How can Participant Observation be used in the Study of Religion?

For this assignment, I have chosen to answer the question, ‘How can Participant Observation be used in the Study of Religion?’. In order to answer this question, I attended a Christian Sunday morning service. My aim was to look at the relationship between the reverend and the congregation; the age divisions within the church; and the gender of those that attended. This gave me an insight into how participant observation can be used in the study of religion. 

Participant observation is also referred to as ethnographic research and is a qualitative research method. It was established as a research method by two anthropologists, Bronislaw Malinowski and Franz Boas. [footnoteRef:1] Today, it is used by anthropologists as a form of data collection. Participant observation involves researchers taking part and immersing themselves in a group and place of study and can even involve the researcher living among the group being researched.[footnoteRef:2] In 1940 the anthropologist Edward Evan Evans Pritchard (1902-1973) observed the Neur people.[footnoteRef:3] Participating in and observing a religious group, allows researchers to observe and collect information on their religious beliefs and behaviours in real situations.  [1:  Ashley Crossman, Understanding Participant Observation Research, [Updated March 18, 2017], in ThoughtCo. <https://www.thoughtco.com/participant-observation-research-3026557> [date accessed: 01/12/17]]  [2:  Patrick McNeill and Steve Chapman, Research Methods, (London: Routledge, 2005), p.89.]  [3:  Observation, Participant in. Encyclopaedia.com, Available from: <http://www.encyclopedia.com/social-sciences-and-law/sociology-and-social-reform/sociology-general-terms-and-concepts-87> [date accessed: 06/12/17]] 


The aim of participant observation is to achieve a broad understanding and knowledge of a particular group, their morals, beliefs and their way of life. This research method can be used in the study of religion to gain access to intimate details into the lives of a religious group and their communities. Researchers gain first-hand experience, and therefore do not have to rely on what others tell them. There can be a loss of information between what people say and what people do. Participant observation lets researchers find out and experience things that would not be discovered through other research methods, such as surveys or interviews, as they can directly observe instead. [footnoteRef:4] Participant observation is about understanding the world of those being observed from their point of view. [4:  Keith A. Roberts and David Yamane, Religion in Sociological Perspective, (SAGE Publications, 2015), p.38.] 


To show how participant observation can be used in the study of religion, on November 26th, 2017, I attended a Christian Sunday morning worship service at the Barry Uniting Church between ten o’clock and eleven thirty in the morning. In order to gain access to the church I needed a gatekeeper, my gatekeepers were my grandparents who gave me contact details for a reverend from the church. 

There are two types of participant observation: covert and overt. Covert observations are when the researcher goes undercover and does not inform the group of study they are conducting research, keeping their objectives a secret. Overt observation is when the group being observed are aware of the researcher’s presence and intent.[footnoteRef:5] I conducted overt participation as the reverend was aware of my presence and I had received permission to conduct my research (Appendix 1).  [5: Saul McLeod, Observation Methods. In simplypsychology.org, Available from: <https://www.simplypsychology.org/observation.html#part> [date accessed: 10/12/17]] 


Before attending this service and entering the field I prepared myself by researching the church. Through my research I discovered that Barry Uniting Church is a combination of a Methodist Church and a United Reform Church that have come together to form a brand-new community. This was as a result of the closure of their original churches. The services are currently being held in a temporary space (a porta-cabin) as the church’s new building is yet to be built. The new building will be called ‘The Bridge Between’. 

(See field diary- Appendix 2)

[bookmark: _GoBack]On arrival, I could see that the porta-cabin was fairly small and surrounded by a garden filled with flowerbeds, plants and a pond. This immediately created a friendly and welcoming atmosphere. There were two entrances, the front entrance was accessible by stairs and the back entrance was the preferred entrance as it had a ramp, making it easier for the congregation to gain entry. Upon walking into the building, the reverend was greeting and conversing with people as they arrived, suggesting a good relationship between himself and the members of the church. The reverend was wearing a suit, I was expecting him to be wearing religious garments, suggesting a more informal church service. As soon as you walked in, there was a table full of leaflets about charities; the monthly church itinerary; church projects, such as a toy collection for children less fortunate, and a visitor’s book, reinforcing a compassionate community. The interior of the cabin had a colour scheme of red and blue, and this was visible on the covers on the folding chairs which featured symbols of fish, stars and crosses (Christian symbols) as well art which was displayed on the walls, creating a family friendly atmosphere. There was a table covered in a white cloth instead of an altar table and a keyboard instead of an organ, which could be an impact of the service not being held in a church building. At the front of the room there was a flat screen television displaying announcements and reminders for upcoming events before the service. This created a modern feel and suggesting the need to appeal to younger generations. It also demonstrates that this church is not afraid to use new technology to promote its messages. 

