) far m ore rigorously than 
ordinary understanding. 

(b) Theoretical understanding is systematic: it is (or strives after) the formulation 
of a body of logically consistent, inter related concepts and propositions concer­
ning religion. Such a body is called a theory when it is fully developed , a theo­
retical framework when it is less developed. The relationship between proposi­
tions are not necessarily of a deductive-nomological kind ,  but may also be in the 
f orm of a statement of coherent patterns. 

(c) Theoretical understanding is also systematically constructed. It is formulated in 
such a way that hypotheses can be derived from the theory, which can then be 
tested systematically by empirical checks . This critical falsification leads to the 
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improvement of the theory. I n  other words, theoretica l u nderstanding is essen­
tia l ly open, dynamic and approximate. I n  princip le it exposes itse lf to improve­
ment or refutation, that is, it imp lies seeking for new and better exp lanations. 
The aspect of u nderstanding with which we are concerned in this section, is this: 
how can this systematic, k now ledge-generating shutt ling back and forth between 
the student of  re ligion and re ligious peop le be achieved? 

(d) Theoretica l u nderstanding refers to the broader existing stock of know ledge in 
science of  re ligion, to the forum of scho lars of re ligion. It  is  not a private affair. 

To what extent is it necessary for adequate theoretica l u nderstanding to be based on 
previous participant u nderstanding, or even existentia l u nderstanding? Or is mere 
outsider u nderstanding sufficient? 

It may be argued that in fact al l  theoretica l u nderstanding imp licit ly re lies on parti­
cipant a nd even existentia l u nderstanding of some sort. In the previous chapter I 
have argued that the student of re ligion's experience of his own personal re ligion 
or lack of  it and of his own wor ld (his existentia l se lf-understanding and his partici­
pant u nderstanding of his own genera l cu ltura l background and re ligious mi lieu) 
inevitab ly p lays an e normous ro le i n  his reconstruction of the re ligion of others. It 
seems to me that a good e xistentia l u nderstanding, or at least participant u nder­
standing, of the other's re ligion is an idea l worth pursuing, with a view to a theore ­
tica l u nderstanding with a reasonab le degree of adequacy. This brings us back to the 
genera l research-guiding ru le : if possible, find out how the persons you are studying 
experience themse lves and their situations. 

The imp lication of a l l  this is that theory has to be grounded in the experience of the 
peop le invo lved (cf Zijderve ld 1972). The formation of theoretica l u nderstanding 
may proceed in two directions. First, the pre-theoretica l unde rstanding may move 
via low leve l theorizing (sti l l  staying qu ite c lose to the actua l experience of the 
peop le themse lves) towards refinement into more abstract theorizing. Second, one 
may start with abstract theory i n  a more specu lative fashion, as long as we rea lise 
that this abstract understanding a lso has to pass the test of the experie nce of the 
re ligious peop le. It is not necessary to c lose the door to the deve lopment of abstract 
theories i n  science of re ligion. O n  the contrary, they are needed. The insistence on 
sensitive theories (that is, theories that are sensitive to the actua l experience of the 
be lievers or members) a lso does not imp ly the error of persona lism (sometimes a lso 
referred to as psycho logism), that is, the idea that theoretica l u nderstanding exp lains 
o n ly the subjective fee lings, be liefs , ideas, intentions and so on of re ligious man. It 
cou ld, and shou ld, proceed beyond that and construct exp lanations of broad situa­
tiona l patterns. Neverthe less, it is a wise ru le of thumb that a l l  theoretica l understan­
ding of  re ligion shou ld in  some way make sense to the re ligious people if made c lear 
to them, a lthough they might not agree with it. 

6. 1 .4 W AYS TO U ND E RSTAND ING 

I may be long to the Jewish re ligion; how then can I ,  a s  a Jewish stu aent of  re ligion, 
even try to understand the re ligion of Hindus adequate ly? Or I may be an agnostic; 
is there an  even remote possibi lity that I can achieve an u nderstanding of African 
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relig ion? I n  this sub-section we shall look at the more practical aspect of u nderstan­
ding religious experiences in  which the s tudent may not share directly. 

6.1 .4. 1 Conversion 

The first poss ibility that comes to mi nd is naturally the actual conversion of the i n­
vestigator to another rel igious commitment. It could create a groundwork for religio­
sc ientific understanding, if the convert is able to adopt the theoretical s tance in re­
gard to himself and to his newly-acquired faith. But clearly conversion cannot be 
demanded as a prerequisite for studying another religion. It  is not something that 
can be done, or not, at will , depending on the demands of his particular project. 

6.1 .4.2 I maginative re-enactment 

A second way is the imaginative re-enactment, by the student, of the existential 
understanding of the other person. The common humanity shared by both ,  and the 
pe rsonal existential understanding of the student of his own world, allow him to 
enter into the skin and mind of the other person - admittedly only i n  a make-be­
lieve fashion, but this is still very useful. Certainly the use of the imagination is not 
to be frowned upon. It  is one of the noblest faculties of the human mind, i ndispen­
sable not only in art, but also in science. Adopting as much as possible the frame of 
mind of the other person implies 'thinking away' those aspects which are our own 
pe rsonal pecul iarities, and addi ng those aspects which seem to be peculiar to the 
other person .  By self-critically moving back and forth between myself and the other , 
I can in some measure succeed in  reconstructing the existential understa nding of the 
other person. In this vein Kris tensen spoke of the 'imaginative re-experiencing' of 
a s ituatio n strange to us ( 1 969:42) ,  a nd Allen of 'imaginative participation' 
( 1978:90). At best this way would lead to an 'as if' exis tential u nderstanding. I t  
remains precarious , and i n  need o f  vigorous empirical checks. 

6.1 .4.3 Becoming a participant 

One of the ways to understanding is the immersion of oneself i nto the sett ing one is 
trying to u nderstand by becoming a participant in the everyday lives of other people 
and their relig ious settings without necessarily becoming a believer. Living with the 
people, s haring their l ives, learning their history and appreciating their cu�tural heri­
tage - these are a few obvious aspects to this effort. As an insider o ne could get to 
know the whole context of their life and the forces at work in  it. I n  that context, 
one could interpret the meani ngs of their gestures, their facial expressions, the tone 
of their voices, thei r holy places and times , great events in their past ,  and so on. The 
conclusio ns one comes to on the basis of the obse rvation of these signs in these 
contexts are not formally 'proved'. Yet this contextual experie nce is  important with 
a view to making valid observations. 

6 . 1 .4.4 E ncounter 

In  the three ways sketched so far , the student of religio n still uses his own eyes , as i t  
were. He u nderstands himself, or a t  most he understands himself as if � were the 
other, but there still remains a gap between all this and the personal experience of 
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the other himse lf, looking with his own eyes at himse lf and his own world. In  order 
to e nsu re that our concepts and our theories remain sensitive to concrete re ligion, it 
is a matter of the highest priority to have the benefit of the first-hand experience of 
the others, the adherents, themse lves. From the point of view of the student, this 
road to u nderstanding is indirect, leading via the individua l experience of the other 
person. I n  this regard the name of Freud has gained new importance. His theory of 
re ligion is outdated, but his method of encounter with his patients has in some 
circ les become a mode l of approach in the sciences dealing with man. The truth 
about the patient (i n our case, about re ligious man) is not the one-sided achievement 
of the student; it is the resu lt of the encounter between the student and the person 
being studied in a process of growth affecting both . Truth is found via dia logue. 

It is quite remarkable how many statements are made about re ligion by peop le who 
obviously scorned the courtesy of at least trying to find out whether the adherents 
wou ld in  any way recognise themse lves in the picture drawn of them. It shou ld, 
however, a lso be emphasised that the opinion of the adherents shou ld not be taken 
to be the fina l va lidation of the student's theoretica l understanding. It wou ld be 
naive to simp ly question Mr Brown about his re ligion and then take his verdict as the 
fina l word about it, on the assumption that after a l l  it is his re ligion .  There is much 
more to a re ligion than meets the eye of the adherents. Conscious intentions are part 
of much more inc lusive patterns, which more often than not are beyond the u nder­
·standing of the adherents. This is a lso why the open co-operation of the adhere nts -
however highly this has to be va lued - has to be critica l ly eva luated. Hu man beings 
are often u nconscious of their own motivations . Re ligion often merges with ideo lo­
gy, and u nfortu nate ly - as a l l  re ligions realise in their anthropo logies - human 
beings sometimes concea l the truth. In  fact, science of re ligion has the effect of 
leading peop le towards greater se lf-awareness, honesty and integrity in t heir re li­
gion. 

6.2 THE CONTROLS OF EXPERT OPIN ION 

Religious experience admitted ly has ineffab le mystica l depths that are accessible 
on ly to individua ls by way of re ligious intuition, often incommunicab le . We now 
have to see c learly that science of religion is committed to making logica l ly connec­
ted propositions about re ligion, propositions which have to be pub licly commu ni­
cable and pub lic ly testab le. A lthough re ligion may become the object of re ligio­
scientific investigation, and a lthough re ligious experience (the student's own expe­
rience, as we l l  as that of others) has to be given its due as a va luab le source and a 
resource in the science of re ligion, science of re ligion is not re ligion. It has to try and 
attain the highest possible standards of logica l rigour and e mpirica l evidence. Pre­
theoretica l u nderstanding is va luab le, but we sti l l  have to make the leap, so to speak, 
to scientific understanding. 

I therefore fu l ly endorse Hubbeling's argu ment ( 1 973 :9-33) i n  favour of the strict 
app lication of the ru les of c lassica l logic in science of re ligion, as opposed to less 
strict (more permissive) systems of dia lectica l logic. But why be logical at a l l? Part 
of the answer to this question (and this is our present concern) is t hat this criterion 
has been accepted since the beginnings of modern science in c lassica l Greece, by 
those who wished to join the scientific tradition. This leads us to an  important di-



54 

mension of adequacy in science of religion : its propositions should conform to the 
standards of the forum of expert opinion. It is a social enterprise, stretching over 
many generations, by those who share this passion and who in the course of time 
have worked out, tried out and refined such methods and procedures as would yield 
increasingly reliable results and lead to more comprehensive and better explanatory 
theories. This process goes on. 

There is another aspect to this dimension, apart from the formal rules and proce­
dures more or less generally accepted by the forum. Even if we agree that the stan­
dards of formalisation should be pushed up as far as possible, there will still remain 
the quality which may be rendered by the word 'taste'. It does not refer to mere 
subjectivistic and arbitrary preferences for this or that opinion. In the appreciation 
of works of art for example formal 'proofs' cannot seriously be demanded. In 
science of religion we have to honour, even in applying the formal rules, the wise 
ability of discrimination which is developed by long experience with religious ex­
pressions, in the company of those who are acknowledged masters in the field . 
Science of religion needs exposure of its understanding to the m utual criticis m of its 
practitioners , which is necessary with a view to the cancelling of bias. This respon­
sibility to the scientific community of course presupposes, and implies, freedom 
of thought and freedom of scientific expression, which allows for innovation and 
thereby for the improvement of the whole enterprise. 

6.3 THE SOCIAL RESPONSIBI LITY OF SCIENCE OF RELIGION 

The interpreter of religion is responsible: not only to the fellowship of scientists of 
religion or to the religious people he encounters, but to society as a whole. 

The notion of responsibility (according to the fine analysis by Niebuhr 1963) in­
cludes the obvious element of response to  someone; we had occasion to go into 
science of reliflion as a way of responding to religion. It also includes the element 
of interpreting the meanings intended by the other; this too received our attention. 
Two further elements, to which we shall now turn more specifically, are solidarity 
and anticipation. 

