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Brief considerations on methods and techniques of teaching religion  
                                                                                                                                 Prof. Călina Gelu 
 

Chapter I. The partnership between the University and the community 
An ongoing partnership between a local community and a theological seminary or a university 
faculty, as a university-community alliance, can provide an ideal context for the training of “public 
theologians” who are adequately trained with knowledge, skills, and confidence to engage in various 
community contexts in all their works with humility and wisdom. 
Ideally, the courses in the curriculum will be structured to explore topics relevant to the contexts of 
the students’goals in relation to the course content. These courses would encourage students and 
faculty to test and build new knowledge from community partners, perhaps by offering 
interdisciplinary scholarships for the professional and spiritual training of students/pupils. In this way, 
students can develop knowledge about Christian scripture, history, and theology that are both 
substantial and relevant. 
In the case of Romania, there are supervised internship places and social service stages which form 
the core of an appropriate study programme. When designed and implemented effectively, this type 
of engaged and experiential education is essential to the training of young theologians on multiple 
levels. Firstly, internship experiences provide rich opportunities for practical theology as well as 
reflection in relation to all disciplines represented within the curriculum. Rather than “applying” 
theoretical knowledge from the classroom to chosen internship (practicum) places, this type of 
experiential education allows learning communities to actively build practical-theological knowledge 
so as to cultivate a more nuanced, contextualized understanding, of course, based on common content 
across disciplines. Placements (practicum) in Church, pastoral or social work settings, when coupled 
with intentional and skillful reflection in a learning community, give students the opportunity to 
question, challenge and theoretically reconstruct knowledge in light of their unique contexts and 
experiences1. 
A second essential level of training for students in pastoral theology or theology-social assistance 
involves opportunities to reflect on their own cultures, religions, and training so that they are better 
prepared to build genuine partnerships and service with people from various cultures and religions. 
Recent research2 involving staff of community service agencies found that their most common 

 
1Eyler, Janet and Dwight E. Giles, Jr. Where's the Learning in Service-Learning? San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1999, pp. 
64. 
2DanW. Butin, Service-Learning in Theory and Practice: The Future of Community Engagement in Higher Education , 
New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010, pp. 139. 
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complaint about student trainees was that students were poorly prepared in the area of “cultural 
competence” - in knowing both their own cultural backgrounds and the diverse ethnic, economic and 
religious backgrounds of the people with whom they interact3. Adequate preparation for community-
social spheres, reconciliation and compassion in a society and world abruptly divided by ethnicity, 
religion, or economic status, requires that all students reflect in a sustained manner on their own 
training in history, society and global dynamics, as well as the ways in which Christian theologies 
have been used both to justify and to oppose race, gender, and religious oppression. Internships should 
be closely linked to courses that provide excellent opportunities for students to engage in this through 
multilayered, interdisciplinary theological reflection so that they gain the skills to research, analyze, 
and respond with compassion and clarity in relation to cultural-historical context of any community 
in which they serve in the future. 
Ideally, through this process of holistic training, each student would integrate not only their 
theological education but even their personality. In this way, they can become genuine and upright 
leaders, embodying their faith and service with confidence in their gifts, abilities, and knowledge, as 
well as their practical ability to listen, discern, and grow through changing communities and contexts.  

 

Mentoring partnership models 
The pedagogical effort of the teachers had to allow the students to identify what they thought was 
valuable in their educational journey. This type of guidance suggests mechanisms that could support 
the development of successful relationships between teachers and mentors. The following 
mechanisms are needed to implement this goal: 
• Developing a common perspective 
• Negotiating and planning together what is going to happen with student teaching 
• Using a collaborative planning and review approach 
• Identifying the place of participation of the expert in the courses 
• Identifying the essential requirements for lessons and determining the person taking the course, as 
well as identifying who would implement them 
• Modifying mentors’ approaches to meet students’ skills 
• Identifying mentors as experts for students 
• Appointing delegated teachers to establish and maintain partnerships outside of schools 

 
3Randy Stoecker and Elizabeth Tryon, The Unheard Voices: Community Organizations and Service Learning, 
Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2009, pp. 119. 
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In Lave and Wenger’s Situated Learning Theory (1991)4 about learning from and within communities 
of practice, it is observed that human practice has given rise to a certain experience of the world in 
which knowledge has been incorporated into practical experiences. The idea of communities of 
practice is that learning should be based on authentic practice that is potentially gained through the 
practical examination of others. A key issue, mentioned in each approach, is that ideas need to be 
shared between teachers, people, resources and communities of practice, and community 
representatives can help learners better understand how educational content is applied in the real 
world. 

 

Why religion and technology? Religion as an important sphere of human activity 
At first glance, it may seem rather strange that education should have a chapter that combines religion 
and technology. Academics could be accused of having few explicit relationships found between 
religion and technology, and those that exist primarily are one-way. After all, many influences from 
the late 21st century seem to go in the direction of technology, inexorably asserting its influence and 
power over the realm of religion and spirituality, as has happened in trade and economies, institutions 
(cultural, educational, social), life, politics, sports and other areas of human effort and activities. But 
if we are not referring to human activities that are designed to meet human needs for most of our 
lives, we can see immediately some of the ways in which religion, the technological world, and the 
goals, skills, and methods associated with technology inevitably and continuously interact.  
It should be clear even to an occasional observer that learning requirements inevitably engage the 
aesthetics, values, needs, desires, and uses of technology from teachers, students, and the wider 
community that invoke and involve religious traditions, religious practices and specific groups within 
society whose primary identification is with one or more particular religions that embrace, for 
example, dietary requirements, particular aesthetics of outfit, sensibilities about human beings and 
other creatures (both large and very small), and teachings viewed by adherents as integral in how they 
engage the larger world and values that are likely to profoundly influence their own future entries 
into that larger world. 
Religion, like the word “technology”, has proved difficult to define, a reasonable working definition 
argues that religion is a unified system of beliefs and practices about life and the relative world to the 
supernatural that unites believers or followers in a social organization or a moral community” (Yang 
2011: 36)5. As Yang noted, “this definition includes four essential elements of a religion: (1) a belief 