As more people began to arrive, it was apparent that everyone knew what to do, they collected their blue hymn book and found a seat. Everyone seemed to be well acquainted with one another as the room was filled with conversation and laughter. This demonstrated a close community with no sign of a divide within the congregation between the two denominations. I was expecting to see a clear divide between the Methodist and the United Reform churches. The building could seat seventy people though not all the seats were occupied, there were fifty-five people at the service in total. The majority of the congregation were elderly (above seventy years old) and there was a higher female to male ratio with thirty-eight females and seventeen males. Only five members of the congregation were below the age of sixteen. However, I was expecting a higher number of children as the church has an award for being a child friendly church. All members of the congregation were Caucasian and appeared to be middle class. I came to this conclusion from the way that they spoke and their choice of attire. The majority of the congregation were dressed in smart-casual clothing, with a few of the younger members in casual attire (jeans and trainers). This is example of the older generation believing their attire is a form of respect to the church, while the younger generation do not think their appearance makes a difference.

The service began at ten thirty, as it was a communion service the children went into a separate room to attend Sunday school. Just before the ceremony began the reverend asked two members of the congregation to do a reading and three members to do the collection later in the service. This showed that the congregation participated and were involved in the service. The service officially started with a prayer recited by the reverend, the prayers contents spoke of everyone in the room allowing themselves to come into the presence of God. It asked them to forget their everyday lives and concentrate solely on this concept. The majority of the congregation stood (some of the elderly members to remain seated) to sing the first of five hymns, all of which were accompanied by the keyboard. There was no kneeling in the service as I expected, although there was a lot of standing and sitting. This could be due to the lack space in the porta cabin as well as the physical capability of the vast majority of the congregation.

After the hymn, the gold collection plates were passed around by the three males selected, whilst the keyboard was played by a female. The majority of people donated, showing that they are a generous community. A passage from the New Testament was then read by a female member of the congregation, followed by the second hymn and the second reading of the service, also read by a female. The participation of the members was equally shared between male and female’s members, presenting equality of gender within the Church. The reverend then gave the sermon, the contents of the sermon included the incarnation, the birth and the crucifixion of Jesus Christ. Emphasising the realness of the crucifixion. He also spoke of the relevance of Christianity today and the decrease in church attendance, as well as assuring that the church will never die. The congregation then rose again for the fourth hymn, during which the children joined in, sitting at the front ready for communion. 

The reverend split the Communion into two parts, first he recited a prayer about the bread representing the body of Christ, while doing this he broke a piece of bread into three sections. Three males from the congregation, one of them being a child, went up to the front and collected the bread to pass around the room. This demonstrated the involvement of children in the service. Once everyone had a piece from the servers the reverend finished his prayer and everyone ate their piece of bread. The congregation then stood to recite the Lord’s Prayer with the Reverend, many with their heads bowed and eyes closed, demonstrating their faith. The second part of the communion then commenced, the reverend recited a second prayer, which consisted of the wine representing the blood of Christ. Within the Methodist church however, wine is not used and as such was replaced with red squash. This is because they believe alcohol can cause one to act out of character. The three male servers retrieved the squash representing the wine, passing it around the congregation, a prayer was then said and everybody took the communion. The congregation stood for the final hymn which was followed by a dismissal prayer led by the Reverend. The congregation thanked the reverend for his service, and began tidying away the folding chairs. This demonstrated the friendly relationship between the congregation and the reverend, the team spirit and the helpfulness of the community. Tea, coffee and biscuits were then offered around to everybody, the majority of the community, particularly the elderly members stayed and chatted with one another. Many leaving together to car share. 

In my participant observation, I kept the division of the Methodist Church and United Reform Church in mind to observe the impact that sharing a church building could have had on the congregation and the service. I think the relationship between the members of the congregation was partly due to the small size of the building. This meant everyone had to sit within close proximity of one another creating closer relationships. 

Before attending the service, I had some pre-conceived ideas. I expected the service to be formal which it was not. The reverend had a friendly relationship with the congregation which meant the service included jokes and participation from the members of the church. The dress code varied, I presumed that all members would be dressed in formal clothing, however this was not the case. I believe that this was an impact of the building and if held in a Church more formal attire would be expected. I did however expect the majority of the congregation to be elderly due to decline of young people attending church today, despite this, I still expected more children to be in attendance.

There are limitations of participant observation which researchers need to consider. Such as, researchers allowing themselves to get too involved. They can become bias, rather than objective, resulting in researchers choosing what they report instead of taking note of what they have observed. This can decrease the legitimacy of their research. I was conscious of my own thoughts and feeling in order to be aware of the impact they may have had on my research and findings. At the time of participant observation, the researcher must take the role of the subjective participant and objective observer and I made sure to do this by remaining objective. It is also vital that researchers are aware of the ethical issues of participant observations before conducting their research. Aspects that needs to be considered include competency, consent, identity, relationships and publication. [footnoteRef:6]. I got permission to conduct my research and made the reverend aware of my intentions. I made sure to blend in to avoid my presence impacting the way the rest of the group presented themselves. [6:  Kathleen M. DeWalt,and  Billie R. DeWalt, Participant Observation: A Guide for Fieldworkers, (Rowman Altamira, 2011),p.211.] 


