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Phenooenology, Fieldsork and Polk Religion

ThiE paper Lras triggered 'by disclrssion of phenourenology of

rel igion with sone Japanese students on the Comparative

International Studies programre at Bath College of. Higher

Education. When the t. ine cane for Study of Religions exanination

revision, we duti ful ly lrent over various points concerni.ng

phenomeno logy . -  epoch4,  e ide t ic  v is ion ,  Smar t ' s  d inens ions  and

60 on. I  told the students they would have to be prepared to

discuss the pros and cons of phenonenology, and thi3 produced

sorne interesting reactions. One studen! was perplexed, os she

could only think of posit ive things t,o say of phenomenology.

Anolher, however, put fonrard the old accugation that.

phenomenology was nerelv descript ive.

Descr ip t i ve  -  yea ;  nere lv  descr ip t i ve  -  no ,  I  am not  fo r  a

monent suggesting that there is no need or place for analysis in

the  s tudy  o f  re l ig ious  t rad i t ions ,  I  am,  hosever ,  suggest ing

that i t  is necessary to remember tha! descript ion, in the sense

of accurate, Judgement-free report ing, is invaluable in the study

of  re l ig ions ,  Ana lys is  r r i thou t  phenoneno log ica l  f ie ld r ro rk  can

be auspect at best, dangerpus at brorst! .  Unl.ess r.re check our

ana lyses  aga insc  what  i s  ac tua l l y  happen ing  in  the  f ie ld ,  we r l sk

perp€tua t ing  fa lse  assumpt ions  and b la tan t  inaccurac ies .

The need I perceive for phenomenoldgical f ieldwork stems fron

my own .part icular area of interest, which ie popular or folk

re l ig ion ,  by  wh ich  I  nean what  peop le  ac tua l l y  do ,  say ,  th ink ,
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believe ln tho name of rel igion. Another way of putt ing i t  might

be to 8ay that f  arn interested in the Lttt le Aradit lon, bur the

Litt le fradlt ion does not exiet ln isolat i .on fron the creat

lradit ion and vice velsa, so that lg not how I would normally

choose to put i t .  They are not tertns sith which I feel

part lcularly comfortable- t taving read Rellgious Studies at

Lancaster Uni.versity and Folklore at Uemorial University of

Newfoundlandr, I  an happier wlth rhe term folk rel igion. Don

Yoder  de f ines  fo lk  re l . ig ion  as  , t .he  to ta l i t y  o f  a l l  thcse  v ie . rs

and practlces of rel lgion rhat exi"st among the people aparr from

and aloagside the str icr ly rheological and l i turgical forms of

t h e  o f f i c i a l  r e l i g i o n ' . 2 Obviously, where appropriate,

' theological and l i turgical,  could be replaced by phi losophicaJ.

and r i ' -ual.

I  am,  o f  course ,  aware  tha t  the , fo lk  re l ig ion ,  can  and has  been

used ln a variety of uays, and that. is why I am careful to nai l

ny  co lours  very  spec i f i ca l l y  to  yoder ,a  n rs t ,  In  h is  a r r i c le  ,The

Folk Religion of the Engllsh people,r,  for example; Edward Bail .ey

conments on Lhe uee of the te|3n folk rel igton anong Church of

Eng land c le rgy  a lnce  the  1970,s ,  c i t ing  John l tapgoood,s  l9g3

def in i t ion  o f  i t  as  ' a general tenr for the unexpressed,

I A good, brief survey of the hlstory and preEent stat.e of
fo lk lo re  s tud ies  is  g iven  in  the  f i rs t  chapter  o f  G i l l i an
Eennett's Trad.i.!-iong._9.!_gglieL tLondon : penguin, f 98? ) .
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lnart iculate, but often deeply felt  re] lgion of ordinary folk who

would not usual!y describe themeelveg as Church-going Chri.st ians

yet feel then6elves to have aome sort of Chrlst ian al legiance. '

whi le reJecting this as t,oo nanoe, a view of what foik rel lgion

i s ,  i t  i s  o n l y  f a l r  t o  p o l n t  o u t ' t h a t  Y o d e r ' a  d e f i n i t i o n  i s

i tself  based on the tstrr ' rel igioae Volkskunde', whlch he

t rBns la tes  6e  ' the  f ,o lk -cu l tu ra l  d i rnene ion  o f  re l ig ion ,  o r  the

re l ig ious  d imens ion  o f  fo lk  cu l tu re . "  Th is  te rm was or lg ina l l y

coined in 190t by a Geman Lutheran minigter, Paul Drews, rrhoae

concern t^ras to investigare rei iglous folkl t fe ao 
' that 

yorrng

ninl.sterg uere better equlpped to deal rr i th rural congregationg

whose concepticn of Christ ianLty wae often radical ly dlf ferent

f ron  the  c le rgy 'a  o f f l c la l  vere ion .  fn  Drer ra  case.  the  te rn  fo lk

rel igion cane fronr 'an atternpt, within organized rel lgion. to

narron the under8tanding gap betrreen pulpit  and per. ' t  
'There

mlght still. be a need to narror,r the understanding gap b€teeen the

study of rel lgions and the rel lgions studled

I l tould l ike to suggest that accou:rta of rel igion uhlch do not

take  in to  acount  fo lk  re l tg ion  r i sk  te l l ing  less  rhan the  who le

8tory, and that phenonenological f ieldwork ls often the only

neans of gathering such infomation. I  have certainly found this

to be t.he case in ny onn i ieldyork experiences

Preq'Jently, when gcholarg talk of rellgion they tend to tnean

' Yoder, lr l  .

t  ycder ,  3 .