 
4Lave, J., & Wenger, E. (1991) Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511815355 
5David Carless, Diane Salter, Min Yang & Joy Lam (2011) Developing sustainable feedback practices, Studies in 
Higher Education, 36:4, 395-407, DOI: 10.1080/03075071003642449 
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in the supernatural; (2) a set of beliefs about life and the world; (3) a set of ritualistic practices that 
manifest beliefs; and (4) a distinct social organization or a moral community of believers and 
practitioners” (Yang 2016:156). 
Some have predicted the total disparition of organized religion of all kinds in the face of what is 
imagined as the progress of science and technology as it deconstructs, reconceptualizes and co-
mmodifies the world. Religions in general, especially those considered major world religions, are 
characterized by a narrative and philosophical orientation that seeks to bring all of life under the 
explanatory power and influence of the religion in question. For religious people, largely since 
prehistoric times, nature itself is the forum through which the aspects, attributes and desires of a 
higher, unseen world, mediated through 'signs and symbols', are mysterious. These signs and symbols 
might include the surface of the Earth itself, things beneath or emanating from the surface, objects 
falling from the sky, perceptions from man, senses and thoughts and dreams in the mind - including 
“communion” with one or more other realms that are mediated through language (an ability that is 
not infrequently itself seen as also a gift from this unseen, mysterious realm). In this sense, nature 
serves as a bridge between our world and the world(s) that might exist outside our own realm of 
existence. Even religions that appear to be very otherworld-centric adopt this positioning through the 
physical reality within that they currently inhabit and value for what it reveals about them or what 
lies beyond (Bellah, 20117). 
The three influential monotheistic religions of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam that share some 
common religious texts and perspectives have traditionally argued that there is a distinct separation 
between the Earth and the physical universe in which God lives. God himself does not need any 
physicality to exist and lives in outer time “within” the realm of eternity. At the same time, God brings 
into existence the world and has an intimate relationship with the created order, including human 
beings living in this order - yet the visible universe neither fully encompasses nor expresses the divine 
being, nor does it subsume the created order into the divine being. 
Other religions have made similar efforts to self-organize and promote interactions among the 
religious adherents who earn their living in the scientific field. For example, Hans Jonas (1984)8, a 
practicing Jew and noted philosopher of technology, sought to build a completely ethical form that 
could guide technological decision-making, carefully avoiding referring to religious sources who 

 
6Yang, F. (2011). Religion in China: Survival and revival under communist rule. New York: Oxford 
University Press. 
Yang, F. (2016). Exceptionalism or chinamerica: Measuring religious change in the globalizing. 
7Bellah, R. N. (2011). Religion in human evolution: From the Paleolithic to the axial age. 
Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press 
8Jonas, Hans (1984). The Imperative of Responsibility: In Search of an Ethics for the Technological Age. University of 
Chicago Press. 
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informed him of his own understandings and actions. Other authors have explained the many ways 
in which values, ethics, and theological considerations should be of interest to the practice of science 
and technology and politics (Gorman et al.9 2005). 
Virtually, all technological and design frameworks highlight the role of values in undertaking 
different types of technological work. All formal religions generally teach precepts of behavior, 
prescribe or encourage certain forms of action, and inculcate ideas about oneself, others, society, and 
human purposes. Well-designed discussions can lead to a wide range of ideas that are religiously 
inspired as part of the class, or the process of deciding what values should be subject to various 
technological activities. Such an approach can highlight the various sources from which values 
emanate, the means by which we articulate them in societies, and how groups of people are sorted by 
these values to arrive at mutually agreed ways to select, adapt, and use values to inform human 
practices. 
The widespread presence of religion-affiliated institutions in human societies, including those in the 
formal education systems of nations around the world, is another place of importance for working 
harder to make the links between religion and technology more explicit and deliberate. Schools and 
universities where theology is taught may want to highlight their own particularities of religious 
traditions, but quality instruction also requires emphasizing established values. Most prestigious 
universities around the world have professors of theology, religious studies, or scholars who make 
them known about their religious beliefs and practices, often from many different branches of a 
particular religion, and/or familiar with many different religions. These faculty colleagues can prove 
to be valuable allies and dialogue partners to create and provide balanced discussions that explore the 
interactions between religions, beliefs and religious practices, and technology-related practices and 
developments. The Roman Catholic Church, for example, has an organized body of social 
articulations, a doctrine for its churches around the world, available in several languages (Pontifical 
Council for Justice and Peace 2005). Such a document can not only make such discussions easier to 
find, but also help all participants (including teachers) to become better informed about the official 
teachings of the religious group concerned and why these attitudes and values are expressed as they 
are in relation to modern technology (Teschner and Tomasi 201610). 

 
9Gorman, U., Drees, W. B., & Eisinger, H. M. (Eds.). (2005). Creative creatures: Values and ethical issues in theology, 
science, and technology. New York: Bloomsbury T & T Clark. Grant, G. (1986). Technology and justice. Toronto: 
House of Anansi Press. Harrison, P. (2015). The territories of science and religion. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press. Herzfeld, N. (2009). Technology and religion: Remaining human in a co-created world. West 
Conshohoken: Templeton Press. 
10Teschner, G., & Tomasi, A. (2016). Turning toward technology: A glimpse into the asian paradigm. Piscataway: 
Transaction Publishers 
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Theological-vocational education 
Vocational education can be reshaped through three main forces. The first lies in the emergence of 
new technologies that allow new ways of learning and contribute to the reshaping of work. The use 
of new technologies influences the way people participate in existing learning programs and allows 
individual access to online resources. Secondly, new occupations in the workplace require new 
knowledge and skills requirements. They undermine the old boundaries between vocational education 
and academic education and require stronger emotional and cognitive skills than before. Thirdly, the 
rise of new disciplinary perspectives generates major new perspectives for all forms of learning. 
Since the 1980s, under the impulse of globalization, the field of application of the shaping and use of 
new technologies and their development and implementation have expanded continuously. While the 
effects of technological progress are often presented as inevitable consequences, Heidegger and 
Petersen11 show how analyses based on the development of technology lose sight of the significance 
of cultural factors. 
Analyzing the recent relationship between work and technology from a learning perspective, 
especially in the field of vocational education and training (VET), new premises have been opened 
for such procedures and processes. For Heidegger and Petersen (2018), this involves the development 
of personality and the continuous development of participatory abilities in adult life; for DeJaeghere 
(2018)12, involves the development of critical skills necessary for the sustainability of livelihoods and 
well-being. 
Vocational education continues even after obtaining a diploma or certificate, as new graduates 
become more deeply involved in workplace practice and teamwork experience. In the context of 
research that has shown the new state of affairs, the ways in which different forms of knowledge are 
put into operation, vocational education is required to accept and use innovative methods and 
techniques, in step with scientific progress but without losing content on which transmits them. 
The way people become known and develop their creative abilities requires new conceptualizations 
of the relationship between knowledge and vocational practice. Hordern13 explores how vocational 

 
11Heidegger G, Petersen W (2018) Shaping occupational biography and working conditions: a pedagogical principle in 
different VET systems. In: McGrath, S., Mulder, M., Papier, J., and Stuart, R. (eds.) (2019). 'Handbook of vocational 
education and training: Developments in the changing world of work'. Switzerland: Springer. 
12DeJaeghere J (2018) A capability approach to entrepreneurship education: fostering recognition and community care 
to address inequalities for marginalized youth. In: McGrath S, Mulder M, Papier J, Suart R (eds) Handbook of vocational 
education and training: developments in the changing world of work. Springer, Cham. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-
49789-1_13-1 
13Hordern J (2018) Knowledge, practice, and workplace learning. In: McGrath S, Mulder M, Papier J, Suart R (eds) 
Handbook of vocational education and training: developments in the changing world of work. Springer, Cham. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-49789-1_63-1 
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practice can be understood in terms of specialization in the substantiation of knowledge and the extent 
to which this knowledge is explicit in the school curriculum. 
A contrasting approach to the recontextualization of knowledge in vocational education of students 
by Gustavsson and Persson-Thunqvist (2018)14 focuses on creating favorable conditions for the 
implementation of knowledge, so the student can receive deeper perspectives on the conditions 
related to the vocational framework of education, requiring a rethinking of vocational learning 
priorities in systemic contexts. Vocational learning is embedded in national systems and innovation 
and digitisation pose the challenging question of how education and education professionals can keep 
abreast of the skills and areas of expertise that are needed to develop new types of professionals. 