Solidarity refers to the realization that you and I who respond to each other, are 
interdependent. Our actions and our m utual responses to our reciprocal actions 
mesh. A bond is created. Applied to the study of religion, it refers to the realization 
that the student - or rather, the whole fellowsh ip of students of religion - is part 
of the s ociety in which this kind of search is done. In a national perspective, science 
of religion is enmeshed in pluralistic South Africa, which is at present entering into 
probably the m ost crucial period of its history. There is no possibility of disentang­
ling itself from this social c ontext. Seen in a wider perspective, it is part of the de­
bate in our world between the many and often conflicting parties, and between the 
present generations and the many past heritages of mankind. 

The word 'anticipation' brings the point of the social responsibility of sc ience of 
religion h ome even more strongly. On a personal level, anticipation refers to the rea­
lisation that the way I act towards you and respond to your actions, will influence 
your actions and responses. Accepting responsibility for my actions, I anticipate the 
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consequences, even the unintended ones, for you a s  far as possib le. When we study a 
religion , we have to rea lise that this wil l affect that re ligion . There is no possibi lity 
of honestly backing out of this responsibility . In this sense, science of religion is not 
only accountable to the peop le directly studied, but to the whole of society . The 
coming of science of re ligion in the nineteenth century was in a way an effect of the 
process of modernization; it a lso was and is today a contributing factor in the for­
mation of our modern wor ld. 

It is not the calling of science of religion to be directly either 'prophetic' (reforming) 
or 'priestly' (protective). It should not strive to debunk any re ligion or to propagate 
any re ligion, to convert anyone or to make an apostate of anyone. Neither does it 
necessarily lead to any of these consequences. It affects different peop le in different 
ways . In some cases it wil l cause an experience of shock ; in others it will lead to an 
experience of liberation and deepened se lf-understanding in the encounter with a 
sympathetic onlooker; in others the sober peeling away of layers of re ligion wi l l  
lead to the uncovering of a gem of rare value . Let us rea lise that we are touching 
some of  the most sensitive tissues in human life which are furthermore exposed to 
severe pressures in our time. Perhaps the ideal attitude of the student of re ligion can 
best be described by saying that it combines humaneness with an unsentimenta l 
insight into human realities , aware that religion has sometimes masked very human 
arrogance and fo l ly. In this irenic-ironic spirit science of religion has its ro le to p lay 
in society. 

When it moves on the lower leve ls of theoretica l understanding (that is , when it 
stays quite c lose to descriptive accounts of religious expressions of all sorts) ,  it need 
not get stuck in flat neutra lism. There is something like an evocative , creative neutra­
lity which may lead to a deepened se lf-understanding in the group studied, and 
which may evoke that particu lar religious world to outsiders , making it possible for 
them to enter into that world, perhaps even to understand in a limited but extreme­
ly va luable way the personal religion of those other people. In fact, a good crite­
rion of adequacy to apply to an account of a particular religion or a religious pheno­
menon wou ld be the question to what extent it succeeds in communicating it to 
outsiders. It cal ls for a high degree of hermeneutical sensitiveness and clarity in 
literary presentation, without slackening the standards of soundness. On this level , 
the study of religion could introduce religious man to his brother . Even on the more 
abstract levels of its understanding science of religion is nevertheless committed to 
the benefit of  mankind by opening men's eyes to themselves and to others . 



CHAPTER 7 

The Conce pt Religion 

· 1 n  this chapter I shall not offer a defin ition of religion. The purpose is rather to out­
li ne the f ield of dimensions underlying possible and existing defin itions. 

7.1 CONCEPTUALIZ ING RE LIG ION 

Burhoe ( 1974 : 1 5) may seem uncomfortably close to the truth in  stating 'that the 
scientific study of religion is today in a more primitive state than was biology two 
centuries ago. We have not yet had our Darwin; we have hardly had our Linnaeus 
to sharpen our basic descriptive terms and their  classifications; and we have not suf­
ficiently utilized the tested conceptual or symbolic systems of other perti nent disci­
plines to help structure and order our data'. Yet this is an overstatement. Science of 
religion has made important contributions to the understanding of religion. The pro­
blem of concept formation has so far been dealt with especially in terms of two 
grand strategies, namely phenomenology and logical empiricism. These metascienti­
fic positions have been clarified in  chapter 3. We shall now come to their applica­
tions in science of religion, in connection with the formation of concepts. 

7. 1 . 1  TH E PH ENOM E N O LOG ICAL H E R ITAG E 

A search for the 'essence ' of religion is typical of phenomenology of religion. This 
search, as we I I  as the supposed essence, are often rightly criticized for being a-histo-
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rical in character : by means of the 'free variation' of aspects of the phenomena pure­
ly in the imagination of the researcher, he is sometimes thought to be ab le to grasp 
intuitively a timeless core of religion. M erleau-Ponty ( 1973:75ff) has, however, em­
phasized that, just as all empirical study presupposes the construction of essences 
(interpreted as heuristic concepts) by the researcher, so the essences themselves are 
founded on the empirical study of factual cases; he s peaks of the 'double envelop­
ment', even of the 'fundamental homogeneity' of the 'essential ' and 'inductive' as­
pects of our knowledge. The intuitive search for an a-historical essence of religion 
thus may be transformed into the empirical search for recurrent patterns and for a 
structural identity in the historical course of mankind's religious quest , by means 
of the empirical investigation of the multifarious observable religious phenomena. 
This is indispensable with a view to a reliable conceptualization of religion. We have 
to find out what religion looks like out there in empirical reality. But this cannot be 
done without the prior construction of concepts that might light up our path of 
discovery.  We need precise and reliable concepts in order to find anything out there. 
Improvement of our knowledge proceeds in terms of this spiral movement between 
observation and conceptualization. 

Where phenomenology is defined as an independent subdiscipline, its task is seen to 
be 'the systematic study of the forms of religion, that part of religious research 
which classifies and systematically investigates religious conceptions, rites and myth­
traditions from comparative morphological-typological points of view' ( Hultkrantz 
1 970 :74f). Once again a tendency to divorce structures of  religion from the histori­
cal contexts in which they occur, may in some cases be pointed out and rejected. 
Also, one could criticize the relative lack of formal rigour in most of these classifi­
cations, typologies, and so on, in this branch of science of religion . But the pro­
gramme of identifying the recurrent structures of religious phenomena, seeing the 
relations between these, and constructing classifications, should be accepted as in­
valuable with a view to adequate conceptualization. Much of the work done in this 
respect is indeed of high quality. 

The notion of 'intentionality' is equally pertinent to the task of concept formation. 
Lately this aspect has been strongly emphasized by J Waardenburg ( 1978). In re­
gard to the problem of concept-formation in the human sciences generally, pio­
neering work has been done by the social philosopher A Schutz. He makes the im­
portant point that all scientific concepts are 'so to speak, constructs of the second 
degree, namely constructs of the constructs made by the actors on the social scene, 
whose behavior the scientist observes and tries to explain in accordance with the 
procedural rules of the science' (Schutz 1973 :6). This s pells the end of a positivistic 
ideal o f  objectivity, that is, the fallacy of doing science (including conceptualizing, 
ty pologizing, and so on) as if the 'objects' with reference to which these operations 
are performed, belong to the realm of nature only . The 'postulate of adequacy', 
as defined by Schutz, demands that any scientific construct should be understan­
dable to the (religious) actors themselves . Thus religio-scientific concepts should 
consciously and continuously be kept in touch with religion as experienced by re­
ligious people. Although these concepts should be fully recognized as constructs 
and not merely mirrored images of religious reality, they are nevertheless not the 
arbitrary creations of the student of religion ; they are founded on religious exper­
rience itself, being sensitive to which is the hallmark of authentic science of religion. 
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This would be aligned to a programme of empirical research bent on understanding 
religious phenomena from within the perspective of religious people. We have to 
find out how they live through their own religion. The notion of intentionality may , 
however , not be restricted to the conscious ly held 'intentions' of religious people ; 
it refers to the many modalities of religious experience , taken in a wide sense , 
including the unconscious levels. 

7. 1.2 THE DEMAND FOR LOG ICA L  PR EC IS ION A ND E MP IR IC A L  R E L I A B I­
L ITY I N  LOG IC A L  E MP IR IC IS M 

Logical empiricism has singularly stressed the demands for precision and reliability 
in concepts. Its impact on science of religion is of fairly recent date. Our close neigh­
bours sociology of religion , psychology of religion and anthropology have had longer 
exposure to these challenges and have incorporated much of this school into their 
research procedures. In these disciplines we witness a better developed awareness of 
the insistence on accuracy and controlled empirical reference of concepts. Neuf's 
criticism ( 1976) levelled against the existing state of concept formation in traditio­
nal science of religion undeniably pinpoints serious shortcomings in much of science 
of religion. According to Neut, traditiona l  science of religion (rooted in the herme­
neutical and phenomenological thinking associated with Schleiermacher, Dilthey 
and Husserl ) is basically irrationalistic in character ; its concepts are vague and are 
not in any controlled manner subjected to empirica l checks; its def in itions do not 
measure up to the formal requirements for definitions ;  its classificatory concepts 
are not mutually exclusive; and it completely lacks the notion of quantifiab le con ­
cepts. His judgment that the problematic of the 'positivism dispute' still has to 
penetrate science of religion, is true. Conversely , one could point out the lasting 
contributions of the phenomenological heritage , as I have done ; and one could with 
much merit, as I see it , propose that the practising scientist of religion could indeed 
integrate elements of different traditions as he goes along , without becoming a 'true 
believer' in any of these schools , and without falling prey to irrationalism, formalism 
or positivism. 

During the last ten years or so science of religion has in fact furnished evidence of an 
increasing sensitivity in regard to this neglected side of its work, concurrent with a 
general new awareness of methodological issues , in the course of what is probably 
an important shift in the general image of the discipline amongst its practitioners. 
There is a definite movement to develop its investigative skills on as broad a front 
as possib le. 

The new awareness has demonstrated itself in discussions concerning the definition 
of religion. In these discussions especially two areas have received attention: first , 
the nature of definitions and, closely related to this , the question of the empirical 
reliability of concepts ; and second , the distinction between substantive and functio­
nal definitions of religion , and between exclusive and inclusive definitions. To the 
second we shall return in paragraph 7 . 1 .4. 

As far as the first area is concerned, some thoughts were exchanged concerning the 
question whether definitions are nominal or real; that is , whether they are relatively 
arbitra ry conventions, or whether they correspond (or rather, should correspond ) 
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to things out there, for example to religion as an entity. The nominalist position 
maintains that good definitions are more or less useful tools; the realist position, 
that they are more or less true propositions. According to nominalism, definitions 
say something about the usage of words (for example the word 'religion'); according 
to realism, definitions say something about the real properties of things (for example 
the entity religion). According to nominalism, the word 'religion' means that which 
we agree upon to call religion (we draw the boundaries and give the content to the 
definition); according to realism, the word 'religion' refers to a given substance (we 
discover the boundaries of the substance and our word follows these). Whereas the 
phenomenologists of religion (at least implicitly) favour realism, those who work in 
the tradition of logical empiricism usually favour nominalism, following the prevai­
ling opinion in contemporary logic (cf Robinson 1950, Brummer ( 1975). Machalek 
1 977, Baird 1 971 , Penner and Yonan 1972). 