I  Don Yoder, 'Toward a Definlt ion of FoIk
t les te rn  Fo lk lo rer  33 ,  No I  (Jan  197. i  ) ,  14 .

t r n

R e I l g i o n , '

,  ed .  PauI
Badham lLondon: i lacn i l lan ,  I
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off ict l l  rel lgion' usualLy Perceived Ln terms ot theology or

phi losophy and r l tual.  rrhich 18 Just one asPect of most people's

rel igious experience. Bel ieverg l ive according to their ohttr

p€rceptions of the rellgious traditlons to whlch they adhere, and

lf th€t! bel"tefs and practl .cea do not alwaye accord rr l th the

off lclal vlew they remaln rel ioious neverthelessi their faith

doeB not trecone any leaa gl-ncere or worthy of 8tudy. As Susan

Tax PreeDan hae pointed ou!, 'that the PerEonal systen of faith

nay elevate the unsanctioned obJects of bel lef to at least the

saoe level ag the aanct:oned oneg and draw thero cotrerently

togeeher hag elther been lgnored or lg obllterated by the

def in l t ione  o f  re l ig ion  ln  uge. "

Ninlan Srart clalns that 'to underBtand hunan hletory and human

Itfe i t  ia necegsary to understand rel lgion'. t  r t  is te$pging

to Buggest the corol lary that to underBtand rel igion i t  is

necasaary to understand the relat j ,onehlp b€trt€en off lclal,  fclk

and individual bel iefe and practlces. In rel igion, as in so many

a6pect6 of hunan endeavour, theory and Practlce do nol

neceaaari ly coincide. nor do people behave in exactly th.e same

vay. To study the practlce aa oppoaed to the theory of religion,

ordinary people'a ideae and behaviour nuat be taken into account-

and Faghlon in Spanish
of Obeervancer'  Persgnt

Susan Tax Freeaitan, 'Falth

Noteg on the Observation
7 ,  l f o  2  ( s p r i n g  1 9 ? 8 ) ,  1 2 1 .
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ft is thus helpful to vLew rel igion in terms of three basic

components -- the off lcial,  the folk a,r]d the. lndivldual. The

official is concerned prlmarlly with th.eology/philoaophy and
: ;

ritual, and is the aspect of religion whLch tends. to recei_ve Dost

scholarly attention, fhe folk can be deacribed as ,the total. i ty

of al l"  those viel '3 and practicee of rel i .gion that exist among the

people' apart frorn and alongslde the str ict ly theological and

l i tu rg ica l  fo rms o f  the  o f f i c ia l  re l ig ion , , r  a  vas t  bu t

comparatively neglecred t ield. The indj.vidual cornponent, is

bas ica l l y  each peraon,E unders tand ing  o f  re l ig ion  and the  par r

i t  p l a y s  i n  h i e  o r  h e r  l i f e .

These conponents are rarely analysed, or indeed recogniaed, in

relat ion co each other. Bel levere and obeervers have tended to

be unaefare of the ext.ent to which theae coBponent.a are

interrerated, and this can lead to inaccurate and/or rnisleading

appralaala of rel. igious phenonrena. In order to cornprehend

rel igion in i ts broadest sense i t  is necessary to appreciate how

off icial,  folk and individual ideas and behavi.our interact lr i th

each o ther ,

T h e r e  i s  a  c a r e f u l l y  c u l r . i v a t e d , s o l l d i t y ,  a b o u t  o f f l c i a l

re l ig ion ,  bu t  i t  i s  no t  a  we l l -de f ined,  B ta t i c  en t l t y .

Theological noticrns can be developed, nodif l .ed or abandoned.

Previously condoned ldeas or pract, j .ces can be actively opposed,

or Juet guiet ly dropped. Hot ever, a bel ief can contlnue to be

t  Y o d e r ,  l { .

Rql lglon:
Sdud ies ,

I

t  Ninicn Smart, The Relioious gxperience of Hankind
(c lasgos :  Fount  Paperbacks ,  L971 ) ,  p . l l .
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actdl upon, regardlesa of the f6ct that I t  la no longer

o f f l c la l l y  approved.  I t  s l lps  f ron  o f f l c la l  ro  fo lk  re l ig ion .