Teaching in the digital age 
Digitization fundamentally changes our world and, with it, the roles, requirements and potential of 
learning through technology. While the definition and scope will no doubt be changed, and this will 
have to be done, imaginatively, efficiently, and fairly. Digitisation implies a profound growth forward 
in a new dimension - an essential leap in human potential as deep as the wheel in relation to 
development and as significant as the book in the context of education (Prensky 2001). Young people 
have grown up in a digital world; young people necessarily perceive it, although the digital age 
requires a reassessment of what is for the educational process. It should also be noted that artificial 
intelligence creates technologies that are encoded in machines and infrastructures, in frames of 
knowledge and action. Today’s technology helps us solve some of the most annoying problems in the 
world - everyday communication, health care, transportation, loneliness - but its real magic will be 
technology that adapts to people. Computers are not here to give us all the answers, but to ask new 
questions, in new ways, to the universe.  
What are those “digital skills”? 
Digital skills are already highly valued throughout the world of work. The application of these skills 
can be classified as follows: 
• Digital literacy, which is able to think and use creatively the evolution of the language of the digital 
world, in other words, those abilities that a person possesses to live, learn and work in the 21st century. 
• Digital comprehension [or fluency], which relies on a confident familiarity with this language to 
reflect on its practical implications. 
While jobs in the explicit sector and so-called ICT and mobile are booming, these are by no means 
the only opportunities that require digital skills. 

 
14Gustavsson M, Thunqvist D (2018) Students’ vocational learning: enabling conditions for putting knowledge to work. 
In: McGrath S, Mulder M, Papier J, Suart R (eds) Handbook of vocational education and training: developments in the 
changing world of work. Springer, Cham 
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While “difficult skills” are those needed to do real work, “soft skills” are those interpersonal qualities 
(also known as human skills) and personal attributes that are desirable to thrive in the workplace. 
These include, for example, effective communication, courtesy, flexibility, integrity, a good sense of 
humor, and a work ethic. 

 

Possibilities of the Moodle - virtual learning platform 
Among the open educational resources, the Moodle environment has become more and more popular. 
“Moodle” is an abbreviation for “Modular Object-Oriented Dynamic Learning Environment” and is 
an automated computer and web-based learning management system.  
Despite the fact that the Moodle system was initially oriented towards university education, it was 
later used successfully for the organization of both pre-university (school) and secondary and post-
university education (corporate).  
You can access this community at www//moodle.org/and take a Moodle course. There you will find 
many people who are ready to help new users get started with Moodle, fix problems and use Moodle 
effectively. Moodle is currently translated into over 75 languages (http://moodle.org). 
Moodle is used to organize: 
• Distance learning - in which the teacher and the student often do not meet in person. 
• Remote support for full-time education - using e-learning tools, the student can receive assignments 
and after solving send them for verification using the Moodle system. 
• Support for full-time education - implementation of individual practical tasks; tests take place during 
training sessions in the Moodle e-learning system. 
Moodle allows training at an individual pace (the speed of studying the material provided is set by 
the student himself/herself, depending on personal circumstances and needs); offers freedom and 
flexibility (the student can independently plan the time, place and duration of the courses); provides 
accessibility (educational resource is available regardless of geographical and temporal position of 
the student and the educational institution), mobility (effective teacher-student feedback is one of the 
main requirements and foundations for the success of the learning process), technological learning 
(use of the latest achievements in information technology and telecommunications in the educational 
process) and creativity (creating comfortable conditions for the trainee’s creative self-expression) 
(Dobrydina et al. 2014, pp. 285–286). 
As mentioned above, Moodle’s main training units are training courses.  
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Chapter II. Research methods in the study of religion 
It is generally agreed that methods, together with theories, concepts and categories, are 

fundamental to modern science: knowledge accepted as “scientific” must be based on empirical 
material (data) gathered using methods accepted as “scientific” and their analysis must be carried out 
following rules based on “scientific” methods by employing concepts and theories accepted by the 
academic community concerned. Of course, the rules for what qualifies as scientific data, methods, 
categories and theories can be changed. Instead, the boundaries between what is science and what is 
non-science, or pseudo-science, are a matter of ongoing debate and negotiation. 

Research methods issues are rarely addressed at conferences. Very few articles on methods 
have been published in top journals, even in the one with the “method” in the title.15 Methods are 
rarely discussed in introductory textbooks, and separate courses on research methods are rarely 
included in religious study programs. In this regard, the study of religion is in stark contrast to other 
disciplines, which place great emphasis on training in research methods - often in the first year - and 
which have a strong record of published papers on methods, including specialised journal articles, 
textbooks and volumes. There is no discussion in the study of religion that can compete with the level 
of technical refinement established in many other disciplines.16 The present study seeks to take a 
significant step toward exposing the study of religion through more robust research methods, 
especially for graduate students. 

The current study starts from the basic assumption that methods are the rules of the game for 
scientific work. Resonating with the Greek etymology of the word (from meta “after” and odos 
“way”), the concept is understood here as a metaphor that refers to a “way” (planned), a specific way 
of doing things, an organized procedure. A scientific method, in very broad terms, is the generally 
accepted mode of procedure in the sciences in a broader sense (including humanities). In the light of 
theories, methods build, collect and/or generate data for scientific work. The data is not simply 
“there”, independent of observer and observation. There is no data without methods and theories. The 
methods help us to analyze the reality, but at the same time, they produce, in part, the data to be 
analyzed. In this sense, by partially producing the realities that they will then analyze, the methods 
are efficient17. The methods and concepts that inform and describe them also have a history, which 

 
15B B. Lincoln, „Theses on method”, în Method and Theory in the Study of Religion 8 (3), (1996), (pp. 225 – 227), p. 225. 
16C. Smith, „Five proposals for reforming article publishing in the social scientific study of religion (especially 
quantitative): improving the quality, value, and cumulativeness of our scholarship”, în Journal for the Scientific Study of 
Religion 49 (4), (2010), (pp. 583 – 595), p. 589. 
17J. Law, After Method: mess in social science research, Routledge, London, New York, 2004, p.143. 



 

IRENE 
Innovative Religious Education NEtwork: 

educating to the religious diversity 

KA2 - Agreement Number: 2020-1-RO01-KA204-080071 
 

      

     

 

 

The European Commission's support for the production of this document does not constitute an endorsement of the contents, which reflect the 
views only of the authors, and the EC cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the information contained therein. 

 

changes over scientific generations.18 The purpose of this study is to give a sense of current methods 
and discussions about the method in the study of religion. 

Formally, research methods are techniques for collecting and analyzing or adopting data from 
scientific research. Although there is always some degree of improvisation, these procedures or 
techniques usually follow a plan, routine, or scheme. These established procedures should not be 
misunderstood as immutable laws, but as guidelines and examples of established or best practices 
(which does not mean denying the dynamism of practices). Consequently, the present study does not 
intend to regulate or standardize research practices in the study of religion, but to improve research 
and stimulate its further development, providing reflection and suggesting alternatives. 