For the practising scientist of religion it is not possible or necessary to find a solu­
tion to the complex philosophical questions lurking in the background, which have 
accompanied Western philosophy since an early date. There is no pressing reason 
why we should not accept the restriction of the term 'definition' to matters per­
taining to the meaning of words. A definition is then used as a heuristic tool, some­
what like a sieve or a chisel. We cannot make headway in or even start an investi­
gation without stipulating in advance the range of the terms we intend employing. 
We have to decide beforehand to exclude some aspects and include others in our 
working definition, in order to give at least some direction to our search. Such a 
definition of religion is not a definitive statement about religion; it is merely a 
working agreement, not yet touching on the qualities of the thing religion. Formula­
ting such a definition of religion, we shoulder the responsibility of attaching a clear 
and precise meaning to the term. Defining religion does not thereby necessarily be­
come a matter of arbitrary preference. There may be some very good reasons why a 
researcher or a group of researchers may decide to use this definition and not that 
one. Although not arbitrary, such a decision will be pragmatic:  it would depend on 
the purpose of a particular project. The main point is that a definition is somewhat 
like a leading question, stirring up certain pertinent things. 

Since the study of religion never reaches a stage of finality, its terms should always 
be treated as open-ended. Our definitions represent, in a preliminary fashion, the 
results of research thus far attained; they also anticipate new developments. There­
fore, the question whether definitions should come at the beginning or the end of 
a project seems to be a pseudo-problem. They belong at both ends. The insistence 
on precise definitions should never become finicky. As Kaplan has argued, if defini­
tion in the strict, nominal sense (that is, as providing a set of terms synonymous, as 
a set, with the term defined, so that they are mutually replaceable) is absolutized, 
the result could easily be a premature closure of meaning, stultifying the growth 
of our knowledge. For this reason, definition cannot be regarded as the be-all and 
end-all of concept formation in science of religion. We do not only need precision 
of meaning, but also reliability of meaning, that is, a trustworthy fit of our con­
cepts (and our verbal expressions of these) with empirical religion. What we are 
concerned with in this chapter, could therefore more rightly be called, by a looser 
and wider term, the indication of meaning of the term religion, rather than its 
strict definition, which implies a reduction of meaning (Kaplan 1 964 :73). The pro­
tagonists of 'real definition'  probably have such an indication of meaning in mind. 
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I n  science of re l igion, the re l iabi l ity of our concepts has sometimes been referred 
to in terms of the so-ca l led 'operational definition' (cf Kishimoto 1 96 1  ), which ( in  
the original content given to i t  by Bridgman) said that a concept is to be defined i n  
terms o f  the operations used to measure it. A famous example i s  that inte l l i gence 
is what is measured by inte l l igence tests. One problem here is, however, that the 
concept religion re lates to observab le experience only indirectly. There is no reason 
why we should burden ourse lves with this label .  

7 . 1 .3 THE CONCEPT R E L I G I ON AS A N E XUS B ETW E E N  T H E O RY O F  R E L I ­
G I ON A N D  EMP I R I CAL R ES EA RCH O N  R E LI G I O N  

In  this section, it wi l l  be necessary to e laborate o n  the character o f  the concept o f  
re ligion a s  being a 'construct'. I sha l l  argue that this concept i s  a difficu lt but neces­
sary ba lancing act between abstract theorizing and concrete observation . 

7.1 .3.1 Religion as a theoretical concept 

The word 're l igion' is famil iar in Western languages. W C Smith ( 1 963) has shown 
that this word is, however, not of universa l occurrence. The mistake we are prone to 
make, conditioned by our fami liarity with the word, is to suppose that there is a d i ­
rect and immediate correspondence between this conception of ours and an obser­
vable entity in the world out there. The first step we have to take therefore, is to 
cleanse ourselves of the scientific sin of reification, that is, of treating our words and 
concepts as though they were things themse lves. True enough, in science of re l igion 
there are what might be ca l led empirical concepts. Such concepts are based on re la­
tive ly simple and direct observations; 'scripture', 'a ltar', 'amulet' and so on be long to 
this category. We also have concepts that may be ca l led empirica l in  a more exten­
ded sense, being based on more subt le and indirect observations, the steps l ink ing 
them with direct observation being more circuitous; 'prayer' is such a concept. We 
look at a certain facial  expression, a certain bodi ly posture, a certain  way of fold i ng 
the hands; we hear certain words, uttered in a certain way, and we conclude that 
what we are observing is 'prayer'. To rea l ly  'see' a Musl im sa lat, presupposes a wide 
background knowledge. The more we know beforehand, the more we see. The same 
wou ld apply to concepts such as 'church', 'sect', 'taboo', and so on. In fact a l l  our  
re ligio-scientific concepts are positioned somewhere on this sca le. The point I wish 
to make now is that ' re l igion' is a theoretical concept in  a strong sense of the term. 
In genera l it may be sa id that concepts are the bu i lding b locks with which theories 
are constructed. There is a dia lectic between theory and concepts. A good theory 
(which is what, in the end, a discipl ine is about) presupposes good concepts, and 
good ( rich and precise) concepts presuppose a good theory. The concept re l igion is 
particularly saturated with theoretica l mean ing. Of course a l l  concepts, even the 
most empirica l  ones, have a constructive e lement, but 're ligion' is particu larly strong­
ly l inked to thought-out theorizing. The content one attaches to the concept wi l l  
invariably be determined by one's overa l l  theoretical position. I n  this sense, 're l ig ion' 
is the sediment of a theory of re ligion . As such, the concept is open-ended, changing 
a long with the theory. 

Seeing re l igion with the mind's eye (perceiving and 'conceptua l iz ing it) is l ike the 
diagnostic work of a doctor. It is the recognition of a set {pattern , class) of symp­
toms, thanks to previous experience of one's own and one's col leagues in the fie ld,  
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which has grown into an interpretative framework. I t  is not the pouncing on a given 
su bstance with definite contours. This does not permit sloppiness in concept forma­
tion. But it ought to keep us from panic at the first sight of am biguity in the con­
cept . As in some other respects, the important thing is to be on the way, even 
though the end may never be reached . At this stage, theory formation is not a parti­
cularly strong point of science of religion. Recently, the problem of a possible non­
reductionist theory of religion has been discussed - that is , a theory in which reli ­
gion is not reduced to other (eg social or psychological) factors, leading to an evapo­
ration of its sui generis character ; but it is quite safe to say that a re ligio-scientific 
theory of religion is still very much an unfulfilled programme (cf Smart 1978). In 
any event, a conceptual clarification points to the need for theory formation. 

7 .1 .3.2 Religion as a classificatory concept 

For some purposes a denotation of the term 'religion' (an indication of its barest 
primary meaning) may be useful. Most of the hundreds of definitions of religion 
turned out are thumbnail specifications of this kind. Most of these are notoriously 
ambiguous, especially when floating around in isolation, separated from an original 
theoretical context (eg the definition going back to Tillich, of religion as 'ultimate 
concern') . 

For our present purpose it would be better to reconstruct a possible connotation of 
the concept (the most important attributes associated with it). This amounts to 
treating religion as a complex, classificatory concept . Such a treatment would be 
more fruitful than a core-specification; in fact, a core-specification may be seen as 
a contraction of the wider specification. By a classificatory concept I mean that 
when we think of religion, we should think of it in terms of a cluster of properties 
rather than as one lump. We might visua lize a system of pigeon-holes, as it were, 
each being a discrete category. The term 'category' could here best retain the mea­
ning (going back .to the philosophical notion, variously expressed by, for example, 
Aristotle and Kant) of a predicate : an attribute which is ascribed to a person, an 
action, or a thing. It thus refers to the formal aspect of a classification sy�tem (to 
the set of empty pigeon-holes). The material aspect (the groups of persons, actions, 
or things which are located in each of the pigeon-holes) is best referred to by the 
term 'class'. The arrangement in classes is referred to as a classification (-system), 
and the principles which underlie the construction of any classification system are 
attended to by taxonomy (the science of classification). Some of these principles 
are that the various categories should be exhaustive, mutually exc lusive, and not 
vacuous, and that the system as a whole should be parsimonious and fruitful in that 
it proves itself heuristically valuable. 

The value of a classification system is obviously that it creates order and offers a 
comprehensive framework. In itself it has no explanatory power. Rather, it is a most 
welcome halfway-house between theory and the empirical multiplicity, and it 
systematizes and sharpens, and may even generate, su b-concepts. 

A s pecial kind of classification is a typology, which is an arrangement in types (cf 
eg Tiryakian 1968;  Mc Kinney 1966, 1969). A type differs from a class mainly in 
that it does not consist of a group, but of an individual case, usually artificially 
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constructed (often called 'ideal ', following Max Weber). which may then be used as a 
bench-mark, with reference to which al l real empi rical cases may be compared and 
measured. A class has sharp dividing lines; a type allows for a continuum, and it is 
therefore better equipped to take into account gradual shifts in the occurrence of 
things. A type does not pretend to be an exact copy of reality. It is essential ly a 
heuristic tool , which proves its worth especially on the frontie rs of empi rical re ­
search. In this manne r ' religion' may be recast as a constructed type. We would then 
pragmatically condense and combine some features which we would consider of 
special importance for our purpose at hand, and come up with a standard case of 
'religion'  which would not occur in pure form anywhere. It would be our instrument 
for measuring the religious quality in empirical reality , and it would allow us to com­
pare concrete occurrences with each other by comparing them to the type. A fa­
mous type of this kind is Weber's 'Protestant ethic' (Weber 1975). The great Dutch 
scholar Van der Leeuw ( 1964) did essentially the same thing when he typified G reek 
religion as the religion of strain and form , Hinduism as the religion of infinity and 
asceticism, Buddhism as the religion of nothingness and compassion, Judaism as 
the religion of will and obedience, Islam as the religion of majesty and humility, and 
Christianity as the religion of love . Recently, the classificatory and typological pro­
cedure has been advocated by Hultkrantz ( 1974). Bianchi ( 1975) and Smart ( 1973). 

7 . 1 .3.3 Dimensional clarification 

As I have previously suggested, the empirical referents of the concept religion have 
to be spelled out, and the steps by which the concept is eventually empirically 
anchored via reliable indicators , have to be formalized and standardized as far as 
possible. Although the concept is not derived directly from empirical observation, 
we nevertheless ought to indicate its meaning with reference to empi rical observa­
tion. We have to end up with the construction of research instruments. In the end 
even we ' Geisteswissenschaftle r' have to risk t ransforming our concept ;nto an index 
of religion and collect data in terms of it. But before this stage is reached, a dimen­
sional clarification, mediating between the concept and the empirical operations, 
could be of great value. This step consists in reconstructing, as exhaustively as 
seems necessary, the common set of attributes (categories, dimensions, properties) 
underlying the various conceptions of religion we find. In the terminology of La­
zarsfeld ( 1 972), this operation is called the substruction of an attribute-space. Fo l­
lowing his lead, we could surmise that every s pecific conceptualization of religion 
amounts to a reduction of such a field of attributes , combining some of the attri­
butes and throwing such a combination (amongst other possible ones) into relief. 
Any conception of religion is a selection of some such attributes , and the omission 
of others, sometimes making use of only a small portion f rom the whole range of 
possible attributes. If we reconstruct the set of attributes that may possibly be taken 
into account in forming a concept of religion, and if we refer the many existing de­
finitions, typologies and so on back to this set of attributes , we might be able to 
critically evaluate the existing conceptions. We wou ld also be better able to relate 
and compare them to each other. It would furthermore enab le us not to be em­
barrassed too much by the penumbra of vagueness surrounding the concept (which 
instances belong to the a rea of religion, and which do not? Where does religion begin 
and where does it end?). once we see a comprehensive categorical f ramework. It 
would allow us to think in terms of a continuum of religious experience , rather than 
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in the stark terms of an either-or. And it would stimulate the sharpening of various 
sub-concepts and the relating of these to each other. 