Convereely, folk rel lgioug ldeas and practices can gal-n approval

and becone off icial.  The process works both ways, FoIk rel igion

thus ,exists I-n creative tenslon slth off lcial rel lgion and

involves a body of bel lef and practice that overlaps with that

of off iclal rel iglon ln both dlrect lons - the perrnltred forms

overlapping inward into otf ieial rel igion, the unpennitted or

unaanctloned forna reraainlng outslde the atr ict edge of off lcial

r e l l g l o n . ' e

At, the lndlvidual level,  rel lgion ls a nlxture of a received

rel lgious t! .dit lon and a personal bel ief systen. In talking of

the .SglEsl tradition. I an naking the point that, in many cases

rrhlt th€ individual }earng of religion do€a not come from pureJ.y

orthdox aources. Relat lve8, conteFporarles and others nake

Eheir nark by example and by passing on thslr lnterpretariona of

rel lgioua ratters, and i t  can be qulte dlf f tcult  for the

indlvidual to know rrhat actual ly conprlaeg off lcial rel igion.

fhe personal beltef ayatem evolves fron t ire recelved tradlt ion,

but i t  ia affected by the indivldual,a outlook. experience and

guchllke, Even l f  a nuraber of people uere to receive a slmilar

tradit lon, there sould st i I I  be acop€ for individual

lnterpretat ions of 1t,  ' for each person,s rel. lglon has to do wlrh

t I  Yoder, Introductlon, t festern Folklore. 33, No I (Jan
1 9 7 {  ) ,  l .
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himeelf and hig own autonomous needs. '10 On occagion the ideas

of an individu;I,  such as Augustine or Aquinas in the Chrlat ian

t rad i t ion ,  c in  rad ica l l y  a f fec t  o f f l c la ]  re l ig ion ,  A  persona l

be l ie f  o r  p r :ac t l ce  ihn  i i kewise  pasa in to  fo lk  re l ig ion .

ln  d iagrammat ic  fo rn i  the  re la t ionah ip  be tween o f f i ca l ,  fo lk  and

ind iv i .dua l  re l ig ion  migh t  be  expreebed thus :

Off icial Religion <<---------- > Folk Religion

Religion

In drawing attention to the relat lonship betreen off lctal and

folk rel igion, and t l ie lack of standardlsation ln people'a

received tradit ions and peraonat bel ief aystemr, I  sigh.to nake

the point that there is congiderable acoge for variety and

var la t lon  ln  re l lg ion , r t "  Indeed,  l t  eeeng a lnos t  inev l tab le .

Horrever, there is a tendency towards concentrat ion on honogeneity

in  re l ig ion  and min in lsa t ion  o f  d ivers icy .  But  the ie  i s  no  such

th ing  6a  pure  re l ig ion ,  r rha tever  the  re l ig ioua t rad i t ion .

Off icial. ,  folk and Individual components interact to produce

rdhat, for each person, consti tu!e6 rel igion. To understand

to t lary Douglas, Natural Svrnbols (Harnondst{orth, !{ iddleaex:
p e n g u l n  B o o k 6 ,  1 9 7 3 ) ,  p  2 6 .

tt  Neither this variety, nor ths reagons i t  occurs, are
conflned to rel iglon. See Paul S. Srnlth, 'Connunicaglon and
Perfornance: A Modei of the Developnent of Variant Porme of
Cultural Tradit ions, '  in Lanouaoe, Culture and Tradit ion, ed A.
E.  Green and J .D.S.  t { iddosson lShef t te ld :  The Ins t l tu te  o f
Dialect and Folkl l fe Studiee and ?he Centre for Engliah Polk
Cu l tu ra l  T rad i t lon  and Language,  l98 l ) ,  pp .  16-32 .
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rerigl.n in i ts broadest Bense i t  is therefore nece66arl,  to take
into account. not Just t .heology or phi losophy and r i tual,  but the
perceptions, bel lefs and behavrour of those practlclng i t ,  r  am

not, of course, euggeeti .ng that to aay anythlng about any
rel igion l t  ig neces8ary to talk to everyone involved. I  am,
however, appealing for a real iet ic vlen of rel igion, and the
recognir icn that folk rel igion, as defined by yoder, ie not an
aberrat ion, but an important and constent elenent of rerigion oe€
se.  Fo Ik  re l ig ion ,  f  be l leve ,  shou l .d  be  a  degcr ip t i ve ,  no t  a
pejosative term .

Thia brings us back ta rhe value of phenomenology. The subJect.
of .  ry XA thesia was devorl.on ro St Gerard xa Jel. la in
Newfoundland, In brief,  St Gerard nas born ln f luro, Southern
rrary'  Ln L126i s renarkabry pioua chi ld and exemprary adoregcent
who suffered fron del icate health, he became a Redemptoriet lay
bro ther  bu t  d ied  tn  1755.  He was no t  bear , i f ied  un t i l  1893 and
was f ina l l y  canon lsed in  1904.  A l though a  aeern ing ly  J .ncongruous

ro le  fo r  a  s ick ly  na le  v l rg ln  who d ied  young,  he  has  been begr
knosn and most vigorously promoted in Ne*founCland as patron of
Expectant Hotherg' r  frrst became aware of him because rt aeerned
to me that a disproport ionatel.y high nunber of Newfoundranders

rere na:ted G€rard, and thls lmpresaion rar conflrrbed by others.

A  St  John 'B  Judge,  fo r  exanp le ,  c la ined tha t  ,every  o ther  young
fe.l . low hauled up, before hlm was a Gerlrd, whlle a female fr iend
renarkd that ,practtcally eveFy seccnd chap, tn her coMunlty
wa! r G€r'!d' The nar'ea uere a reflection of the hlgh levet of
devotl,on to St Gerard.