One of the most significant debates in methodology concerns the use of quantitative versus 
qualitative methods. For simplicity, quantitative methods use numerical measurement, while 
qualitative researchers do not. Disagreements reflect the basic positions on research design: some 
proponents of qualitative approaches argue that certain things simply cannot be measured; while some 
proponents of quantitative methods criticize the subjective nature of qualitative work. 

Three well-known criteria for assessing the goodness of research data are their reliability, 
validity and generalizability. In general, reliability refers to the consistency or stability of the data or 
the measurement of a concept; validity refers to whether an indicator (or set of indicators) correctly 
reflects (or measures) the concepts it is designed to reflect or, alternatively, whether it accurately 
predicts the relevant results; and generalizability refers to the applicability of findings beyond the 
sample of a given study. 

Another strategy for validating research is triangulation. This refers to the use of multiple 
methods and/or sources (or types) of empirical material in a study. The metaphor of the triangle 
indicates the multiplicity of perspectives on the method and the data19. In addition to the involvement 
of different (or different variations of) methods and data, the concept also refers to the employment 
of several researchers (observer) and/or theory. This reflects the view that the differences between 
the methods and their various implications need to be actively considered. Triangulation is often seen 
as part of research into mixed methods. Although this is not possible for most humanities research 
projects, which are usually carried out by an investigator with strictly limited time and resources, the 
integration of triangulation elements is also useful for smaller projects. Methodological pluralism 
does not teach that all methods are equally good or bad for every task. In any case, the selection of 

 
18J. Platt, A History of Sociological Research Methods in America, 1920–1960, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 
1999, pp. 44–52. 
19E.G. Guba and Y.S. Lincoln, Competing paradigms in qualitative research, în N.K. Denzin and Y.S. Lincoln, (eds), 
Handbook of Qualitative Research, SAGE, Thousand Oaks, CA, London, 1994, (pp. 105 – 117), pp. 105–106. 
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appropriate research methods is an important methodological issue, which all researchers will have 
to address. 

Theory plays a different role in different research models, and this influences the role of 
methods. We can distinguish approximately between different models along an often disputed 
continuum of scientific practice, which cannot be discussed here in any detail. At the opposite end of 
the spectrum are models for testing theory (scientific method) and building theory (grounded theory). 
In the scientific method, a theory refers to a body of statements (axioms and hypotheses), which are 
constantly tested and revised by empirical verification and falsification. Experiments are the classic 
method of this type of survey, while surveys and other quantitative methods play an analogous role 
in the social sciences. Based theory, on the other hand, refers to a model of scientific practice that 
does not use data to test theory, but builds concepts, categories, and ultimately theory from a dynamic 
interaction between data collection and analysis. 

Compared to a number of other disciplines, not only has there been a lack of interest in research 
methods among religious scholars, but there seems to be a limited interest in actively exploring new 
methodological options. Consequently, one of the main objectives of this volume is to make 
academics in the field of religion aware of the range of methodological options and the many options 
that have been and can be used in the pedagogical act, as well as the various limitations. The study 
will stimulate an appropriate and creative approach to research methods and will help researchers 
avoid methodological pitfalls. At the same time, it will help readers to evaluate scientific work and 
develop a critical awareness of strong and weak research. Given the centrality of methods for science 
and scientific work, reflections on methods and methodological issues are crucial to determine and 
improve the quality of academic work. 

 

Epistemological topics for the study of religion 
 
Most topics of epistemology are as relevant to the study of religion as they are to any other 

academic field. However, some topics deserve more specific discussion because they are important 
for scientific practice in the study of religion. Probably the most important issue is the status of 
religious discourse in relation to applied discourse in the science of religion, or simply the question 
“who is right?” and “what is true?” We must first say that religious and scientific claims to validity 
are radically different. Religious statements about truths or transcendent agents are impossible to 
validate scientifically, and most religious discourse is impervious to the data, explanations, and 
interpretations of science. That being said, it is equally obvious that the topics of the study of religion 
can, in fact, be studied as human behaviors, ideas, and institutions, and, in this sense, there do not 
appear to be any particular problems with assertions of truth. In this sense, the science of religion 
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belongs entirely to the humanities and social sciences and faces virtually the same problems. 
However, because of its academic history and its global, intercultural ambitions, there are a few points 
that are worth mentioning about epistemology in general. These include: the nature of the data; 
inferential reasoning modes; consequences of relativism; reasons for argumentation and justification; 
the problem of “epistemic virtues”; and the problem of “unobservable knowledge”. 

The first vision, empiricism, is the standard idea that most of us have as a “default” 
psychological mechanism: the basis of our knowledge of the world is derived from experience, 
through sensations on which we base our beliefs, make statements and thus reach (a kind of) 
knowledge. For the empirism, the means for constructing knowledge come by induction and the 
criterion of validity is provided by reference20. The categories by which we understand the world are 
largely shaped by the way the world is. In the second “-ism’, rationalism, the categories by which we 
interpret the world are considered innate, stable and not derived directly from experience. On the 
contrary, our experience and knowledge are shaped by cognitive mechanisms. The third “-ism”, 
constructivism, is so far a well-known position in the humanities and social sciences (it is rare in the 
natural sciences, though not in the philosophy and sociology of science). This view argues that social 
conditions and forces are responsible for our knowledge and the processes of knowledge formation. 

Two related “-isms” have circulated countless times in discussions about the study of religion, 
namely positivism and reductionism. Positivism developed as a key philosophy of scientific progress 
in the 19th century. The basic principle is that science should be concerned with problems about 
which we can have positive and reliable knowledge and therefore metaphysical speculation should 
be avoided. This is essentially a very strong push towards objectivity and neutrality. Last but not least, 
the study of religion has benefited from positivist attitudes in research. Again, even positivists have 
opinions and biases and also subscribe to theories even if they are not aware of it. In the second half 
of the 20th century, positivist thinking began to decline, and “positivist” and “positivism” became 
pejorative terms for researchers who were theoretically unaware of their own presuppositions. The 
ideal in current research is more an attempt to include the premises of research and thus extend the 
goal of objectivity to scientific practice itself.21 

“Reduction”, “reductionism” and “reductionist” are also regularly found as derogatory terms in 
the study of religion, most often applied to those (opponents) who “reduce” religion to “something 
else” (e.g. politics, economy or knowledge) and thus the supposedly essential religious qualities of 
religion. The term “reduction” has several meanings, but in science it means primarily a change in 
theory or level and thus produces a “new picture of things”. Reductionism plays a role as soon as it 

 
20A. Chalmers, What Is This Thing Called Science? An assessment of the nature and status of science and its methods. 
3rd edn., Open University Press, New York, 1999, pp. 1-21 
21Ibid, pp. 113-123 
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is said “in other words”22, because then a different explanatory framework is employed, along with 
related interpretations and explanations. If the study of religion was to avoid being completely 
reduced, in this sense the only task left would be to repeat what believers believe, say, and do. Most 
of the discussions in epistemology and philosophy of science have focused on the conditions and 
problems for the natural sciences in the search for reliable knowledge, foundations, and justifications. 
The formation of knowledge in the humanities and social sciences has not been considered to the 
same extent, and these fields have not been considered by some to be at all scientific. 