The close relationships between the researcher and the subjects in ethnography research has directed interpretivists to declare that it generates the most effective and reliable kind of qualitative data and the most successful type is considered to be observation.[footnoteRef:7] Participant observation is used in the Study of Religion to observe and retrieve intimate details of religious groups and religious ceremonies, helping researchers to collect information on their beliefs, practices and ways of life. From conducting my own research using participant observation I learnt that there are limits to participant observation that researcher needs to be aware of, such as remaining objective. Overall, I found participant observation to be useful as I was able to retrieve intimate details of a group of people that I wouldn’t be able to retrieve from a survey or interview. [7:  Patrick McNeill and Steve Chapman, Research Methods, p.91.] 
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Appendix 1: Consent Form
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Appendix 2: Field Diary - Christian Sunday Morning Service

Gate Keeper: Grandparents 
Dress code: Smart casual 
Date: 26/11/17 – (Sunday before Advent)
Time: 10:30 am 

Church/Group: Barry Uniting Church 
Info: Methodist Church and United Reform Church have come together to form a brand-new community. Their original churches closed down resulting in them coming together, however took many years for everyone to come to this agreement- some members left and joined different churches within the circuit.

New building is still in the planning process, it will be a community hall as they can’t get a grant for a church. It will be an eco-building, with prayer rooms, a café and education centre helping children with disabilities. It will be the only community hall in that area of Barry- The Waterfront. It will be called ‘The Bridge Between’ 

Outside

· Porta cabin (temporary) surrounded by a garden
· A lot of space to park 
· Difficult to find, tucked away in an estate 
· Door at front, accessible by stairs  
· Back entrance (around the porta cabin and through the garden) accessible by ramp – the preferred entrance
· Garden filled with flowers, plants, a pond and bird feeders 

Inside
· As you walk in there is a table of leaflets about various charities and church projects
· There was also a visitor’s book and a church itinerary for the following month
· Reverend was greeting people as they arrived, he was wearing a suit 
· Inside the cabin, it had a red and blue colour scheme
· Covers on folding chairs had symbols of fish, stars and crosses also in red and blue
· Red blinds
· At the front, the table was covered in a white cloth
· Bread and wine were on the front table, also covered in a white cloth until communion at which point the reverend removed the cloths
· There was a gold book stand between the bread and wine
· Reverend stood at the front behind the lectern
· Behind the reverend, there was a flat screen television that displayed church announcements and reminders for upcoming events on a presentation
· There was an organist on a keyboard behind the reverend
· Art on the walls – though no stained glass windows 
· Blue hymn books
· Numbers on the wall to display the five hymns that were to be sung and what order they come in
· Mixed dress code- elderly people more formal than young people (jeans and trainers)
· Everyone was friendly and talkative. They all seemed to know each other.
· Building could hold around 70 people
· About 55 people attended 
· Majority of people were elderly
· More females (38) than males (17)
· Only five children below the age of sixteen
· One middle aged couple
· Everyone was Caucasian 
· Majority seemed to be middle class 


Organ/Keyboard
Front table with lectern for reverend’s notes
Folding chairs for congregation
Folding chairs for congregation




















The Order of Service
Children went to their Sunday school room before the start of service
The reverend asked people if they would do the readings for the service
Three members were asked if they would do the collection later in the service.

· The service started with greetings and announcements
· The announcements included information about the food bank and ‘the big wrap’ which is a toy fair ran by the church
· A prayer was then said – it was a prayer about coming into the presence of God and forgetting about everyday life and concentrate on being spiritual
· We stood to sing a hymn
· There was a collection where three gold plates were sent around the room by three individuals and members of the congregation donated money as the organist played music in the background
· The three plates were then taken to the reverend
· A member of the congregation went up to the front to do the first reading from the new testament
· We then stood for the second hymn
· The second reading was then read by another member of the congregation. It was also from the new testament
· We stood for another hymn
· A sermon from the reverend. He spoke about the incarnation, the birth, the crucifixion of Jesus Christ. He emphasised the discomfort Jesus would have felt during the crucifixion. He then spoke about the relevance of Christianity today and how the church would never die.
· We stood for another hymn, during which the children came in and joined the congregation, ready to join in with the communion. They sat at the front.
· The first part of the communion was the bread. The reverend broke the bread whilst reciting a prayer about the bread representing the body of Christ
· Three servers went and collected three plates of bread to pass around the congregation. Everybody took a piece of bread and then the reverend gave the three servers a piece of bread, said a prayer and then everybody ate it.
· Everybody stood for the lord’s prayer
· Reverend began the second part of communion and said a prayer over the juice which represented the blood of Christ.
· The three servers went back up again to pass the juice around the congregation in small plastic cups, the reverend then gave the juice to the three individuals. He said a prayer about the wine and the blood of Christ and everybody drank the juice
· We all stood for a final hymn
· There was a dismissal prayer

Everybody said thank you to the reverend and began to disperse. Members of the congregation tidied the chairs away and tea, coffee and biscuits were offered around and people spoke with each other and had a catch up.

No kneeling during service- due to physical capability of members

My feelings and pre-conceived ideas 

· I felt comfortable, involved and welcomed 
· I expected it to be more formal and strict
· I expected to feel uncomfortable 
· I expected majority of elderly people 
· I expected more children 
· I expected reverend to be wearing religious clothing
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