PHENOMENOLOGY OF RELIGION


	An important methodological tool in Religious Studies is phenomenology, in which the researcher attempts to allow testimonies or texts to essentially ‘speak for themselves’.  That is, the researcher tries not to impose potentially alien individual or cultural preconceptions or concepts upon the material, which may lead to misunderstandings; but rather to suspend his/her beliefs and judgements in order to determine simply what is apparent.  
	Phenomenology, when used in this context, is not in itself a theory, but rather a tool, or open-ended method of enquiry which can lead to the formulation of conclusions.  While it endeavours to understand religions on their own terms, it is not so much an acceptance of the divine or supernatural, but a method of working with the meanings and beliefs ascribed to religious phenomena by the insiders.  In fact, evaluations about the ‘truth’ or otherwise of religions go beyond the method itself.
	Another aspect of phenomenology is to attempt to enter the viewpoint of the insiders, and to try to look at the material through their eyes as far as this is possible.  It is the study of religious phenomena in terms that are acceptable to believers/belongers of the religious traditions being studied (or to the subject of a religious experience).  Scholars of a phenomenological orientation accept the insiders’ understandings of their own traditions and experiences; or as W.B. Kristensen (1867-1953) wrote, ‘the insider is always right’.  This is done through a process of empathetic and in-depth knowledge and comprehension of the material, as well as (ideally) of its cultural, social, and wider religious contexts.  No expression of religious belief or experience can be entirely separate from these contexts (even if one does allow for the possibility that it might contain a genuine metaphysical element).
	A well-known phenomenological system for organizing and understanding religious phenomena is the dimensional model proposed by Ninian Smart (1927-2001).  Smart’s seven dimensions of religion are:

(1) The practical and ritual dimension
(2) The experiential and emotional dimension 
(3) The narrative and mythic dimension 
(4) The doctrinal and philosophical dimension
(5) The ethical and legal dimension
(6) The social and institutional dimension 
(7) The material dimension 

While one dimension may be more important for a particular question or issue, no single dimension can be entirely divorced from the other six.  These dimensions are not discrete, and do not operate in isolation from one another. For example, myth may be expressed in ritual action, while ritual action is a  social and institutional event, and one that is governed by doctrine.  
Many of the problems with phenomenology and its claim to objectivity and methodological agnosticism were discussed in the first section of this module: the impossibility of true objectivity and of truly seeing from the perspective of insiders, seeing religion per se as embodying some universal ‘essence’ which defines it (and the attendant theological implications) (e.g. Eliade), as well as the other problems with insider vs outsider perspectives. 
A phenomenological approach, however, need not have all the theoretical baggage attached to ‘Phenomenology’ as theory.  One may attempt to be as objective as possible, while still being reflexive and transparent about one’s own cultural/religious background (see Cox 1994).  Phenomenology remains important as a way of describing and organising data, and in the way it does not adopt an a priori reductionist stance to the religions of others.  In this way, it does not contradict the cultural meanings of the religion the way other approaches might.  What one does with the phenomenological data, however (i.e. how it is interpreted), goes beyond the method itself.  In fact, it has sometimes been criticized for being merely descriptive rather than explanatory.
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