In summary, many epistemological concerns reveal that you do not have to be a physicist or a 
philosopher to know what science is, because scientific virtues are in principle quite easy to 
understand and use. There are extensions and continuations of human faculties that have evolved so 
that we do not walk in the trees in the jungle. When we add to this the obligations of social life and 
the normative use of language, we see the contours of scientific practice as similar to human practice 
in general. The same standards apply in the practice of science, which is why I think we should prefer 
the “virtues” scenario to adhering to the search for a strict set of rules. Anyone can follow strict rules, 
but it is much more difficult to stay rational when the rules run out. There is a solution to this, too, 
because, as the philosopher Hilary Putnam once said, we have an underestimated, primitive obligation 
to be reasonable, not a “moral obligation” or an “ethical obligation”, certainly, but still a very real 
obligation to be reasonable”23. 

 

Content of the analysis 
With research methods such as experiments and surveys, people respond to controlled situations 

or answer questions and thus provide data that was not previously available. Some researchers prefer 
to study messages that already exist in recorded or visual form. Textual analysis is the method used 
to describe and interpret the characteristics of a recorded or visual message. “Texts” are any object, 
artifact, or behavior that involves the use of symbols. Texts can be written transcripts of speeches or 
conversations, written documents (letters, staff records, newspapers, magazines, textbooks), 
electronic documents (audio tapes, movies, videotapes, computer files), or visual texts (paintings, 
photographs, and architecture). 

Content analysis has been developed primarily as a method of describing and explaining the 
characteristics of messages embedded in mass and public media texts (although this may include 
messages of a private nature or directed to one or more people). Content analysis is defined as a 
“research technique to make replicable and valid inferences from texts (or other significant material) 

 
22J. S. Jensen, The Study of Religion in a New Key: theoretical and philosophical soundings in the comparative and 
general study of religion, Aarhus University Press, Aarhus 2003, pp.134–139. 
23H. Putnam, The Many Faces of Realism, Open Court, LaSalle, IL, p. 84. 
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in the context of their use”24. It includes “any of the many research techniques used to describe and 
systematically analyze the content of written, spoken, or pictorial communication — such as books, 
newspapers, television programs, or transcripts of interviews”25 and usually results in the 
development of objective and quantitative data, although qualitative varieties that rely mainly or 
exclusively on qualitative analysis and reporting are common.  
1 Content analysis has its roots in religious studies and can be traced back to 18th-century Sweden, 
when researchers counted the number of religious symbols in a collection of 90 hymns to determine 
whether hymns were preached against the church.26  

Firstly, content analysis is useful if researchers are interested in tracking specific data to identify 
and understand the direction or changes in specific phenomena over time. Secondly, content analysis 
is appropriate if researchers want to identify common patterns or elements in a particular genre. 
Thirdly, if they are not looking for common ground, researchers can use content analysis to identify 
differences by comparing similar types of variables in two different systems or in different contexts. 
Fourthly, researchers can use content analysis to assess the image of certain groups in society. Fifthly, 
content analysis can be used to measure a specific phenomenon against a certain standard in order to 
classify the phenomenon, make a judgment about it, or determine how close it is to meeting a certain 
standard or expectation. Sixthly, content analysis can be used to correlate certain features of the 
message with other variables. 

For starters, content analysis is a discreet way to measure phenomena. Secondly, content 
analysis allows researchers to systematically manage and summarize large amounts of relatively 
unstructured information more easily than other research methods. In addition, content analysis can 
be used to describe communication phenomena in a way that allows for triangulation with other 
research methods. 

Despite its empirical foundations, content analysis is not a purely objective method. The texts 
do not have purely objective qualities; are not “independent of reader”27. In the case of content 
analysis, the meanings are brought to the texts by researchers who carefully design the analysis using 
particular theoretical frameworks, prepare independent coders to describe particular features, and 
carefully interpret the results. In addition, the content analysis is based on the assumption that there 

 
24K.H Krippendorff, Content analysis: an introduction to its methodology, Sage Publications, Thousand Oaks, California, 
1980, p. 18. 
25W.P. Vogt, Dictionary of statistics and methodology, third edn. Sage Publications, Thousand Oaks, California, 2005, p. 
59. 
26Cf. K Dovring, „Quantitative semantics in 18th century Sweden”, Public opinion Quarterly 18, 1954-1955, (pp. 389 – 
394).  
27K. Krippendorff, „Reliability in content analysis: some common misconceptions and recommendations”, Human 
Communication Research 30 (3), 2004, (pp. 411 – 433), p. 22. 
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are uniform relationships between symbols and their meanings. Finally, the very nature of texts and 
textual analysis require that researchers draw specific inferences from texts in particular contexts - 
that is, from the text to what the author intends, from the text to what the text means to users, and 
from the text how which text affects users. 

In this category, researchers focus on religious ritual practices or on performing (either 
individually or collectively) more or less invariant sequences of formal religious acts and utterances. 
For example, researchers are interested in the content, structure, and performance of prayers. 
Sometimes the content of the prayer is related to other variables, and it links the content of the prayer 
to physical, mental, and spiritual health. Others study worship music and hymns. To understand the 
content of Sunday school stories and songs. Analyzing the content of conversion narratives and God’s 
views helps to identify common experiential themes that place individual religious experiences in 
larger social environments. 

One category of studies explores how mainstream news media describe or frame religious 
people, groups, or events. Secondly, studies may focus on the presence or absence of religious content 
in mainstream entertainment and commercial media, often as a way of describing certain religious 
beliefs, identifying trends, or highlighting prejudices. Thirdly, researchers study religious media to 
determine the attitudes, beliefs, practices, and identities of religious organizations or individuals. 
Several studies in this field refer to government and citizenship. Secondly, many studies focus on 
religion and its relationship to health and well-being. Thirdly, the intersection between religion and 
education generates significant interest. Fourthly, many researchers are interested in the role of 
religion in family life. Finally, studies in this area focus on race and gender issues. 

Content analysis is ideal for religious studies because it allows researchers to move beyond the 
obvious content found in texts - visible, superficial content - to latent content or interpretations of 
content that involve something about the nature of communicators or effects on communicators. 
However, despite its many advantages described here, there are some limitations in content analysis. 
Firstly, it can be difficult to find representative samples. Secondly, generalizing the results of one 
content analysis to another is difficult because researchers may not use similar coding units or 
categories. Finally, while content analysis is useful for describing the characteristics and trends of the 
message, it does not allow researchers to draw conclusions about cause and effect, as in the case of 
experiments. 
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Conversation analysis 
Conversation analysis is a method of analyzing spoken interaction. It is especially concerned 

with the sequential organization of the interactive conversation28. That is, it seeks to explore how the 
actions and twists of speech follow one another in a systematic way. 

Although conversation analysis nowadays is practiced in a multitude of disciplines, e.g. 
linguistics, communication studies, psychology and education, is initially rooted in sociology. It was 
created by sociologist Harvey Sacks in the 1960’s29. It was especially influenced by Harold 
Garfinkel’s ethnomethodological sociology. The main field of application for CA in religious studies 
is the microanalytical study of religious speech events. In every religious community there are a 
multitude of recurring discursive events. 