\
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Much of whac has b€en writ ten of the saint systen hae either been

by CaEholic apologiets or by theologians and higtoriane

complainlng of 'abuses' of i t  at popular level. .rr A9 a re6ult,

rre know cornparatlvely little of how the sal.nt'EyBtem has operated

in the l ivee of ordinary Cathol ics, The range of bel iefe and

practlcea associated wlth thls t lpe of devotl .on haa received

comparatively l i t t le aftention. This ls part ly because rel igion

has often been studled ln terms of r,rhat people ohould do or

think; whatever has not conforned to that haa either been

condemned or, nore frequently, slnptry lgnored.

There ate aleo practical dif f icult les. I t  can at t iDes tre very

hard to Judge vhether soDe aspect of rel lgiouo betief is

off icial,  folk, or sinply idioeyncratici  the boundarles betrreen

of f i c la l ,  fo lk  and ind iv idua l  re l lg ion  are  no t  we l l -de f lned and

they can be virtual ly indist lnguiehable. Freguently folk ideas

and behaviour cre ao nuch part of a rel igious tradit lon that

part icipants and obaervars al ihe consider thsl noEnative. fn

addit iqni nuch of rel igioue l i fe takee place outside a r i tual

sett lng and 1g not €asl ly oblervable. Rellglon can be ver? a

peraonal natter, and i t  ig therefora nece8raly to con8ult those

lnvolved in rel lgioua actlvl ty to aacertaln shat i .  actu. l ly

happening. Slnce the relat ionshlp between an lndividual and a

holy or supernatur. l  f lgure ln uhatever tradlt lon lB essentlal ly

rr A notabls excsption is wi l l larn A Christ ian Jnr' !  Persol
and 9qg ln a Spani8h Vallev (Nel, york and london: Sealnar Prell,
r9721.

,nii:
- . : 'r:.i,
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a persona l  a f fa i r ,

ln the l lvee of

congultat ion with

1 0

the ninutiae of

lndlvlduale can

devotees.

devotlon and the part Lt plays

only be diecovered through

In the atudy of folk and individual bel iefe and practicea, rhe

flegh on the bare bonea of off lclal rel lglon. I  bel ieve that

phenoaenology provldes an lnvaluable nethodological baeis.

lrhile what follows le probably norr ao faniliar as to seem Like

a col lect iorr of cl ich6e, let ne neverthelega restate sone of i ts

underlylng prlnclplea" Phenonenolog-y of r€I lglon. Bleeker

claina, 'nuet begin by.acceptlng as prop€r obJectr of study al l

phenomena tha t  a re  p ro feased to  be  re l lg loua ' . t t  A"  l t  ,a t tempts

to describ€ rel lglous behavlor rather than explaln i t , l t ,  debateg

rE to the eriateDce or real i ty of ths focue of dovotLon are

tut l l .e and inappropriate. Aa sDlrt points out, ,God ls real.  for

Chrlst lrna whether or not he exigta. ' l l  He do well  to remember

thac scepttcisu la every bit  as blased an out]ook ae bel lef.  The

peraonal experience narrativea of devoteeg of whatever persuaaion

provide evidence whlch nust hlve the atatus of rel lgiorrs fact.

As Kristensen cauEioned, ' ,Leg u3 nevor forget that there erista

no other rel igioua real i ty than Ehe. faith of the b€l, iever., t '

t r  C.J. Bleeker, 'Conparing the Rellglo-Historlcal and the
Theo log ica l  l {e thod, '  Nunen lg  {1971) ,  f6 .

, tt Joaeph Dabenay 8ettta, Phenop€noloqn of Rellolgn {NeH
York 6 Enanrton: Harper and Ror, 1969), p.3.

It  t tnian Slurt,  fhe Sclence of Rellgigrn and ths Socioloqv.
gf Xnowledoe (Prlnceton: Prlnc€ton Unl,veralty PreeC, f f f l  .  g.: i .

i  t '  $ .8 .  Kr ia tenren ,  ne l lo lonsh l l to r l ck  s tud iun ,  p .  27 ,
translated and guotd by ErIc J. Sharpe ln Conrparative Reltqlon:
A H is to rv  (London;  Duckr ro r th ,  1986) ,  p ,228.

l l

.:
One can analyse and contextual ise, ,certalnly, but to condernn,

diemisr or ignore the experiences of those l lving a rel igion is

to dirninigh our undergtandlng of the tradition, and to tamper

uith evidence in a way which we would consider improper in other

d lec ip l ines .

when I flrst started intenriewing Netrfoundland wonen about their

devotion to St Gerard, I  gulte expected aone ret lcence as I sag

asklng about deeply personaL matters, but people were remarkably

candid and forthconing. l{omen general}y aeened p}eated to ahare

their experLences Hlth an interested l igterrer, guch ag the one

rrho 8tartd 'Oh yer, rre had a niracle hsre a few yeara back' ttlth

the 6ane aplornb and ln much the aame tone as deecrlbing what they

had had for lunch. I  mentlon thig becaug€ l t  aeens to ne that

frequently l t  ls the lnv€stigatora sho are gonevhat coy or

uncomfort lbIe about this sort of exchanqe rather th6n the

lnfornants, for uhom lt  ls al l  ,u8t part of thelr exparience,

Atr ergrerne exanpLe of nundanity in connection rith reltgious

experience ia containd ln the l tenorial Univeraity of

Nesfoundland Folklore and Language Archivs, col lected c.1971:

l{rg Ellzabeth lilarch . . alvay! cherred gu!. on€ nlght,

about lE years ago she put her wad of gur! on her bureau and

vent eo bed. the nexE rnorning rhen ahe sent to take uP the

gun to chew [it] agaln the gurn had changed lnto a 8na]'I

B ta tue  o f  the  B legaed v i rg in .  (She r . rs  6  Roman Catho l i c . )

She wag verT eurprlsed and told everyone abou! it. She alaq

,
I
\
I

t

t
l.