In reconstructing the underlying field of dimensions, an invaluable resource would 
obviously be the heritage of classical specifications of the concept in science of 
religion. Another would be the empirical studies of religion conducted by the social 
sciences. One would also draw on one's own religious experience. 

7. 1.4 'SUBSTANTIVE' OR ' FUNCTIONAL' SPEC I F ICATION? 

Much importance is often attached to the distinction between substantive and func­
tional specifications of religion. On closer inspection, however, this distinction does 
not invite a straight-forward choice between two clear alternatives. At least the 
following aspects of meaning, shading into each other, seem to be associated with 
the terms. 

7 .1 .4.1 Structure and function 

The shortest formulation of the distinction is usually that a substantive specification 
answers the question : 'what is religion?' ;  and a functional specification the question : 
'what does religion do?' If the first question is understood as 'what does the struc­
ture of religion look like?', these are hardly mutually exclusive perspectives. They 
seem to presuppose each other - just as in biology, morphology (the study of the 
form of living organisms) and physiology (the study of the functions of living 
organisms or their parts) are complementary. An analysis of the structure of reli­
gion into its component parts (to which the term substantive would then refer) 
would seem to be an extremely important task of science of religion .  In fact, in this 
connection one sometimes does come across the phrase morphology of religion in 
the sub-discipline phenomenology of religion (cf Bianchi 1972), although an exact 
definition of this programme is not given. A 'physiology of religion' (to coin a name, 
maintaining for the moment the analogy with biology) would also be an important 
undertaking, focusing on religious processes, on the dynamics of religious develop­
ments, and on the interaction between the constituent components of religion. In 
so far as substantive specifications sometimes intend to mean that religion has an 
unchanging, timeless core-'substance', they go too far. In so far as they merely wish 
to focus on some perennial features of religion as a historical phenomenon, the in­
terest is important, and even calls attention to recurring patterns of religious change 
and development. Bianchi's plea for a 'historical typology of religion' (Bianchi 1972) 
obviously has this dimension in mind. There is, however, more to the substantive­
functional distinction. 

7 .1 .4.2 Exclusiveness and inclusiveness 

The designation 'substantive' is often used to refer to the believed content of reli­
gion. The leading question is: 'what do people believe?' Sometimes a further restric­
tion is made, when the believed content is narrowed down to the belief in superna­
tural beings ('do people believe in a god or gods?'). Thus, a substantive specification 
is often narrow (exclusive) in another sense as well: religion is limited to the tradi­
tional theistic religions, to the exclusion of systems such as Communism, scientism 
and nationalism. Such phenomena can, by definition, not be caught in the sieve of 
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science of religion. At most they a re referred to by various terms such as 'pseudo-re ­
ligions', 'quasi-religions ', or ' religious su rrogates'. The moment we decide to recast 
the substantive perspective as a st ructural, morphological perspective, the need to 
reduce the meaning of the concept religion to the belief in supernatural beings 
falls away. What people believe is one important component, but it is not the only 
one and it should not be isolated f rom, for example, what people do: the element 
of religious behaviour, which we find in religious ritual . A st ructu ral view of religion 
need not be narrow. In fact, a wide system of catego ries will allow a more exact spe­
cification of the degree of religiousness of systems such as Communism and nationa­
lism; it will allow us to move beyond a blunt either-o r specification, and also beyond 
vague qualifications like pseudo- and quasi- ;  and it will allow us better to conceptua­
lize changes in religious phenomena, by referring as many phenomena as possible to 
a comprehensive framework of understanding. 

It is also possible to define religion with reference to man's existence in the world, 
taken in a wide sense. This is exact ly what some functionalists do, for example 
Luckmann ( 1963; 1972). Religion is then seen as a comprehensive category; it is 
a way (the most comprehensive way) in which mankind const ructs a meaningful 
cosmos fo r itself. This basic activity can indeed take on many forms, including the 
belief in supernatural beings, but these forms a re all various expressions of mankind 's 
efforts to orientate itself in the world. In this sense, functionalism is the anchoring 
of belief in gods in the basic fact of being human, sea rching for meaning. Taken in 
this sense, functionalism does not in the least stand over against the sea rch for re­
ligious st ructure. Neithe r does it exclude the attention to belief content , or  to be­
lief in gods. Rathe r, it comp rises these. 

Sometimes a narrower definition may seem to be more useful with a view to empi­
rical research, as Berger believes (as an empirical sociologist of religion, cf Berger 
1969; as a fundamental theorist of religion, his position is close to Luckmann's, 
cf Berger and Luckmann 1975). 

7 .1 .4.3 A n  intra-religious and extra-rel igious point of v iew 

In one of its senses, the plea for a functional definition of religion is especially 
related to a specific theoretical pe rspective in sociology (going back particula rly to 
Pa rsons and, further back, to Durkheim) .  in anthropology (Malinowski) and in 
psychology ( F reud). According to this view, religion is conceptualized in terms of its 
function, which is seen as its cont ribution to the equilib rium of society as a whole, 
o r  to the equilib rium of the pe rsonality. This is obviously something diffe rent f rom 
the senses . mentioned in the previous two paragraphs, and it seems that he re we 
should exercise care. It is , for example, a moot point whethe r religion always fur­
thers equilibrium or is always the sacralization of social and personal identity (to 
refer to Mol's formulation of this theoretical orientation; cf Mo l 1976). It is of 
course, possible, to stipulate that the te rm religion should refer to such equilibrium­
maintaining mechanisms and to them only, and such a theoretical perspective could 
open up rich insights. This kind of functionalism, however, has its weaknesses. One 
of these is that functionalism in this sense is usually a grandstand spectator view, 
taking its stand outside religion as a lived-through human experience. Traditional 
science of religion has usually worked with an intra-re l igious perspective. In so far 
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as  a preference for substantive definition has this overtone, I regard it as attractive. 
It may be linked up with the phenomenological insistence on intentionality. We may 
then of c ourse also seek to discover the interrelations with other aspects of life, such 
as science, politics, economics, sexuality and art ; and of course our conceptualiza­
tion of religion will also be of the second order, being about religion, and not reli­
gion itself. But we would keep the bond with experienced religion alive, and would 
constantly refer back to the question 'what does religion look like from the inside, 
from the point of view of the religious persons themselves?' 

7 .1 .4.4 Ideological associations 

Sometimes the two positions are related to different ideological positions. In this 
vein Berger ( 1 974: 128f) has warned against the 'quasi scientific legitimation of the 
avoidance of transcendence ..... The functional approach to religion, whatever the 
original theoretical intentions of its authors, serves to provide quasiscientific legiti· 
mations of a secularized world view. It achieves this purpose by an essentially simple 
cognitive procedure: The specificity of the religious phenomenon is avoided by equa­
ting it with other phenomena. The religious phenomenon is "flattened out". Finally, 
it is no l onger perceived'. Dobbelaere and Lauwers ( 1973) have underscored this, but 
have added that a functiona l definition of religion may also imply the labelling of 
religion as a necessity, as an essential part of any integrated s ociety, as well as an 
implicit criticism of traditional religion in society as not being integrative. In the 
same way, one could point out that a substantive definition may also be associated 
with ideological positions, for example the separation of religion from the world . 
Although neither of these definitions inherently expresses (or rather , conceals) any 
particular ideological interest ( M ol, for example, uses a functional definition, but 
this does not conceal his bias in favour of traditional, supernatural religion) we 
would do well to  be self-critically aware of any hidden cargo our concept of reli­
gion might carry. 

7.2 THE DIMENSIONS OF RE LIG ION 

I shall outline some dimensions of religion against the background of a broad view 
of religion . Religious experience, understood as one of the ways in which man tries 
to  be at home in the universe, stands alongside other efforts such as science, work 
and art . This kind of experience implies the following two aspects: (a) the 'objec­
tive' dimension: that with reference to which man responds and orientates himself; 
and (b) the 'subjective' dimension, that is, the specific way in which man responds 
and orientates himself. Both belong t ogether. In the phenomenological perspective, 
(a) is not seen in separation from ( b) ; it is the 'objective' pole as perceived and 
experienced by religious man. Neither is (b) seen in isolation from (a), as perceived. 
We have to  h old fast to  the correlation between these two aspects. 

We shall break down the objective referent of faith into the following sub-dimen­
sions : 

c oncern, 
the ideal, 
the primary s ource of salvation, and 
the notion of transcendence (including the time dimension); 
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and the subjective reference in terms of two major aspects: 

the ambivalence of religious experience, which will be differentiated into the 
following sub-dimensions : 

the apposition of religion and irreligion, 
activity and passivity regarding religious reality, 
the attitude towards the ordinary wor ld, and 
the esoteric-exoter ic quality of re ligious experience (including the socia l dimen­
sion); 

the totality of religious experience, which will be different iated into the follo ­
wing sub-dimensions: 

religious feeling, 
religious willing, 
religious knowing, 
religious doing, and 
religious speaking. 

7.2. 1 THE OBJ ECTIVE  R E F ER E NT O F  FAITH 

7 .2. 1 . 1 Concern 

Religion is rooted in very deep layers of human existence, far below the surface of 
the consciously experienced world and the consciously experienced inner se lf, i.n 
unconscious life, perhaps even in the phys iological make-up of man, compelled as he 
is by the basic need to find a place in the world. Aspects of this need may become 
the focal points of special concern. They could be frustrated, and thus become pro­
blem areas where particular anxiety is experienced - although they could be s ingled 
out for special attention without necessarily being experienced as fraught with dis ­
appo intment. Religions may to some extent and artif icially be distinguished by re ­
constructing the underlying areas of sensitivity on the following continuum : nature, 
society, personal needs. 

Man is surrounded by nature, and bends to the physical forces that operate there. 
Nature, as the source and framework of life, can be experienced as an awesome 
power. 'Primitive' religions (the word is used for lack of a better term) are usually 
religions of societies living close to nature, which obviously are deeply impressed by 
nature. Here we should of course include the early phases of the universal religions 
as well. The religions of Eastern Asia (Confucianism, Taoism, Shintoism) in their 
typical forms particularly refer to harmony with nature as a fundamental need. 

Man is also surrounded by society, and thus society could become the dominant 
underlying theme of concern. The concern could take on various concrete forms; 
it could for example centre in the physical or cultural survival of a group when this 
is experienced as threatened, or in the prob lem of social justice. The religions origi­
nating in the Near East ( Zoroastrianism, Judaism, Christianity and Islam) have in 
their most typical forms strongly focused on this area of social identity, responsibility 



67  

guilt, history, and so on. Marxism also has this orientation. 

The accent may be placed on the personal needs of the individual as the primary 
launching platform of religion. (As in the case of the other two, this accent may 
probably also be theoretically correlated with a certain stage of a given society.) The 
attention may concentrate on the aspect of the physical life and mortality of the 
human person, as seen in the Hindu preoccupation with reincarnation and the law of 
karma, and also in early Buddhism, whose basic interest is reflected in the famous 
legend relating how Gautama, being robbed of all peace of mind after meeting with 
a feeble old man, a diseased man and a dead man carried along to the funeral pyre, 
renounced the world. The attention may concentrate on the psychological feelings 
of individual guilt and dread, which we find in the early Reformation, with the 
accompanying need for forgiveness; or on individual experiences of a social nature, 
for example the feeling of belonging or not belonging, of justice enjoyed or injustice 
suffered; or it may concentrate on the intellectual aspect of meaning, under the 
threat of chaos. The main preoccupation of religion, in this respect, concerns the 
questions of the origin, purpose and destiny of the individual. It is a strong theme in 
contemporary religiosity, and has always been a strong undercurrent in Christianity. 