Conversation analysis data consists of recordings of the so-called natural talk-in-interaction.30 
This means that field notes or interviews are not considered sufficient data. In the analysis of the 
conversation, the analysis must be reconciled with tiny details of the actual discussions, and such 
details are difficult, if not impossible to remember later. Both audio and video recordings are used, 
but video recordings are preferred because they can capture non-verbal aspects of the interaction. 
This type of data logging can cause access issues. There are religious groups among whom it is 
impossible to obtain permission to register. Other methods should be used in these groups31. 

There are also ethical questions in recording interactive data. The confidentiality of the 
participants in the interaction must be protected. Especially when the recording is done in a non-
public setting, it is necessary to obtain the written consent of all participants. They must be informed 
of the purpose of the study, how the data is used and where the records will be viewed. In 
transcription, the usual practice is to protect the confidentiality of participants by changing all names, 
places and other details that make it possible to identify. 

Conversation analysis involves a detailed microanalysis of the data. This is both a force and a 
limitation of the method. The main strength of the method is that it is about what actually happens in 
the religious-interaction conversation. Also, because the conversation analysis is concerned with 
sequential analysis, it can explain how the participants themselves interpret the actions of others. This 
is done by examining how the shares are handled in the next round. Thus, the analysis of the 
conversation can shed light on the aspect of religious practice from the point of view of practitioners. 

 
28Cf. E.A. Schegloff, Sequence Organization in Interaction: a primer in conversation analysis. Volume 1. Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge, 2007. 
29Esa Lehtinen, „Conversation analisys”, The routledge handbook of research methods in the study of religions, eds. 
Michael Stausberg and Steven Engler, Routledge, London and New York, 2011, (pp. 122-133), p. 123. 
30Cf. J. Heritage, Garfinkel and Ethnomethodology. Polity Press, Cambridge, 1984. 
31Esa Lehtinen, „Conversation analisys”, The routledge handbook of research methods in the study of religions, eds. 
Michael Stausberg and Steven Engler, Routledge, London and New York, 2011, (pp. 122-133), p. 128. 
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However, because the analysis is so detailed, a conversation analyst should usually focus on 
one type of religious encounter. Thus, it can be argued that the results of the conversation analysis 
provide a limited picture of any religious community. Also, especially when researchers study a 
religious community with which they are unfamiliar, they need cultural knowledge of the community 
to understand the inferential frameworks involved. In order to obtain such knowledge, ethnographic 
observation of the community must be carried out. Thus, a combination of ethnographic analytical 
and conversational methods can provide excellent results. The best possible scenario would be to set 
up a research group of ethnographers and conversation analysts. Ethnographers may focus on 
providing a holistic picture of the speech community, while conversation analysts may focus on 
specific types of speech events.32  

 

Hermeneutics  
When the interpretation is developed in a scientific method, it is given a Greek name – 

“hermeneutics” - a concept derived from hermeneuein, which means “to express”, “to translate”, “to 
interpret”. The source material of hermeneutics is texts and other statements, and the goal is to gain 
an understanding of their meanings. In religious studies, the study of texts and utterances is not an 
end in itself, but a means of saying something about religion and the religious processes in a society. 

Christian authors have distinguished between different layers of meaning in the Bible. Origen 
(185–254) distinguished between the literal, moral and spiritual meaning of Scripture. In practice, 
such distinctions have often been reduced to a division between the literal and the allegorical sense. 
In the Renaissance, hermeneutics was closely linked to philology, combined with source criticism 
and viewed as the basic method of the humanities. 

Hermeneutics consists of a reading that moves back and forth between the parts and the whole 
text, between its structure and meaning, between the horizon of the reader and the horizon of the text 
and between the text and its contexts. Hermeneutics is both a method and a philosophy of 
interpretation. The method cannot be used or explained satisfactorily without being firmly rooted in 
the theories of interpretation, because the act of interpretation should always include a systematic 
reflection on the hermeneutic process and one’s own starting points in this process. 

The first guide to using a hermeneutic method is to read the text slowly and thoroughly. A text 
can be read hundreds of times - forward, backward, and transversally - each time providing new 
information. According to the model of the hermeneutic circle, we go to the text with our own 

 
32Vezi E. Lehtinen, „Conversation analysis and religion: practices of talking about Bible texts in Seventh-day 
Adventist Bible study”. Religion 39, pp. 233 – 247 apud Esa Lehtinen, „Conversation analisys”, The routledge handbook 
of research methods in the study of religions, eds. Michael Stausberg and Steven Engler, Routledge, London and New 
York, 2011, (pp. 122-133), p. 130. 
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prejudices and then project meanings into it. The knowledge gained through the initial reading 
changes one’s prejudices and the text gets a richer interpretation in each of the following readings. 

A second guide is to apply everything that is known about the language and context of the text. 
The word “text” is derived from Latin textere, tissue”, which is quite appropriate, as a text is a network 
of references to concepts, ideas, practices and other texts (intertextuality). A context represents the 
interdependent conditions under which something happens or appears. In the case of a text, the 
context includes in particular its environment and its social and cultural environment. According to a 
version of the hermeneutic circle, the reader moves back and forth between the text and its context. 
A text always has several contexts, not just one. 

The modern history of hermeneutics includes impulses from biblical studies, philosophy and 
comparative literature. It reflects the development of a deeper perspective on the nature of 
interpretation, as well as conflicts over hermeneutic processes and the purpose of interpretation. 
Significant names in the modern history of hermeneutics include Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–
1834), Wilhelm Dilthey (1833–1911), Martin Heidegger (1889–1976), Hans-Georg Gadamer (1900–
2002) and Paul Ricoeur (1913) –2005). 

Hermeneutics is important in religious studies because it deals with texts, meaning, and 
interpretation in a theoretically reflective way. One of the strengths of this approach is that new 
perspectives and contexts will invite new questions and interpretations33. 

A hermeneutical approach to religious texts presupposes an intimate knowledge of the tradition 
of interpreting the given religion from within. Therefore, there is a difference between the creative 
uses of religious texts and their scientific interpretations. Hermeneutics in the field of religious studies 
are committed to constructing interpretations that I believe say something about the users of a text 
and textual communities at a certain point in history. The range of acceptable readings of religious 
texts is thus limited and should not exceed the limits of interpretation that depend on the cultural and 
social contexts of the text. 

 

Phenomenology 
Phenomenology is a powerful method, but it is underused in the study of religion - in part 

because too many scholars misunderstand what it entails. Any research project is interesting. What 
sets them apart is the visual depth they look for. Superficial and deep views are different research 
objects that require different research techniques - surveys and interviews, respectively. 

In the study of religion, the term “phenomenology” draws us to the experiences that should 
underlie religious life. The call to experience gained scholarly importance in the late 17th century, 

 
33Ingvild Sælid Gilhus, „Hermeneutics”, The routledge handbook of research methods in the study of religions, eds. 
Michael Stausberg and Steven Engler, Routledge, London and New York, 2011, (pp. 275-284), p. 282. 
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with Friedrich Schleiermacher’s (1799) attempt to justify Christianity against Enlightenment 
rationalism. As he reflects on this experience, he develops the idea of an almighty and benevolent 
God, the only possible source that such an experience can have. This idea is an “overconfidence” to 
use William James’s later term: an intellectual deduction and the elaboration of the experience itself. 
In James’s words, religious ideas “presuppose immediate experiences as their subject. They are a 
consequence of religious feeling, not co-ordinate with it, not independent of what it ascertains”34. 
Husserl began his philosophy with conscious experience. Phenomenology involves the thick 
description of such subjective experiences in order to locate their structures. Phenomenology seeks 
models in such descriptions, without imagining that they refer to anything other than subjective 
consciousness. 

