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ORTHOPRAXY [FURTHER CONSIDERATIONS]
ORTHOPRAXY [FURTHER CONSIDERATIONS] refers to the Greek ‘orthos’, ‘correct/right/straight’ and praxis, ‘action/doing’. It is generally used in comparison with orthodoxy, with ‘doxy’ usually translated as ‘belief/opinion’ (Berling 2005; Bowker 2003).

Although the literal meaning of these terms is relatively straightforward to define, the reality of identifying and describing orthopraxy within a real world cultural environment remains a challenge for researchers (Berling 2005).
For example, is orthopraxy independent of, complementary to, or influenced by orthodoxy? Does orthopraxy precede orthodoxy or vice versa within a specific belief system, and what role does the researcher and the methodology used play in identifying these concepts?

Western Christian Protestant denominations place special emphasis on the establishment of orthodoxy via the written word (Berling 2005). This emphasis resulted initially in a certain kind of Protestant Christian framework being placed over  new cultures encountered, as researchers attempted to understand and interpret them (Connolly 2001). These researchers  had to start somewhere, yet an assumption that orthodoxy precedes orthopraxy and/or exceeds it in importance will have affected researchers even with the best of intentions. This perspective is also interrelated with literacy and the concept of a sacred text, as at some point ‘original’ teachings were transferred from oral to written, enabling an establishment of the orthodoxy (Mills 2005). This settling in writing then results in the original oral teachings developing particular dimensions peculiar to a literate viewpoint (Boman 1970; Ong 2002).

Printing presses and the internet have allowed sacred texts to be copied in large numbers and freely exchanged. These texts have crossed cultural landscapes and have been read and interpreted by people from very different cultures and eras. In the pre Enlightenment world there may have been occasions where ‘outsiders’ encountered sacred scriptures, yet the practice of attempting to interpret the text within the privacy of a study or a library far removed from the original cultural and environmental setting was something that became popular post Enlightenment (Sharpe 1985).

The emphasis on a religion being seen as more orthopraxic or orthodoxic will be affected by the methodologies used by a researcher. Different approaches to the study of religion will heighten certain aspects of a culture and lessen others. The approaches which are listed here are by no means comprehensive, or are they representative of a unified methodology within each academic discipline. They have been provided in order to demonstrate that a significant factor in recognising a religion as more or less orthopraxic, can be the methodology used to investigate it (Connolly 2001).

Within a Christian Theological approach to religious studies, doctrinal issues have always been of primary significance. This is especially so within Protestantism. Theological approaches can also be seen as a practice which involves the interpretation of faith. This means that this approach is going to be less suitable for identifying and discussing orthopraxy as the Theological framework may at times, simply miss it as it isn’t looking for it. There is a history of combating heresy within Christianity with the development and acceptance of certain doctrines. Unlike other approaches to religious studies, Theology doesn’t focus primarily on the believers. It has a particular fascination in ideas of transcendence and the nature of God (Whaling 2001).

Another approach to the study of religions which focusses mainly on orthodoxy is the analytic philosophical approach. Analytic philosophers have engaged with Christian Theologians for centuries over what they regard as doctrinal inconsistencies and a lack of scientific evidence regarding the existence of a monotheistic God. Their concern is with the holding of incorrect beliefs, rather than with incorrect practice. The focus is on God’s action within the world and towards humankind, rather than the actions of humankind towards God (Clack & Clack 2003). Universal truths are also sought within analytic philosophy, so locality and cultural context could be overlooked, which are of primary importance if a researcher wishes to engage with orthopraxies and popular religiosity.

An attempt to standardise a religious studies methodology was the aim of the classical Phenomenological Approaches. This methodological approach is a good example of how a researcher’s cultural background can influence which questions are asked, who is asked those questions, what is considered religious, and what is not. The classical phenomenologists attempted to separate ‘religion’ from society for the purpose of categorisation and study. The predominantly Protestant Christian background of these early phenomenologists meant that they would engage with what they recognised as a religious hierarchy and established texts. Day to day activities of the communities were often overlooked (Erricker 2001). The attempt to see something called ‘religion’ as somehow separate from its environment would have limited the understanding of primarily orthopraxic traditions.

Sociological approaches to the study of religions are concerned with the reciprocal nature of society and religion, and how the one influences the other. Both qualitative and quantitative research methods are used, along with the collection of historical data. The transcendent isn’t considered observable so it’s the practical manifestations and applications of religious belief within a society which are observed and studied. It’s the ways in which belief and/or actions help particular groups which are of interest. The sociology of religion has become increasingly popular as a broad approach to understanding religious practices and beliefs within a society (Northcott 2001).

The broadest approach to the study of religions is via the modern Anthropological methods. Anthropologists see every aspect of a society as interconnected. This could be ranging from their farming methods, family dynamics, medicine, politics and popular culture. The anthropologist wouldn’t see it as possible to separate these ‘aspects’ of culture for the purpose of study in their own right (Gellner 2001; Ingold 2003). Observing everyday practices in varied situations can draw attention to types of conduct and behaviour that might be overlooked by other approaches to the study of religions. 

We all see the world from where we are. Understanding our own cultural starting point is critical for the understanding of another culture’s practices and beliefs. A Western cultural perspective may naturally emphasise orthodoxy instead of orthopraxy, abstract thought instead of situational thought (Ong 2002), literacy instead of orality (Ong 2002), dualism instead of holism (Vasquez 2011) and language as static instead of dynamic in nature (Boman 1970). All the approaches mentioned above have their strengths and weaknesses. They are also still developing. Orthopraxy as a concept within religious studies has been overshadowed in the past by orthodoxy. As approaches to the study of religions and cultures develop, new frameworks are emerging, enabling researchers to broaden  their perspectives on orthopraxy.
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