I\



shov€d

thought

to Bork
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It  to people. People who garrr i t  and heard about i t

that this was a kind of reuard for her havlng had

hard  a l I  her  l i fe .  ( } , !UNFLA ? I -9 -32)

In aimilar vein, in Harch lnd Aprl l .  of 1990 the Brit lah media

brief ly ghowed 1nt-erest ln the appearance of aubergines

(eggp l .nn ts ) ,  r *h ich ,  when sp l i t  }engthwaya,  were  ea id  to  revea l

the  Arab lc  ecr ip t  fo r  'A I Iah ' .  o r  sone verse  f rom the  Koran,

p icked ou t  in  the  auberg ine  se€dg. t t  The BBC Rad io  4  'Today ,

prograrme'a report on 29th [arch 1990 featured both an Islarl ic

scholar claining that there le no place in Ialam for n1raclea,

and a person nho had aeen one of the auberglnea declarlng l t  a

niracle. l{e ghoul.d lenenber r.hat nuch folk rel lgious bel lef la

empir lcal,  so l f  poople have seen an auberglne containing the

holy naoe writ ten in seeds, they are not going t.o accept from

anyone th.t  such thlngs do not or cannot, happen.

Put,t ing Ehla even! in context. we might Eay that here wag a

coruunityr to some extent oocia!.Iy diaadvantaged, feel ing

narginal ired and nisunderEtood (over the Salman Rushdie affair).

Slni lar ly, at t1m6s of gocial and rel lglous tenglon ln Europe,

the Virgin l lary has appeared to aone of th€ Cathol lc faithful.

lhe ordinarineas of the oerera of the aubergines, I ike the

rec ip len ts  o f  v ie ions  o f  the  v i rg in  in  the  Catho l i c  t rad i t lon ,

nakes thi evenE al l  the nore renarkable; t 'he peopLe lnvolved are

nelthEr part icularly holy, nor profeealonal ly rel igious - one
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reason why the  o f f l c ia le  o f  any  re l ig ion  f reguent ly  look  askance

st auch happeninga. But i f  you have conpLete faj. th in a

sup€rnatura l  f igure ,  why  ehou ld  any th ing  surpr iee  you?

Lj.teral ly anythi.ng rnight be poaelble, and why would you doubt

what you have g)(psrienced for youruelf?

when I  I i ved  in  Bahra in  ( f980-2) ,  some young rnen p lay j "ng  foo tba l l

on wasteland feII  t-hrough the ground into vrhat was immediately

gec.Lared the grave of a holy man. Hhile echolars protesEed that

there was no record of such a trofy nan, far ]ese hla grave. aome

people could enel l  aeeet perfune enrnatlng from the grave and

peop le  H i th  var ious  a f f l l c t ion8  nere  cured  a f te r  v is i t ,6  to  i t ;

i t  vras also said that people t{ho took earth away froru the grave

developed heaCaches. tack of documentary evidence about the holy

ntan geemed a pretty poor excuse for doubt in the face of euch

tang lb le  exper iences ,

I t  ehou ld  there fore  be  6 t resaed tha t  f reguen! Iy ,  when

phenomenologicaJ. f ieldwork is undertaken, i t  becomes obvious that

peop le  do  no t  Jus t .  pu l l  ideas  or  p rac t ice8  tha t  a re  beyond the

pa le  o f  o f t i c ia l  re l ig ion  ou t  o f  nowhere ,  E f f i cacy  and

experience are irnportant ahapers of bel ief and behaviour. I

digcovered at an early stage that devotees of St Gerard knen

remarkab ly  l i t t le  o f  the  sa ln t ' s  b iography  (a l though tnany  o f

Posaessed book le ts  conta in ing  such in fo rmat ion) ;  what  I  r tas

rePeatedly r,ere stories of the salnt 's helP to fr leods

relat lves, or Personal experlence narrat lves.. l fhat D.tt€t*!
" For a ful ler treatnent of this lncident, see my art icle'Auberginee fronr Heavenr FoIk t tel lglon and L€glt lnacion,, Talktncr

F o l k l o r e ,  9  ( S u m o r  1 9 9 0 ) ,  l - ? . that St Gerard worked - a criterion connon to thq fai
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nos t  re l ig ious  t rad l t ionB.