Husserl’s student, Martin Heidegger, developed phenomenology in a somewhat different 
direction, noting that subjective experience is not isolated. Instead, it is always located in a pre-
existing world. Not only is experience always something, but things presented to the experimenter 
are always presented in a context that shapes both sides of the action. Heideggerian phenomenology 
explores the role that these contexts play in constituting both the experience and the experimenter. 

Where Heidegger focused on context, Maurice Merleau-Ponty focused on the living body. 
Because the body is both the mechanism of consciousness and one of its objects, inseparable, bodily 
perception is the only point at which consciousness itself cannot be separated from consciousness-of-
something. This time, the body-mind-world present themselves to the consciousness in a uniform 
manner. The difference is striking. Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology tries to describe such 
differences, seeing them as differences in what we might call the “living body”. Experience is always 
an embodied experience, incorporated in a lived, embodied world. This form of phenomenology 
inevitably places the body at the centre of religious life. 

From the above, it should be obvious that the activity of researchers in religious studies such as 
Mircea Eliade and Ninian Smart was not “phenomenology” in any strict sense of the term. As James 
Cocs points out, they and others used “themes that have been associated with phenomenology — 
encompassing previous hypotheses, using a completely empathic approach, identifying typologies, 
and insisting that religion encompasses a category in itself”35. 

Contemporary empirical phenomenology seeks to do something completely different. They try 
to understand the world as people experience it, ignoring their interpretations of those experiences. 
Husserl’s followers emphasize the dynamics of consciousness and consciousness-to-be. Heidegger’s 
followers stress the simultaneous experience of object and context. Merleau-Ponty stresses the 

 
34W. James, The Varieties of Religious Experience, Modern Library, New York.1961, pp. 424. 
35J.L. Cox, A Guide to the Phenomenology of Religion, T&T International, London, 2006, pp. 204–205. 
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embodied nature of all experiences. Yet, nevertheless, he seeks to capture subjective consciousness. 
This is the object towards which the phenomenological method is directed. 

There seems to be a contradiction at the heart of the phenomenological project. On the one 
hand, phenomenology should investigate pure experiences, removing people’s interpretations of 
them. On the other hand, anthropological, psychological and sociological phenomenologies produce 
different accounts of these experiences. 

All serious phenomenological researchers are struggling with this problem - one of the reasons 
why phenomenology is one of the most difficult research methods to use correctly. We must always 
pay attention to the narratives that prevent us from looking phenomenologically. 

 

Auditory mterials 
Given that religious studies have developed in such a multi- and interdisciplinary field of 

research, as this study also shows, it is necessary to refer to methodologies generated by the 
“recognition of the ear”36. Moreover, some of the areas that religious scientists traditionally describe 
and analyze, such as practice, experience, identity, liturgy, performance, mediation, embodiment, and 
spatiality, lend themselves to sound analysis. 

To begin with, there is still more research to be done on the perceived relationship between 
particular sounds (ambient or produced by voices or instruments) and specific deities or spiritual 
beings, what Ter Ellingson calls “isoformalism”37. More studies are needed on the historical and 
cultural factors that have led to certain sounds that have become emblematic of certain religious 
traditions, whether they are vocalizations in Islam, man in Hinduism, chanting in Buddhism, shofar 
in Judaism, or bell in Christianity. Similarly, the lives of contemporary composers and musicians can 
be productively examined through (self) biographical study and personal interviews to discern the 
religious and/or spiritual beliefs and practices, as well as the social forces that shaped their music. 

The shift from “speech” and “text” to a new emphasis on the senses as mediators of experience 
has been labeled a “sensual revolution”38. 

 
36Cf. Erlmann 2004 apud Rosalind I.J. Hackett, „Auditory materials”, The routledge handbook of research methods in 
the study of religions, eds. Michael Stausberg and Steven Engler, Routledge, London and New York, 2011, (pp. 275-
284), p. (pp. 447-458), p. 450. 
37T. Ellingson, „Music: music and religion”, L. Jones, (ed.), Encyclopedia of Religion, Macmillan, New York, 2005, pp. 
(pp. 6248 – 6256), p. 6253. T. Ellingson, „Music: music and religion”, L. Jones, (ed.), Encyclopedia of Religion, 
Macmillan, New York, 2005, pp. (pp. 6248 – 6256), p. 6253 
38Concordia Sensoria Research Team (CONSERT), available at: www.david-howes.com/senses, accessed on 11/10/2021. 
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Howes emphasizes the importance of focusing on “the interaction of the senses in cultural 
experience and expression”39. Moreover, in Howes’s estimate, the sensor is “dynamic, relational and 
political (not as contemporary psychologists say)”40. 

Research on circulating sounds or music globally presents a number of obvious practical 
challenges for any researcher who might be interested in the therapeutic or moral effects of listening 
practices in various cultural locations. However, computer-mediated information and communication 
are excellent opportunities for new research, while at the same time raising new questions about what 
constitutes data for auditory and acoustic research in the field of religious studies. 

In conclusion, whether large-scale or additional research is being done on the production, 
propagation, perception, or practice of sound in religious traditions and communities, the results 
should be beneficial to both scholars and students. While not everyone can have a mature musical 
ear, given the proliferation of sound technologies and multi-sensory change in many scientific fields, 
this field can be a very productive horizon for more sonic-conscious religious studies. 

 

Material culture 
Material culture is an emerging interdisciplinary field that integrates aspects of the disciplines 

of history and theory of art and visual and performing culture, archaeology, religious studies, history, 
anthropology, folklore, history of technology, cultural geography, psychology, sociology, materials 
science, conservation science and archeometry, among others, dedicated to the scientific 
interpretation of material culture41. 

Material culture may seem primarily a study of a collection of things - artifacts. In fact, material 
culture is much more than that, although the whole can be derived from artifacts, for each thing 
involves a set of material activities and meanings that interact with the artifact and with each other 
and that mediate a cultural landscape. 

Therefore, material culture refers to everything that is both perceptible and cultural, not only 
artifacts, but also contexts, processes and skills of use and production that surround and interpenetrate 
artifacts. Music, for example, is material (its sound, as well as the instruments and bodies that make 
it); so is the taste of a sacred meal, the smell of incense, the sense of rosary beads in beings, one’s 
own reception of the body (proprioception) in sacred postures or gestures (kneeling in prayer, for 

 
39D. Howes, Empire of the Senses: the sensual culture reader, Berg, Oxford, New York, 2004, p. 399 and V. Erlmann, 
(ed.), Hearing Cultures: essays on sound, listening and modernity, Berg, New York, 2004, p. 4. 
40D. Howes, op. cit., p. 400. 
41S. Lubar and W.D. Kingery, (eds), History from Things: essays on material culture, Smithsonian Institution Press, 
Washington, 1993,  pp. ix – xi. 
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example, or making the sign of the cross) or the kinesthesia of one’s body involved in religious 
activity (e.g. sa’'y during Hajj)42. 