7 .2. 1 .2 The ideal 

Every religion contains a dream, whether it be religion as a universal system encom· 
passing many generations, or a very private vision of life. It is a longing for salvation 
(soteria, although of course not necessarily to be understood in the Christian sense) ,  
a conception of an ideal world, a yearning for a perfectly satisfying state of affairs. 
The religious aspiration tends towards totality as we mentioned before, but once 
more religious phenomena may be distinguished according to the relative emphasis 
they place on focal points of yearning on the following continuum: 

The major component of a desirable state of affairs may be perfect harmony with 
nature. Examples would be the religions of Eastern Asia. 

The dream could focus on perfect social harmony as in the most typical forms of 
the religions of the Near East, and in Marxism's utopia of a classless society. 

The emphasis could fall on the attainment of personal salvation, whether in the form 
of a surcease of pain, or the experience of eternal personal bliss, or something else. 
Here we may think of forms of Buddhism and Christianity, and even of the enor­
mous importance attached to the self-actualization of the individual as something 
which is quite typical of many modern people's search for meaning. 

7.2.1 .3 The primary source of salvation 

A third dimension is that religion accepts a primary source of salvation by which 
man is deeply impressed and to which he responds, regarding himself as dependent 
on it with a view ot the attainment of the ideal world. The nature of that reality 
to which the religious experience ultimately refers, may be conceived in various 
ways. 



68 

The source of l ife may be d iscovered in  the powers of nature itself. Th is is probably 
the most primit ive layer of relig ious exper ience. The belief i n  mana (the indwell i ng ,  
impersonal , supernatural power in  nature), and the ve nerat ion of trees, rocks, an i­
mals , sun, moon, stars , the sky and the earth itself as the fe rtile and productive 
mother have to be seen i n  this l ight. Even in cases where a h igh god is accepted, he 
might be conce ived of in a de ist ic fashion, the effect ive rel igion bei ng or ien tated to­
wards the powers of nature. This aspect of rel ig ion is st ill d iscern ible as a deep layer 
even of contemporary modern ized man's long ing. Zacharias ( 1980) has postulated 
that the desire to re-un ite w ith the powers of the Earth is o ne of the factors u nder­
ly ing the cult of Satan ism, wh ich has always been the dark shadow of Christian ity. 
I n  a d ifferent ve in, the anc ie nt Chinese evolved the idea of the Tao: the way in 
wh ich the u niverse runs, as a way of harmony, integrat ion a nd cooperat ion, lead ing 
to peace, prosper ity and health. 

The nature of relig ious real ity may also be conceived i n  social terms. Some African 
rel ig ions have their most central focal point of relig ious exper ience in the tr ibal or 
family group, even when they do refer to a supreme be ing,  to other d iv i nit ies and to 
an impersonal power as well . Other examples would be modern State Sh into in  
Japan; those forms of modern national ism in  the West i n  wh ich the nat ion or  people 
becomes the pr imary bearer of d iv i ne revelat ion; the attribution of mess ian ic power 
to the Party in Communism; and the subtle sh ift of pr imary relig ious atte nt ion from 
God to the soc ial carr ier of relig ion  (the church) , as it somet imes has happened and 
happens in ,  for example, forms of Chr ist ian ity . 

Th ird , the pr imary source of salvat ion may be expressed i n  terms of a radical 
monotheism, as we f i nd it in the belief in God in  Christ ian ity , Ahura Mazda in  
Zoroastr ianism, Yahwe in  Judaism , Allah in  Islam and 'the True Name' in  S ikh ism. 
Here the supreme real ity is conce ived as a person, analogous to the human person, 
but radically d ist inct from the forces of nature and soc iety. 

Fourth, there are forms of monothe ism wh ich are not as radical. Here, the bel ief 
in one god may shade off i nto polytheism. In  ant iquity, for example, o ne god was 
often held in special reverence in small pol it ical units (for example c ity states),  but 
th is d id not exclude the bel ief in the existence of other gods as well . A nd a modern 
H indu may be exclusively devoted to V ishnu, and yet acknowledge the existence of 
other deit ies as well (henotheism). 

F ifth , there is polytheism, as the worsh ip of many (or at least more than one) gods , 
to whom personal character is ascr i bed .  I n  some cases where fa ith is d irected to a 
number of gods, the l ine d istingu ish i ng it from natural and soc ial rel ig ion is qu ite 
th in. These gods may be recognizable as th inly ve iled person if icat ions of natural 
forces , as for example in the polythe ism of a certa in stage of Greek and I nda-Aryan 
Hindu relig ion, or the polythe ism of the a nc ient Egypt ians and Mesopotamians. Na­
t iona l  rel ig ions somet imes evolved a pantheon of de it ies whose relig ious funct ion it 
clearly was to bolster the state, as for example in  the Roman state cultus . Mahayana 
Buddh ism offers an example of bel ief in gods who are quite rad ically d ist inct from 
the forces of nature and society; the un iverse is full of com pass ionate be ings ( Bud­
dhas and Bodh isattvas) w ith vast stores of mer its, who could and wanted to a id 
peop le i n  ach ieving happiness. 
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Sixth, a speculative position in the history of religions maintains that the ultimate 
source of life coincides with the whole of reality itself (pantheism). Thus the specula­
tive monism of Upanishadic Hinduism holds that a l l  that is, is a manifestation of 
Brahman, and that the salvation of the human soul (atman) consists of the reali­
zation of its identity with Brahman. In Western religious tradition too pantheism is 
a recurrent theme, to be found in the metaphysics of Stoicism, in the thinking of 
Giordano Bruno (1548-1600) , and in that of Spinoza (1632-1677) ,  to mention a 
few instances. 

Seventh, the source of salvation may be found in man himself (humanism). To Con­
fucius, while not rejecting the existence of the gods and even carefully adhering to 
the established religious ceremonies of his time, the ultimate referent was the 
virtuous human being. The Buddhist, in early Theravada Buddhism, would turn his 
gaze inward into himself in order to be liberated from suffering. The Buddha's mes­
sage was strict humanism. By self-discipline, each human being may liberate himself 
and enter Nirvana. In many circles in the modern West we find a comparable dis­
trust of higher metaphysics, and the insistence that man should turn to his own re· 
sources for the remedy of al l  human il ls. One form of this modern humanism is the 
heavy emphasis on the liberating potential of the science and technology developed 
by man (scientism). 

From the foregoing it wi l l  be clear that we are not insisting that the concept religion 
should be limited to be lief in gods; but we do regard as essential a reference to some­
thing which is regarded as a primary resource with a view to the attainment of the 
ideal world. 

We now come to another important dimension in the complex of phenomena to 
which the name 'religion' may be attributed, namely the notion of transcendence. 

7.2. 1 .4 The notion of transcendence (including the time dimension) 

The dimension of transcendence has been dealt with from various angles. Those who 
use a substantive (exclusive) definition, wish to do justice to it by talking of superna­
tural deities as the referent of faith; some who use a functional (inclusive) definition, 
by talking of ultimacy. The phenomenological line of thinking - in this respect re­
presented by Schutz ( 1973) ,  Luckmann (cf 1972) and Berger (cf 1974) - has 
opened up a promising perspective. According to this perspective, transcendence is 
in the first place an occurrence of everyday life, as the ordinary experience of pas­
sing or being beyond. In this sense, 'transcendence' refers to everything which is 
more than the immediately given. My memories of my own past and my anticipa­
tions of the near future, thus transcend my here and now. Every other being which 
is not me also transcends me. In a more developed way, the referent of my expe­
rience of transcendence could become a separate theme in my consciousness, al­
though sti l l  an element of my everyday life. 

A next step is reached when another reality or realm of experience ('province of 
meaning') is constituted, which is distinct from the realm of everyday life. In  this 
respect Schutz speaks of 'multiple realities' apart from everyday life, such as the 
world of dreams, the world of science - and also the world of religion. One strong 
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point of an eventual theory of religion in this perspective (envisaged by Berger 1974) 
would be the recognition t hat t he religious experience of transcendence, although 
unique, is rooted in everyday life in which we meet with nature and society around 
us. The world of religion t hen would refer to the experience of (faith in) a transcen­
dent referent, the key feature of which ( keeping to t he terminology used so far) 
could be paraphrased as 'salvation'. In a way, salvation is an element of everyday life 
as well. Ordinary life has its redeeming sides in the experiences of love and laughter, 
the grandeur of nature, healing, and so on. In religion t his dimension reaches a radi­
cal degree of transcendence. The relationship between the transcendent dimension 
and everyday life is a crucial aspect of religion . 

In various ways scientists of religion have pointed out the remarkable relationship 
between the two. Eliade (cf 1974) speaks of paradox, dialectic and ambivalence: the 
sacred manifesting itself in the profane things of life .  According to Schmidt ( 1980:98) 
all religious expressions are 'double-intentional - that is, they are said or performed 
in the context of t he finite world but . . . .. intended to point beyond the ordinary to 
the dimension of sacrality, of infinity, ultimacy and unconditionedness, to a holy 
that is manifest in and throug h the finite medium'. Berger ( 1974:13 1) finds the fun­
damental problem of the religious life in the fact that one exists in two realities 
more or less simultaneously. Mol ( 1976) distinguishes a relevance A (which refers 
to the necessary distance of religious propositions as applied to the human situation) 
from relevance 8 (which refers to the equally necessary closeness of those proposi­
tions to the human situation) . A striking example of the tension of this border-ex­
perience is offered in the theology of t he C hristian Karl Barth, whose life-wor k was 
t he effort to emphasize both t he radical transcendence of God (in his early p hase) 
and the radical immanence of God (as revealed in the incarnation of Christ, in the 
later phase of his theology) . T he religious referent is both beyond and here, hidden 
and manifest, absent and present, other-wordly and this-wordly. The extreme possi­
bilities are complete transcendence (the lin k between the two worlds snapping) ; 
and complete immanence (the two worlds coinciding). In neither case can we speak 
of religion. 

Defining the relationship, scholars of religion have tended to follow two lines. First­
ly, the salvation of the religious realm is seen as compensation for the d eprivations 
and problems suffered in ordinary life (so, for example, Freud). Secondly, salvation 
may be seen as the fulfilment, deepening, crowning or replication of important fea­
tures of everyday life, for example a divine order may be discovered beyond the 
impressive orderliness of nature. A t heory of religion which emphasizes only one of 
these two, would be onesided . Both are possibilities in religious experience. In both 
instances, religious man hovers on t he threshold of two worlds: the ordinary, and 
the religious (extraordinary to an overwhelming degree, but not necessarily superna­
tural). Crossing the borderline in one direction or the other, man experiences a ty­
pical jolt or shock ( Schutz) . 

Adapting a typology devised by Niebuhr ( 1956) to compare religious attitudes 
within C hristianity, to religion generally, a scale such as the following might have 
its uses: 
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(a) An antithetical relationship. The religious rea lity is irreconcilably opposed to 
ordinary rea lity and annuls it. The tension between the two is intolerably high. 
If we include the time di mension of religion here, we could postulate that this 
orientation, if it projects the time dimension on a cosmic sca le , wou ld th ink 
in terms of a golden paradisical era, completely lost, and in  terms of a future 
radica l ly discontinuous with the present. If it l imits the t ime d imension to the 
sma l l  i ndividual  scale, it would a lso stress the antithesis between the ideal 
future and the present condition of man. Examples would be the Manicheist 
trend in Christianity, and early Buddhism as a way of personal salvation. 