t{hen dealing with devot, ion Lo Ea-inra, a frequent complaint by

apo log lo ta  and scho lars  hag concerned the  ,miause,  o f  devot ionat

obJecta guch as medals and rel ice, hany Newfoundland women wore

st Gerard rf ledala, for example, to shovr they had placed themselves

under  the  6a in t 'g  p ro tec t ion ,  bu t  Lhere  Here  occas iong lvhen tne

meda-l was clearly act ing aB more than 6 mere nemorial or aid to

contenp la t ion .  That  p€op le  u€re  prepared to  go  to  cone iderab)e

lengtha to get a medar Ln eone cl-rcurnstanceg ls demonstrated by

the f ol lor ing inci.dent, rel.ated by a 
",orft tn 

ln a renote

l lenf oundland outport l '  :

t fel},  her f i rat baby, you knov, ghe had a ]ot of trouble,

and they come to ny place to get the medal, .  her

nothsr come to nry place in the niddle of the night, twelve
i

o,c lock  tn  the  n igh t ,  ro  ge t  the  meda l .  yeah,  and you know
. tyaa a  rough n lgh t ,  aee,  in  the  w j .n te r ,  and she come and

aaked fo r  the  rneda l  And ahe ea id ,  ,Don, t  th ink  ahe

I the  n id r i feJ  i s  go ing  to  a6ve her , ,  so  she coroe  a f te r  the

roedar  t re rve  o 'c lock  tn  the  n lgh t .  And eh ,  6he sent  ln  and

put the medal on her, and the next morning they come out and

ga id  ghe wae a l l  r - ighr ,  ghe had a  baby  boy .

ihe fact th.t  8omeon€ eras prepared to v€ntur€ ouL on a srorrny

niqht to obtain a rnedal indicafes an asaumption that the power

of the aalnt could in some way tre nore effect ively appropriated
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by th€ presence of his rnedal; converaely, the fact that the

Bituation lrnproved after the rnedal had been obtalned could be

taken as Justi f icat ion of that assumption

There hras a loc of lntere8tlng material ln thlg respect to be

galned from popular devotional I l terature. Because this tyPe of

mater ia l  tends  no t  to  be  taken aer ious ly  by  echo lars ,  i t s

inf l-uence at popular level can be undere6tinated. fn Ehe case

of devotlon to St Gerard, for example, three magazines publiehed

by Ehe Redernptorists (.E!Lsn, uother of Perpetual l lelp and

Iladonna) were part icularly inf luential. Such I l terature

demonstrates how rel igion hae been presented to the nalaes, and

although i t  night emerge frorn an off icial aourc€, l t8 concern

wiEh populariaing i t8 megaage and contents seem on occ6sion to

override str ict ly theological considerations. l ladonna Eagazine,

for example, ran varloua art lcles on nredals. Readers were

reminded that ' the effects don't  depend upon the nedal i tself ,

but upon the mercy of God who regarda the prayers of the Church

and the  d ispos i t ions  o f  the  rearers  o f  the  meda l ' l t ;

neverche l .eaa,  the  conten t ion  tha t  'Heda la  in  your  l i fe ,  i f  worn

with tatth anC devotion, can obtain God's protection for you and

endless Blessings'r0 rrould appear to irnply that medals could be

sourcea of dlvine F,ower, thua reinforcing folk rel igious

pracc ic€ .

,  _ . - t t  
,Outpor t ,  l s  the  Hewfound land te r rn  fo r  a  sna l l  coaata ldett l€nent; nany-outporta are quite ieorated, and aone Ean st irronly be reached by aea.

l t  ' i ledalg In Your L l fer '  I .adonna.,

? o  r b i d ,

3 3 .  N o  2  ( F e b  1 9 5 0 ) ,  2 7 .
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the extent to rrhlch the Lnternrngl i .ng of offrclal,  folk and

individual bel iefa and prait icee is a constanr feature of

rel lglon ahould not be underestinated, aa conparisons between

pre-Refornation and contenporary Cathol icien sholr. '  RonaId

Finucane, for exampre, rrr i tes 'rn practrce the dlat. inct, ions

between ehat 18 now carr.ed ' folk remedy", farth-hearlng and

proper nedical attention are inappropriate to the Hiddle Ages.

The slck drew upon alr at the aame t ine cr went from one to the

ot .her . . r r  Such behav iour  le  no t  un ique to  the  H idd le  Agea.  One

wonan told me that her Dother used to trert st i .es by crossing

chem wlEh her  wedd lng  r i .ng  1an es tab l iehed fo lk - re l ig ioua cure) ,

crossing thero with her picture of st Gerard {of whon ehe was

part icularly fond)r and bathing then rr lEh boracic acld {a videly

recognioed folk renedy). Another nonan gaid ,you don,t.  ask the

inpoeaible of S! Gerard, you know, you go to the doctor too

'  bu t  h ie  he lp ,  h re  ln te rcesa ion  a l .ng  w i th  your  medrcar . ,

There is nothing pecul iar about naking use of nhat are Been as

complementary reaourcea a! Llres of need.

Another  ra ther  typ ica l  con ten t ion  ls  tha t ,An ou ts tand ing

charac ter ig t i c  o f  the  'barbar ian-  
[8 ic l  chr is t ian i ty  o f  rhe  ear ly

Hiddre Ageo waa the bel ief in rerics that worhed sronders.,22

iBr ie f l y ,  there  are  th ree  d i f fe ren t  c lasaes  o f  re l i cs :  f i r s t

c l a c s  -  r e n a i n s  o f  t h e  a a l n c ' a  b o d y ;  g e c o n d  c l a s s  -  o b J e c t s ' w i c h

l 'h ich  the  ca in t  cane in to  contac t  ruhen a l i ve ;  th i rd  c iass  _
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obJects rrhich have been In contact with a f irst clas8 rel ic. A

uaSonna art lcle 'what Do You l(now About Relicg?' 23 told readers

that 'Of thenselveg rel ics do NO? po""""" any niraculoug porrersr '

but asserced t,hat ' l { i racl€ upon niracle attests to th€ power of

the Saintg, mlEN I}|VOXED IHROUGH THEIR RELICS.'