The interpenetration between religion and material culture is complex and multidimensional; 
therefore, the methods of studying these interpenetrations are also complex and multidimensional. 
Three analytical distinctions are useful to clarify the field of religion and material culture: material 
religion; material religious influences on secular culture; and material components that exceed these 
limits. These should be understood as heuristic devices, rather than categorical distinctions. 

Material religion extends beyond explicitly religious contexts. “Religions discipline and 
interpret bodies; create and define sacred spaces through architecture; generate, adore and study 
images in all environments; regulate food intake; the structure of temporal experience; and, in general, 
they penetrate and are in turn penetrated by the cultural landscapes in which they exist”.43  

The method, although often presented as a disciplined and orderly procedure for investigating 
data and developing knowledge, can be validly understood as the means by which data and knowledge 
are made to occur and appear obvious.44 In the study of religion, as elsewhere, methods of studying 
material culture involve methods of data collection and interpretation. 

Studying material culture connects us to our own material culture: our bodies and physical 
entities, the context, processes, and abilities with which they are related. As scientists, we become 
aware of the embodied aspects of scholarships and the material culture of the academy. 

Human bodies are material entities. Becoming competent in a culture is a complex form of 
physical education that shapes the total experience of the world, including oneself and one’s abilities. 
“Whether we realize it or not, we are all involved in lifelong self-cultivation projects”45. While 
material culture is a human product, material culture is also an objective reality, and people are 
products of material culture.46 That is, human bodies are artifacts of material culture47. 

Our bodies are themselves the context and source of methods. “The everyday world of cultural 
normality and the specialized world of academic knowledge are co-produced by a common set of 

 
42A variety of subfields of religious studies address aspects of material culture. For example, there is a field of visual 
culture and religion, there are studies of religious music, there are ritual studies. Spatial and temporal studies of religion 
address material culture, as do documentary studies when considering material aspects of documents. 
43R. M. Carp, „Teaching religion and material culture”, Teaching Theology and Religion 10 (1), 2007, (pp. 2 – 12), p. 3. 
44Ibidem, p. 7. 
45G. Downey, Learning Capoeira: lessons in cunning from an Afro-Brazilian art form, Oxford University Press, New 
York, 2005, p. 3. 
46 P. Berger and T. Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality, Anchor Books, New York, 1967, p. 61. 
47Of course, body inculturation, including its sensory dimensions, is not a monolith in a particular culture. It can vary by 
gender, age, class, ethnicity and a variety of other factors and changes over time. These factors may be important to 
consider in any given research paper. 
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skills embedded in our bodies and their technical and technological extensions”48. “Bodies, cultures, 
feeling and perception, and knowledge and faith are woven together into a network of 
interconnections that cannot be cut. As acquaintances, we inevitably find ourselves in a network that 
allows us and limits our knowledge”49. 

All material culture is a manifestation of human behavior, and its continuous uses, including its 
“meanings”, are human behaviors. This involves the use of “specific circumstances and the 
incorporation of the principles of the psychological, communicative and interactive process”50 to 
understand it. 

An interconnected series of material culture can be described as a cultural landscape. According 
to Lewis, a cultural landscape includes “everything people do with the natural earth for any reason”51. 
The notion of cultural landscape urges us to look at both the “common” and the elite components of 
the built environment; the assumption is that “the whole human landscape has cultural significance”52. 

In terms of style, we are not interested in the minds of individuals, but rather “the matrix of 
feelings, sensations, intuitions, and understandings that are nonverbal or pre-verbal, and in any given 
culture many of them are shared”53. Style is the key to discovering these components, where style 
means common formal features. “Those similarities or resonances constitute the style”54. Style 
analysis can, however, be used to discover and interpret sensibilities as they arise in contemporary 
times. 

“The material itself conveys metaphorical and other messages about objects and their place in 
a culture”55. Reasons for using the materials include function, availability, economy, style and 
tradition56. 

A wide range of relevant texts can provide useful information on any aspect of the study: 
religious texts, technological treatises, practice guides, interpretations of the object of study, and so 

 
48R.M. Carp, „Perception and material culture: Historical and cross-cultural perspectives”, Historical Reflections/Réfl 
èxions Historiques 23 (3), 1997, (pp. 269 – 300), p. 103. 
49R.M. Carp, „Seeing is believing, but touching’s the truth”, Watkins, G.J. (ed.), Teaching Religion and Film, Oxford 
University Press, New York, 2008, (pp. 177 – 188), pp. 178–179. 
50M.O. Jones, „Why take a behavioral approach to folk objects?”, S. Lubar and W.D. Kingery, (eds), History from Things: 
essays on material culture, Smithsonian Institution Press, Washington, 1993, (pp. 182 – 196), p. 194. 
51P. Lewis, „Axioms for reading the landscape: some guides to the American scene”, T.J. Schlereth, (ed.), Material 
Culture Studies in America, The American Association for State and Local History, Nashville, TN, 1992, (pp. 174 – 182), 
p.116. 
52P. Lewis, op. cit., p 176. 
53P. D. Prown, „The truth of material culture”, S. Lubar and W.D. Kingery, (eds), History from Things: essays on material 
culture, Smithsonian Institution Press, Washington, 1993, (pp. 1 – 19), p. 5. 
54Ibidem, p. 4. 
55R. Friedel, „Some matters of substance”, S. Lubar and W.D. Kingery, (eds), History from Things: essays on material 
culture, Smithsonian Institution Press, Washington, 1993, (pp. 41 – 50), p. 43. 
56Ibidem, p. 44. 
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on. Here we are talking about the informative aspects of the texts, considered apart from their 
materiality. 

Material culture and religion represent an emerging interdisciplinary field that interrogates 
religious cultural landscapes and the presence of religion in secular cultural landscapes. It highlights 
the embodied and material character of both religion and scholarship, generating a potential critique 
of our earlier, more immaterial, and disembodied understandings. As an emerging field, material 
culture and religion require methodological creativity and clarity. It needs to borrow methods from a 
range of adjacent fields, while integrating them in new ways and seeking new own methods. In this 
way, the field emerges through a dialectic of data and method: while data determines methods that 
can interpret it, methods determine the emergence of data and require interpretation. Thus, material 
culture and religion provide a creative and challenging arena for inquiry, especially for junior scholars 
and graduate students who are now clarifying their research interests. 

 

Conclusions 
In conclusion, this study contributes to the progress of methodological reflection and sensitivity 

in the study of religion. The selection of methods offered and the details in which they are explored 
are solid steps, but they go a long way. We hope that this work will inspire and guide the steps of 
other researchers to continue the journey on their own. 

These areas of study are characterized by interdisciplinarity and, for obvious reasons, by multi-
methodological research projects. However, while they have developed methods for studying specific 
materials, they cannot be copied just for the purpose of studying religion. Finally, our life, including 
our professional life, can be hard to imagine without accepting the reality of the world in which we 
live. Therefore, in order to cope with the promises and dangers of this environment in a 
methodologically appropriate way, it requires a certain rethinking of the world. 
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