(b) An identical relationship. This is the opposite point of view. The religious real i ­
ty and ordinary rea l ity virtua lly coincide (but if this happens in an absolute 
sense, religious experience ceases). The tension between the two is virtua l ly 
non-existent. Salvation could coincide with what is best in culture or in nature. 
In a time perspective, a typical expression would be the celebration of the 
glorious now. Approximations of this position would be forms of nineteenth 
century 'culture Protestantism' and Taoism. In this respect mysticism and its 
opposite (a-religion) a re related. In a-rel igious secularism the religious reality 
is absorbed into the ordinary rea l ity; in mysticism the tendency is to seek for 
an absorption of everyday real ity into religious rea lity. 

(c) An analogical relationship. This is one possibi l i ty ,  close to the centre between (a) 
and (b) .  Although not identified, the two worlds are united in a harmonious 
vision. Rel igious real ity may be experienced as an extension, or a second storey 
on top of the ordinary world. The future may be seen as the fulfi lment of the 
present, which is the resu lt of a quite uninterrupted deve lopment from the past, 
or as the eternal  recurrence of the patterns of l ife. Examples are Thomistic scho­
lasticism in Christianity, and Confucianism (where this world and the one 
beyond were regarded as peaceful ly interpenetrative) .  

( d )  A paradoxical relationship. This i s  a more dualistic view than (c) ,  but less s o  than 
(a) .  The tension between the two worlds is high. A fine example of this attitude 
is Lutheran Christianity, whose founder expressed his faith with the phrase simul 
justus et peccator - religious man belongs to both worlds simultaneously. 
E l iade's concept of rel igion stresses this experience, with specia l  reference to 
primitive re ligion. 

(e) A critical relationship. The religious reality i s  the critical criterion of ordinary 
rea lity; it i rrupts into this world as a dynamic force bringing about renewal,  
restoring a golden past or creating an eschatologica l expectation. Here we cou ld 
think of some typical  forms of Zoroastrianism, Judaism, Christianity and Islam, 
but a lso of modern forms of Buddhism as a social movement, u·nder the exigen­
cies of the process of modernization. We should keep in mind that the major 
re ligions (the big '-isms' in our field ) are in fact very heterogeneous phenomena, 
and each by no means offers a single vision of the dimensions mentioned so far. 
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7.2.2 THE SUBJ ECT I V E  R E F ER ENC E 

7 .2.2.1 Ambivalence 

The centra l character ist ic of re l ig ion, as sa id, is t he exper ience of a transcendent 
dimens ion which redeems, fu lf i ls, saves, l iberates or cancels (to mention a few of t he 
possib le words express ing t he re lat ionsh ip) th is present everyday wor ld. Re l ig ion is 
response to such a surpassing dimension, and as such it is ambiva lent: it is t he ex­
per ience of being 'here', in ordinary l ife, but s imu ltaneous ly of somehow be ing 
't here' as we l l, outs ide ordinary l ife, in t he presence of or at least on t he t hreshold 
of or perhaps, in some paradoxica l way, partaking in a Beyond, lying deeper or 
furt her than t he ordinary. T his ambiva lence seems to be essent ia l to re l ig ion . It is 
not restr icted to h ighly intense states of awareness of such a tension. T he re ligious 
consc iousness may find expression in formal ized and routin ized act ions w it h  a low 
leve l of psychic tension, for example in some forms of r itua l, whose function it may 
somet imes even be to reduce a high degree of anxiety. But t he under ly ing border­
experience is a lways t here. 

7.2.2. 1. 1 The apposition of religion and irreligion 

Fait h is essent ia l ly at r isk. Unbe lief is t he inev itable shadow of belief, and irreligion 
t he appos ite of religion. They hang toget her. lrre l ig ion cou ld appear in t he form of 
ant i-relig ion, when t he two wor lds become irreconc i lab ly opposed in t he conscious­
ness of man and t he Other one is rejected as irre levant or as unacceptab le for some 
ot her reason. It could a lso appear in t he form of a-re l igion, w hen t he border-expe­
r ience evaporates ; it is only one step from t he consciousness t hat 're l ig ious rea lity 
is everywhere' to one that 'relig ious rea l ity is nowhere'. This apposit ion is t he reason 
why, in a sc ience of re l ig ion perspect ive, heret ics, apostates and unbe l ievers are as 
important as saints, prop hets and teachers in t he history of a re l ig ious tradit ion. For 
examp le, the understanding of C hr istianity and t he understanding of its negations 
such as Satanism and secu larism (which  can be of the anti-re lig ious or t he a-re l ig ious 
variety) hang t oget her. 

7.2.2. 1.2 Activity and passivity regarding religious reality 

Another s ide of th is ambiva lence is t hat re ligion is, on the one hand, a human ex­
pression like so many other k inds of expression, wit h a l l t he marks of human activi­
ty. Somet imes re l ig ious peop le s how a boundless energy in their striv ing after w hat 
t hey conceive to be re lig ious ends. To outsiders, sa ints and prophets often seem to 
be outrageous ly presumptuous, and re l igion seems to be t he biggest monument of 
human ambit ion and power. On t he ot her hand, faith is a being impressed by a 
transcending d imens ion whic h  can be conceived as so overwhe lm ing t hat the re li­
g ious person can regard himse lf as comp letely passive, t he help less receiver of a 
Power from Beyond. In studying empir ica l re lig ion, we can fo l low t he many emp ha­
ses and combinat ions of activity and pass ivity ref lected in, for examp le , t he ambi­
va lence of superhuman exert ion and meek submission in some forms of myst ic ism 
(for examp le in t he genera l  trend of mystic ism in Western C hr ist ian ity, w here un ion 
wit h God was usua l ly sought v ia a union of w i l ls, rat her than as a un ion of natures) ; 
in the arrogance of count less d iv inely inst ituted regimes in t he history of man ; in 
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the Buddha's insistence on man's ability in the attainment of Nirvana; and in the di­
lemma between free will and determinism in Islam and Christianity. Religion has to 
live with this enduring dilemma. 

7.2.2. 1.3 The attitude towards the ordinary world 

Yet another facet of this mixed character of religion, poised between two worlds, 
is its attitude towards the everyday world. It can vary from a sad, escaping pessi­
mism (cf Jainism and one form of contemporary counter-culture in the West) to 
joyful, accepting optimism (cf Taoism and secularism in one of the senses often at­
tached to this term, namely the religious celebration of modernity), and with many 
forms in between, for example the aggressive world-transformation found in the tra­
ditions inspired by Hebrew religion. The ways in which religious individuals and 
groups relate to the wider society and culture in which they exist, is indeed an im­
portant dimension of religion. 

7.2.2. 1.4 The esoteric-exoteric quality of religious experience (including the social 
dimension 

Religion hovers between being esoteric and being exoteric. The concept religion 
refers to what have been called peak experiences. To the insider, such an experience 
is unique. The concept also refers to routine experiences. It spans both with diffi­
culty, but it has to do so, since they belong together. W C  Smith ( 1 963) recognized 
this tension, but severed the cord by separating what he called the 'inner faith' from 
what he called the 'cumulative tradition', and by insisting that real religion is the 
inner faith of the individual, which is strictly incommunicable. Yet even he could 
not maintain his radical distinction, since the inner faith does become amenable to 
scientific study. This aspect of religious ambivalence has a special bearing on the 
social character of religion. It is in the nature of experience of transcendence to be 
arcane, private, individual. On the other hand such experiences will evaporate into 
thin air unless supported by intersubjective confirmation and even institutional 
backing. Therefore, it needs to be public and manifest. Religion needs and creates 
supportive brotherhood. In the tong run, the religious elite and the mass of mere 
followers and sympathizers both play a role in upholding religion. It is possible to 
locate a given religious experience on a scale ranging between individualistic religion 
at the one end (which is found in mystical experience), and mass (popular) religion 
at the other end. Between these two a variety of social forms may be distinguished 
(for example sect, cult, church and denomination), as has been done by the socio­
logy of religion. The ways in which members participate in such groups, is a further 
crucial aspect of this dimension of religion. 

7.2.2.2 Totality 

In this section we shall assume that faith is a total response of the whole person. 
This action, however, is a complex one, to which a number of aspects may be dis­
tinguished: religious feeling, willing, knowing, doing, and speaking. In concrete cases 
of religious experience, varying emphasis will be placed on each of these aspects. 
One type of experience will hinge especially on the element of doing religious things, 
another on feeling certain emotions, another on knowing certain tenets of belief, 
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and so on. In the study of religion too, varying importance has been attached to  
these elements. Wach ( 1975) for example ,  has in his theory emphasized the two 
dimensions of doctrine and cu lt (in addition to the social dimension ) .  Yinger a lso 
( 1970: 17 )  finds the ritualistic and be lief aspects to be fundamental. Smart ( 1973 , 
1976) distinguishes the fo l lowing six dimensions: the ritua l ,  the mythologica l, the 
doctrina l ,  the ethica l, the social and the experientia l. 

During the last twenty years sociologists of re ligion have worked hard at the identi­
fication of such dimensions and the deve lopment of indicators to measure them. 
Among the outstanding examp les is Lenski ( 1961 ) . who isolated doctrina l ortho­
doxy and devotiona lism. Fukuyama ( 196 1 ) distinguished the fo l lowing dimensions , 
which he saw as a lternative ways of being religious: the cognitive , the cu ltic , the 
credal ,  and the devotiona l. G lock ( 1959 )  and Glock and Stark ( 1965) described 
five basic dimensions: the ideological, the ritua listic , the experientia l ,  the inte l lec­
tua l ,  and the consequentia l .  King and Hunt have in a number of pub lications listed 
dimensions of religion (cf 1972 ) ,  in which the fol lowing six basic sca les repeated ly 
emerged: credal assent, devotiona l ism , church attendance , organizational activity , 
financial support , and orientation to  growth and striving. Himmelfarb ( 1975) re­
duced the various dimensions t o  two basic types: behavioura l and ideationa l .  Al ­
though we have to remember that these sociologica l analyses were made with refe­
rence to Weste rn re ligious forms only (it is particu larly evident in the work of King 
and Hunt ) ,  they are highly important, and should be integrated in a wider re ligio­
scientific approach which tries to cover re ligion genera l ly.  Much work remains to  
be done in regard to  the internal structure of each of such dimensions , as we l l  as 
to the patterns of interre lation between them (cf Roof 1979 ) .  I believe that most 
of the dimensions mentioned above cou ld be trans lated i nto the terms of the simple 
scheme followed here . 