I wag told a number of personal experience naratives by rnothers'

a nldwife and a Redenptorist father involving rel ics, of shich

the fol loving ls an exarnple. The xonan involved has part icular

devol ion to St Gerard anci poBaeasea a third claeg rel ic of St

Gerard.

When I had ne last one we vaa having trouble, and there uas

no doctor in the bay, so that 's what I  ueed, ne rel ic of St

Gerard, and I.elwaya 6ays t,hat '8 who helped me .

frhe nldwifeJ ehe eaid, ' I  knon you've got devocion to St

G e r a r d , ' s h e  s a i d ,  ' s o  p r . y  t o  h i n , '  A n d  f  s a i d  t o  h e r ,  I

sa id ,  'You pa6s  over  the  re l i c . '  I  sa id ,  'S t  Gerard  s i l l  do

vhatever  he  can, '  So  tha t ' s  what  she done,  ahe paseed the

rel ic and crogsed ne atomach, and next pain me daughter was

born, Now, f never haemorlhaged one bit  afterwards, but I

was haenorrhaging before.

This perfect ly nornal Uoman 1g no barbarlan. She nerely accepts

the cornnonly held viet '  t .ha! a saint can operate noet effect ively

t,hrough his rel ic, and has had this view reinforced by her own

exper lence.'  l r  R o n a l d  C . . f l n u c a n e ,
va, H.J. !  Rorrman andI , i c r l e f i e l d ,  t 9 7 7 ) ,  p . O A . -

r '  rb id,  p.  25 .
t r  H a d o n n a ,  2 9 ,  N o  I  ( J a n  1 9 5 5 ) ,  { - ? .
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l {e ghould rernenber that the dif f icult ie8 of keeFing abreaat of

r rha t  ac tua l l y  compr ises  o f f ida l ' re l lg ion  are  cone iderab le .  In

Newfoundland, for example, the only theology most people knew had

come fron the pulpit ,  frorn popular devotional l i terature, fron

nun6,  f rom fe l loc r  Catho l i cg  -  no l l€  o f  thern  necesaar i l y  re l iab le

aources .  A  pr ies t  had to ld  an  in fo rnant ,  who was car ry ing  h is

bag a t  the  t i tne ,  tha t  he lp ing  a  c le r ic  earns  200 days  lndu lgence.

ft  r ,A6 int€resting to compare a young Redemptoriet ir ieat who

actively squinned when an older woman with gieat devotion to 5r

Gerard tr ied to croee hin and me wirh her st Gerard nei lal wich

the older Redenptori8t rrho had told ure about a rniracle he had

he lped e f fec t  w i th  the  a ld  o f  a  re l i c  o f  S t  Gerard ,  and who

hlmaelf freguently croaaed p€ople ulth a St Gerard nedal. To be

more extreDe, *e night coDpare a Vatican II  theologian lr i th the

nun nho told nr€ that her thlrd claaa r€I lc of St Garard {a rnedal

containlng a t iny piece of cloth which had been touched to a

f i r B t  c l a 8 8  r e l i c ;  w a s ' n o r e  p o w e r f u l ' t h a n  a  n e d a l  b e c a u s e  i t

i ras 'a piece of the saint,.  I t  should be remenbered that

whateyer a profeesional rel. lgioua peraon in whatever tradit ion

te l la  a  lay  peraon,  l lbe i t  a  fo tk  o r  pore ly  id iosyncra t tc  be l ie f

o r  p r .cc ic€ ,  i s  l iab le  io  h  be l ieved ind  taken as  o f f i c ia l

because o l  tha f  peraon 's  E ta tus

I  d rer r  a t ten t ion  ear l ie r  to  t t le  fac t  tha t  be l ie fs  nnd prac t ices

can e l ip  f roo  o f f i c ia l ' to  fo lk ,  and v lce  vsrsa .  In  the  Catho l i c

tradlt ion, an elemenc of folk bel ief and behaviour is inpl ici t

in  lhe  o f f i c ia l  p rocedure  fo r  the  c rea t ion  o f  a  aa in t .

Similarly, I  would l ike so conclude with a good example of
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something sl ipping fron off icial to fol.k rel igion - devocion to

St Christopher. St Christopher is commonly known in Newfoundland

as 'patron of Che cars',  and when he coneg up in conversation

people tend to quip things l ike 'He guarantees nothing over

sixty, mind. '  t{ost people sirnply do not rnention the fact rhat

St, Chrj.stopher has fal len from off icial favour. Hosever. one man

explained the apparent contradict ions

See,  s ince  the  new l i tu rg ica l  ca lendar ,  there 'E  been a  lo t

of changes. St Christopher ' ,ras erased. Everybody Prays to

hin. They seemed to take hj.m off the calendar'  But

ac iua l l y ,  he  was on ly  taken o f f  ihe  l i tu rg ica l  ca l .endar  to  make

room for later sainEs, you knos? As far as I 'm ccncesd, he's

s t i l . l  ac t i ve .

one example of a fair ly typical St Christopher narrat ive

involving a variety of aspects of folk bel ief was related to me

in  re la t ion  to  a  par t i cu la r  spo t  in  Newfound land:

you see th is  s t re tch  o f  road here? He l l '  there  was an

acc ident  her  a  wh j . lee  back .  Car  Jusc  d idn ' t  make thac  las t

bend there, Just left  the road, and h,ent down on those rocks

there ,  see? Dr iver  shou ld 've  been dead bu t  he  go t  ouc  tha ts

car and wal.ked back up the road. See, he had one of rhern

l i c t le  s t  chr is tophers ,  and he  says  h imse l f .  ' twas  on ly  the

s taLue on  h is  dashboard  eaved h in .