1.2.2.2. 1 Religious feeling 

The religious experience has an affective dimension. Schleiermacher defined re ligion 
as the feeling of absolute dependence . Rudolf Otto a lso emphasized it: centra l in 
a l l  re ligions he found the apprehension, in dread, of the numinuous; from this 
arises the emotion of a creature , submerged and overwhe lmed by its own nothing­
ness . The object of re ligious feeling thus arouses fear and wonder (awe). But the his ­
tory of re ligions shows that these are not the on ly shades of sentiment . There are 
a lso, t o  mention others, the deep emotiona l attachment to  the person of Jesus , 
expressed in love and trust, as we find it in forms of Christianity , and the tranqui l 
joy in nature, which is the dominant colour of much of the re ligiosity of Eastern 
Asia; re ligion can be a sense of surpassing beauty. We here stand before a fie ld , 
showing not only an enormous breadth of variety, but also a varying depth of leve l: 
re ligious fee lings can be of the most intense experienced by peop le , as in re ligious 
ecstasy; but the humdrum boredom , the acedia as temptation of the re ligious pro­
fessional as we l l  as the indifference of the masses (if we accept a current diagnosis 
of contemporary Western society ) ,  a lso belong to the range of emotions to be 
described. 
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7.2.2.2.2 Religious willing 

The religious experience has a conative dimension, expressed by a whole range of 
terms such as self-surrender, commitment, the leap of faith, promising, choosing, 
and conversion. Baetke ( 1952 : 1 49f) finds this aspect to be more important than 
intellectual notions and feelings, and agrees with Feuerbach in  regarding the vital 
forces motivating man as the ground of religion; religious man wills, wishes, strives 
after, desires something in religion. This dimension is, however, more marked in 
some religions than in  others, and especially so in the religions of Semitic origin. One 
is reminded of Van der Leeuw's typification of Judaism as the religion of will and 
obedience, and of Islam as the religion of majesty and humility (as the very word 
Islam - 'submission' - suggests). It can gain prominence in  other religions as well. 
In Hinduism, one of the paths leading to salvation is bhakti yoga, the path of loving 
devotion. 

7.2.2.2.3 Religious knowing 

Religious experience has a cognitive dimension. This is widely recognized as of 
central importance by theorists of religion (for a recent statement in this regard, 
cf Wiebe 1979). Examples illustrating the crucial importance of intellectual accep­
tance and understanding, and the peculiar character of religious knowing, abound. 
Nicolaus Cusanus ( 1 401 - 1 464), the great religious thinker of the European Renais­
sance, spoke of the docta ignorantia: the conscious, knowing ignorance, the knowing 
of our not-knowing of God, thereby voicing the inherent paradoxical nature of 
religion. The Other is simultaneously knowable and unknowable . A constant threat 
therefore to religious knowledge is the danger of coagulating this flow to a clot of 
certainties (positivism). In  Hinduism one of the paths leading to salvation is the spe­
culative intellect (jnana yoga). Let these examples suffice. In contemporary moder­
nizing societies, the relationship between religious knowledge and scientific know­
ledge has become acute, which opens up a wide field of empirical enquiry as well 
as theoretical reflection. What counts as proof in different religions? What are the 
relations between traditional religious worldviews and modern ideologies? To what 
extent do modern forms of religion tolerate the typical modern reflexive realization 
that all k nowledge, even religious knowledge, is humanly constituted? 

It would be a serious mistake to regard the history of religions as a history of ideas, 
however important ideas (the cognitive dimension) may be in any religion. We have 
to be on our guard against two potential weaknesses in  the study of religion; the 
f irst weakness is that the importance of theoretical ideas is overrated. The achieve­
ments of the great thin kers of humanity are naturally highpoints in history, but 
they must not be isolated from the broad pre-theoretical levels of life itself (referred 
to, for our present purposes, as the affectional, conative and behavioural levels), 
which are the ground in which the ideas grow. The second weakness is that the great 
religious thoughts are separated from the general cultural and social situation of a 
specific time, which is their context. With a view to understanding the doctrines, it 
is necessary to understand the ci rcumstances, the problem situation with which they 
are reciprocally connected. To know what a religion teaches, we have to reconstruct 
the situation to which the teaching refers. (We now touch on the importance of the 
sociology of knowledge for the understanding of religion. And in passing I should 
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once more like to point out the possible fruitfulness of the phenomenological notion 
of the life-world, or everyday life, as the soil in which religion is rooted.) 

7.2.2.2.4 Religious doing 

Religious experience has a behavioural dimension. Here a distinction between ritual 
and ethics seems to be pertinent . I should like to submit that these two be seen as 
two concentric circles, with ritual as the inner circle. Whatever other attributes may 
be ascribed to ritual, it is at the very least the acting out of certain acts , a form of 
doing, intended to commemorate sacred occasions or to invoke a sacred presence. 
It is related to other forms of human doing which also imply the desire to transcend 
the immediately given, such as art and play (including play-acting) . There is a long 
tradition in science of religion in which ritual is given the pride of place in religion . 
In the nineteenth century, William Robertson Smith stated forcefully that ritual was 
the core of religion - myths were variable , and belief was of much less importance. 
(We shall not pursue further the question of the importance of ritual , relative to 
the other elements of religion .) 

Ethics may be taken to be the extension of ritual . Man moves further into the world 
lying around the highly charged ritual situation, carrying with him, extending and 
applying the basic religious vision , expressed in so concentrated a form in ritual . 
This is why ritua l is a stronger indicator of religion than ethics. Ethics lies further 
from the heart of religion . 

Religious doing, in ritual and in ethics, has an internal as well as an externa l aspect. 
A silent prayer is a ritual act as much as an elaborate public occasion, and the inner 
attitudes of people are an important side of their ethics , just as the institutionalised 
patterns of behaviour of a society. In many religious individuals and groups we find 
the primacy of doing , rather than theorizing. In Christianity St Francis of Assisi 
( 1 18 1-1226) is a shining example of practical faith . In Islam the ritual and moral 
duties of prayer, alms-giving, fasting, and pilgrimage are incum bent on all Muslims . 
In Buddhism, honest speech, good conduct and the proper use of one's time and ener­
gy form part of the Eightfold Path. In Hinduism we find karma yoga: the way of 
works , that is , of ritual , especially domestic ritual . In African religions , and also in 
Jewish religion, being religious is a matter of correct practice rather than correct 
beliefs. 

1.2.2.2.5 Religious speaking 

Religious experience has a verbal dimension, which has become the central concern 
in some theoretical approaches to religion. Although he does not work within the 
discipline of science of religion, the philosopher Gadamer has indirectly devised a 
theory of religious communication and experience hinging on language. For Gada­
mer, language is the most comprehensive theoretical framework. In the philosophy 
of religion, particularly in the analytical tradition , this dimension has received 
considerable attention . Religious speaking covers a wide range of phenomena, for 
example the language of myths, parables , sermons, sacred invocation, prayer , dogma, 
and theology, as well as the fields of oral revelation and sacred writings . In a reli­
gious context, words share in the ambivalence of the religious experience as such . 
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Speaking is stretched between silence before the ineffable mystery, and t he need to 
communicate with ot hers through the means of the ordinary words of life. It has 
a character of its own, bordering on and yet distinct from the languages of science 
and art. 

7.3 CONCLUSION 

T he dimensions mentioned may be regarded as a pattern of 'symptoms ' allowing us 
to identify the manner and degree of re ligiousness in p henomena we encounter. 
T hey may not all be of equal importance, but this would depend on the level of ab· 
straction we are working on, and on the degree of exactitude we wish to achieve in 
specific instances. They may be condensed and combined in various ways to formu­
late definitions, types and so on - in s hort, to formulate criteria for identifying re ­
ligion. For a fine ana lysis, all or most of them might be brought to bear on the par · 
ticular area of investigation. They cou ld of course also be differentiated even furt her. 
Too fine a sieve, however, is of doubtful value in research. As regards t he objective 
referent of religion, one could for example pragmatically condense the criteria men­
tioned to t he notion of transcendence. As for the ambivalent nature of re ligious 
response, one could condense it to the attitude towards t he ordinary world and the 
socia l form of a given religious experience. T he dimensions mentioned under the 
heading 'totality' may, depending on the practical purpose we need it for, be con­
densed to two, namely feel ing-p lus-willing-plus-doing on t he one hand, and knowing 
on the ot her hand (as is sometimes done in religious research). If we wish to describe 
t he religion of an individual person, we would naturally want to use a finer instru­
ment t han when describing mass movements. 

T he dimensions mentioned cut across the various religious '-isms'. It is possible, 
however, to construct a type of eac h of these, with reference to al l or some of t hese 
aspects. It ought also to be possible to specify t he content of important sub-con­
cepts employed in the study of religion. T his has not been attempted in this chap­
ter. In passing, mere reference has been made to concepts such as myth and mysti· 
cism. Others, to mention a few examples, would inc lude prop hetism, magic, ideolo­
gy, civil re ligion and invisib le re ligion. 



References 

Adorno, Th W 1 975. Der Positivismusstreit in der deutschen Soziologie. Darmstadt : 
Luchterhand. 

Al len, D 1 978. Structure and Creativity in Religion. Hermeneutics in Mircea Eliade's 
Phenomenology and New Directions. The Hague: Mouton. 

Baaren, Th P van & H J W D rijvers (eds) 1 973. Religion, Culture and Methodology. 
The Hague :  Mouton. 

Baetke, W 1 952. Aufgabe und Struktur der Religionswissenschaft, in  G Lanczkowski 
( 1 974) 1 33-58. 

Baird, R D 1 97 1 .  Category Formation and the History of Religions. The Hague : 
Mouton. 

Barn hart, J E 1 977.  The Study of Religion and its Meaning. New Exp/orations in 
the L ight of Karl Popper and Emile Durkheim. The Hague : Mouton . 

Berger, P L 1 969. The Sacred Canopy. Elements of a Sociological Theory of Reli­
gion. New York : Anchor Books. 

Berger, P L 1 974. Some Second Thoughts on Substantive versus Functiona l Defin i ­
tions of  Rel igion. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 1 3, 1 25-34 . 

Berger, P L 1 974a. Pyramids of Sacrifice. Political Ethics and Social Change. London : 
Al len Lane. 

Berger, P L  1 974b. A Rumour of Angels. Modern Society and the Rediscovery of the 
Supernatural. Harrnondsworth : Penguin .  

Berger, P L and T Luckrnann 1 975. The Social Construction of Reality. A Treatise 
in the Sociology of Knowledge. Harmondsworth :  Penguin .  

78 



7 9  

Bianchi, U 1 972. The Definition of Rel igion. O n  the Methodology of Historical­
Comparative Research, in U Bianchi ,  C J B leeker & A Bausan i, Problems and 
Meth ods of the History of Religions. Leiden : Bri l l .  

Bianchi, U 1 975. The History of Religions. Leiden:  Bri l l .  
B leeker, C J 1959. Zelfportret van de  Fenornenologie van de  Godsdienst. Nederl 

Theo/ Tijdschrift 13, 32 1-44. 
B leeker, C J 1971.  Wie steht es urn die Relig ionsphanornenologie? Bibliotheca 

Orienta/is 28, 303-8. 
B leeker, C J 1972. The Contribution of the Phenomenology of Relig ion to the 

Stu dy of the History of Re ligions, in U Bianchi et al, 35-55. 
Bru mmer, V ( 1975) . Wijsgerige Begripsanalyse. Kampen : Kok. 
Burhoe, R W 1974. The Phenomenon of Re l igion Seen Scientifica l ly, in A W  Eister 

Changing Perspectives in the Scientific Study of Religion. New York : Wiley, 
1 5-39. 

Burke, T P 1974. The Reluctant Vision. An Essay in the Philosophy of Religion. 
Phi lade lphia:  Fortress. 

Dal lmayr, F R 1973. P henomenology and Marxism: A Salute to Enzo Paci , in 
G Psathas (ed),  Phenomenological Sociology: Issues and Applications. New 
York: Wi ley. 

Dekker, G 1 975. De mens en zijn godsdienst. Bi lthoven:  Arnbo. 
Dobbelaere, K and J Lauwers 1973. Defin itions of re ligion - a socio logical critique. 

Social Compass 20, 535-51 .  
E l iade, M 1 974. Patterns o f  Comparative Religion. New York : The New American 

Library. 
Fukuyama, Y 1 96 1 .  The major di mensions of church membership. Review of 

Religious Research 2, 154-6 1 .  
Gadamer, H-G 1972. Wahrheit und Methode. Grundziige einer philosophischen 

Hermeutik. Tubingen : J C  B Mohr ( Pau l Siebeck) . 
G lock, C Y 1 959. The socio logy of rel igion, in R Merton , L Broom and L Cottre l l  

(eds) , Sociology Today. New York:  Basic Books. 
G lock, C Y and R Stark 1965. Religion and Society in Tension. Chicago: McNa lly. 
G oodenough, E R 1 959. R eligionswissenschaft. Numen 6, 77-95. 
G root, A D de 1969. Methodology. Foundations of Inference and Research in the 

Behavioural Sciences. The Hague : Mouton. 
Habermas, J 1973. Zur L ogik der Sozialwissenschaften. Fran kfurt: Su hrkarnp. 
Habermas, J 1978. Technik und Wissenschaft als ldeologie. Frankfurt: Suhrkarnp. 
Heelas, P 1978. Some Problems with Rel igious Studies. Religion 8, 1-14. 
Hempe l, C G 1966. Philosophy of Natural Science. Englewood Cl iffs : Prentice-Ha l l .  
Hi mrne lfarb, H 1975. Measuring re l igio us involvement. Social Forces 53,  606-18. 
Hofmeyr, J 1979. Religion in the Interpretation of Experience. Unpublished d isser-

tation, University of Cape Town. 
Hubbeling, H G 1973. Theology, Phi losophy and Science of Re ligion and their 

Logical a nd Empirica l  Presuppositions, in Th P van Baaren & H J  W Drijvers (eds) . 
Hu ltkrantz, A 1970. The Phenomenology of Religion. Ai ms and Methods. Temenos 

6, 74-88. .. 
Hu ltkrantz, A 1974. Uber R el igionsethnologisc;he Methoden , in  G Lanczkowski , 

360-93. 
Husserl ,  E 1 962. Die Krisis der Europaischen Wissenschaften und die Transzenden­

tale Phiinomenologie. Eine Einleitung in die Phiinomenologische Philosphie. 
The Hague: N ijhoff. 



80 

Kaplan, A 1964 . The Conduct of Inquiry. Methodology for Behavioral Sciences. 
New York: Thomas Y Crowell. 

King, M B & R A Hunt 1972. Measuring Religious Dimensions. Studies of Congre­
gational Involvement. Dallas: Southern Methodist University. 

Kishimoto, H 1 961 .  An operational definition of religion. Numen 8, 236-40. 
Kristensen, W B 1 969. The Phenomenology of Religion, in J Bettis (ed). The Pheno­

menology of Religion. London: SCM. 
Kuhn, T S 1975. The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. Chicago : The University 

of Chicago Press. 
Lanczkowski, G 1974. Selbstverstiindnis und Wesen der Religionswissenschaft. 

Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgese I Isch aft. 
Lazarsfeld, P F, A K  Pasanella & M Rosenberg 1 972. Continuities in the Language of 

Social Research. New York: The Free Press. 
Leeuw, G van der 1964 2

• Religion in Essence and Manifestation. London: Allen & 
Unwin. 

Lenski, G E  1961.  The Religious Factor. New York: Doubleday. 
Luckmann, T 1963. Das Problem der Religion in der modernen Gesellschaft. Frei­

burg : Verlag Rombach. 
Luckmann, T 1972. Religion in der modernen Gesellschaft, in J Wessner ( Hg) 

Religion im Umbruch. Soziologische Beitriige zur Situation von Religion und 
Kirche in der gegenwartigen Gesellschaft. Stuttgart : Enke Verlag. 

Luckmann, T 1973. Philosophy, Science and Everyday Life , in M Natanson (ed) . 
143-85. 

Luhmann, N 1 977. Funktion der Religion. Frankfurt: Suhrkamp. 
Machalek, R 1 977. Definitional Strategies In The Study of Religion. Journal for the 

Scientific Study of Religion 16, 395-401 .  
Martin, D 1978. The Dilemmas of Contemporary Religion. Oxford: Blackwel l. 
Mc Kinney, J C  1 966. Constructive Typology and Social Theory. New York: Apple­

ton-Century-Crofts. 
Mc Kinney, J C 1 969. Typ ification, Typologies, and Sociological Theory. Social 

Forces 48, 1 - 1 2. 
Mer leau-Ponty, M 1970. Phenomenology of Perception. London: Routledge & 

Kegan Paul. 
Merleau-Ponty, M 1973. Phenomenology and the Science of Man, in Natanson, M 

(ed). 47- 108. 
Mol, H 1976. Identity and the Sacred. A Sketch for a new social-scientific theory o f  

religion. Oxford: Black we 1 1. 
Mulder, D C  1973. Religie, Religies, Religiositeit. Kampen: Kok. 
Natanson, M (ed) 1973. Phenomenology and the Social Sciences, vol I. Evanston: 

Northwestern University Press. 
Neuf, G 1 976. Religionswissenschaft aus der Sicht der analytischen Phi losophie, in 

G Stephenson, 339-54. 
Nieubuhr, H R  1956. Christ and Culture. New York: Harper & Row. 
Nieubuhr, H R 1 963. The Responsible Self. An Essay in Christian Moral Philosophy. 

New York: Harper & Row. 
Oosterbaan, J A 1958. De Fenomenologie der Godsd ienstfenomeno logie. Nederl 

Theo/ Tijdschrift 1 3, 97 - 1 1 3. 
Paci, Enzo 1972. The Function of the Sciences and the Meaning of Man. Evanston : 

Northwestern University Press. 



8 1  
Pannenberg, W 1 976. Theology and the Philosophy o f  Science. London : Darton, 

Longman & Todd. 
Penner, H H & E Yonan 1 972. Is a Science of Rel igion Possible? Journal of Reli­

gion 52, 1 07-33. 
Popper, K 1 972. Objective Knowledge. An Evolutionary Approach. Oxford : The 

Clarendon Press. 
Popper, K 1 973. The Open Society And Its Enemies. 5th Revised E dition. London : 

R outledge & Kegan Pau l .  
Popper, K 1 974. Conjectures and Refutations. The Growth of Scientific Knowledge. 

London : Routledge & Kegan Pau l .  
Pummer, R 1 972. Rel igionswissenschaft or rel igiology? Numen 1 9, 9 1 -1 28.  
Pye, M 1 972. Comparative Religion. An Introduction through Source Materials. 

Newton Abbott: David & Charles. 
Pyle, E H 1 979. Reduction and the 'religious' explanation of re l igion. Religion 9, 

1 97-2 1 4. 
Radnitzky, G 1 973. Contemporary Schoo/s ofMetascience. Chicago: Henry Regnery. 
Ratchow, C H 1 973. Methodik der Rel igionswissenschaft, in Enzyk/opadie der Geis-

teswissenschaftlichen Arbeitsmethoden, 347-96. 
Ricoeur, P 1 969. The Symbolism of Evil. Boston : Beacon Press. 
Robertson, R 1 970. The Sociological Interpretation of Religion. Oxford: B lackwel l .  
Robinson, R 1 950. Definition. Oxford: Clarendon Press. 
Roof, W C 1 979. Concepts and Ind icators of Rel igious Commitment: A Critical 

Review, in R Wuthnow (ed), The Religious Dimension. New Directions in Quan­
titative Research. New York: Academic Press, 1 7-45. 

Rudolph, I< 1 973. Das P roblem der Autonomie und lntegritat der Religionswissen­
schaft. Nederl Theo/ Tijdschrift 27, 1 05-31 . 

Rudol ph, K 1 978. D ie ' l cleologiekritische' Funktion der Rel igionswissenschaft. 
Numen 25, 1 7-39. 

Sauter, G 1 973. Wissenschaftstheoretische Kritik der Theologie. Munchen : Kaiser. 
Schmidt, R 1 980. Exploring Religion. Belmont, Californ ia:  Wadsworth. 
Schutz, A 1 973. Collected Papers I. The Problem of Social Reality. The Hague: 

N ij hoff. 
Sharpe, E J 1 97 1 .  Some Problems of Method in the Study of Rel igion. Religion 1 ,  

1 - 1 4. 
Smart, B 1 976. Sociology, Phenomenology and Marxian Analysis. London : Rout­

ledge & Kegan Pau l. 
Smart, N 1 973. The Phenomenofi of Religion. London :  Macmi l lan.  
Smart, N 1 973a. The Science of Religion and the Sociology of Knowledge. Prince­

ton: Princeton University Press. 
Smart, N 1 9762

• The Religious Experience of Mankind. New York: Charles Scrib­
ner's Sons. 

Smart, N 1 977. Understandin9_ Religious Experience, in S Katz (ed) Mysticism and 
Philosophical Analysis. London : Macmi l lan. 

Smart, N 1 978. Beyond E l iade. Numen 25, 1 0-2 1 .  
Smith, W C 1 959. Comparative Religion: Whither - and Why ? i n  M E l iade & J M 

Kitagawa, The History of Religions. Essays in Methodology. Chicago: The 
University of Chicago P ress, 3 1 -58. 

Smith, W C 1 963. The Meaning and End of Religion: A New Approach to the 
Religious Traditions of Mankind. New York : Macmil lan. 



82 

Spiege lberg, H 1 971 . The Phenomenological Movement. A Historical Introduction. 
The Hague: N ijhoff. 

Spiegelberg, H 1 975. Doing Phenomenology. Essays on and in Phenomenology. The 
Hague: N ijhoff. 

Stephenson, G 1 976. Der Religionswandel unserer Zeit im Spiegel der Re/igions­
wissenschaft. Darmstadt : Wissenschaftl iche Buchgesellschaft. 

Thompson, K 1 972. Beliefs and Religion. Walton Hal I :  Open Un iversity Press. 
Tiryakian, E A 1 968. Typologies, in International Encyclopedia of the Social 

Sciences. New York: Macmi l lan .  
Tiryakian, E A 1 973, Sociology and Existential Phenomenology, in  M Natanson 

(ed), 1 87-224. 
Tiryakian, E A 1 974. On the Margin of the Visible: Sociology, the esoteric, and the 

occult. New York : Wiley. 
Waardenburg, J 1 973. Classical Approaches to the Study of Religion Vol I. The 

Hague: Mouton. 
Waardenburg, J 1 978. Reflections on the Study of Religion. The Hague : Mouton. 
Wach, J 1 923. Zur Methodologie der al lgemeinen Rel igionswissenschaft, in G Lancz­

kowski, 30-56. 
Wach, J 1 975. Understanding and Believing. Westport, Connecticut: G reenwood 

Press. 
Weber, M 1 975. Die Protestantische Ethik /. Eine Aufsatzsammlung. Ti.ibingen : 

Mohr (Pau l  Siebeck). 
Wiebe, D 1 975. Explanation and the Scientific Study of Rel igion. Religion 5, 33-52. 
Wiebe, D 1 978. Is a science of re ligion possible? Studies of Religion 7, 5-1 8. 
Wiebe, D 1 979. The Role of ' Bel ief' in the Study of Religion. Numen 26, 234-49. 
Yinger, J M 1 970. The Scientific Study of Religion. New York: Macmi l lan .  
Zacharias, G 1 980. The Satanic Cult. London : Allen & Unwin. 
Zijderveld, A C 1 972. The Problem of Adequacy. Reflections on Alfred Schutz 's 

Contribution to the Methodology of the Social Sciences. Archiv europ Socio/ 
1 3, 1 76-90. 

Z ijderveld, A C ( 1 974). De relativiteit van kennis en werkelijkheid. lnleiding tot de 
kennissociologie. Meppel :  Boom. 