Contex tua l i s inq ,  one cou ld  say  tha t  a t  a  t ime when devot ion  to

sa in ts  i s  be ing  p layed down in  o f f i c ia l  c i rc les ,  nar ra t i veE

aff irrning the eff icacy of devotional obJects can be seen as a
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means o f  express ing  and uPho ld ing  t rad i t iona l  fo lk  p ie ty . ! t

However, without the phenomenological f leldwork, without

recogn is ing  tha t  th is  aspec t  o f  be l i .e f  anC Prac t ice  i3  a  coherent

part of what conprises rel igion for these people. we would have

a nuch less  accura te  p ic tu re  o f  the i r  re l ig ious  l i fe .  I f  ue  were

s inp ly  to  condernn or  l .gnore  such behav iour  as  unof f i c ia l ,  there

wou ld  be  no th ing  to  pu t  in  contex t  and our  unders t ,and ing  o f

popu lar  re l ig ion  wou ld  be  the  poorer  fo r  i t .

I  am thus suggesting thats phenomenology, far from bei.ng nere.ly

deacript ive, is an inportant nethodologlcal tool i f  we are to

a t ta in  a  rea l i s t i c  v iew o f  re l ig ion  as  i t  i s  I i ved ,  as  opposed

to  some san i t i sed  idea l  o f  how i t  shou ld  be ,  I  am auggest ing ,

furthermore, that rel igion can be viewed In terms of three basic

componen ls  -  o f f i c la l  re l ig ion  ( rnean ing  what  ia  accepted

or lhodoxy  a t  any  g iven t i rne ,  a l though th is  i s  subJec t  to  change) ,

fo lk  re l ig ion  ( tha t  wh ich  is  genera l l y  accepted  and t ransmi t ted

be l ie f  and prac t . i ce ,  rega: -d less  o f  the  o f f i c ia l  v iew l  and

ind iv idua l  re l ig ion  ( the  produc t  o f  the  rece ived t rad i t ion ,  p lus

persona l  be l ie fs  and in te rpre ta t ions) .  I  have t r ied  to  show

someth ing  o f  che  in te rp lay  be tween these ca tegor ies ,  and the

prob lens  o f  d is t ingu isb lng  be tween them fo r  bo th  the  par t i c ipant

and the obaerver.

?he d i f f i cu l t ies  o f  keep ing  abreas t  c f  what  acrua l l y  conpr ises

tt For a ful ler treatmen! of rhis phenonenon see ""Ivag
on ly  the  s ta tue  on  h is  dashboard ,  saved h im ' !  Nar ra t i ves  Af f i rm ing
the  Ef f i cacy  o f  Devot iona l  Ob]ec ts , '  Scand lnav ian  Yearbook  o f
l o l k l o r e ,  v o l  3 ?  (  1 9 8 f  ) ,  7 - I 0 .
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of f  r i .cial rel igion are congiderab).e, and innunerable people'e

rel lgious ldeas and behavlour contain a proport ion of fotk

rel lgion of whlch chey are unl lkely to be aware. I  think we can

safely a6aum€ that the woman who ventured out 'on a atorny night

to obtain a St Gerard medal for her daughter le unllkaly to have

thought, 'Expecting this to do any good is Just folk rel lglous and

not  o f f i c la l l y  Banc tLoned,  bu t  I ' I I  g ive  i t  a  t ry  anynay . ,  I t

wae aII part and parcel of wha! conrpriaed rel igion for chat

person,

Yoder, you may recal l ,  deecribee folk rel lgion as ' the total i ty

of al l  those vieers and practlces of rel igion that exist among the

people apart from and alongslde the Etr lct ly theologlcal and

l i turgical forma of the off icial rel igion.,20 I would ] ike to

Buggest that both bel leverg and scholars t6nd to overegtinate the

s t r i c t l y  theo log ica l  o r  ph i losoph ica l  con ten t  o f  no8t  peop le 's

rel igioua beltefs and practicee, and coneequently undereetimate

the extent and funportance of folk rel iglon. To disrsigs folk

rel igion as aberrant rel igion or regard i t  as a devlat ion from

the norm Ls to miaunderstand what ie nortnative. To ignore i t  is

to inpoverish our understonding of rel igion.

Phencnenology of rel lgion nay be deacript iver but i t  is not

nerelv descript ive. Accurate, rudgenent-free report ing is

lnvaluabl.e ln th€ study of rel lglons, rnd we undervl lue l t  ! t  our

p e r i I .

to Yoder , I il ,


