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			Introduction

		

		
			Scan the contemporary religious landscape, and you will find people from all traditions fervently pursuing spiritual encounters. Look in one crowded church, and you find that everybody is jumping up and down and shouting, tears flowing freely. Across town, a well-dressed congregation stares at printed text and chants archaic words in unison. Over at the meditation center, twenty people sit cross-legged in a sweaty room and no one makes a sound. At the mosque, a dozen men, side-by-side, are digging their foreheads into a carpet while another man stands beside them and sings.

			All of these people are engaged in “religion,” and yet the contrasts in what they actually do during their rituals are striking. Do these differences matter? Religious beliefs, after all, not rituals, are what usually dominate contemporary conversations about religion. What matters is where one puts one’s faith, one’s pledge of allegiance to a particular god or creed. To be religious, it would seem, is to think certain things, or perhaps even to call oneself a certain thing. But then, what to make of all the rituals, which appear across all cultures and eras? What are all these people trying to do?

			This book makes the case that, despite all the differences on the surface, rituals across religious traditions all strive for the same basic achievement: a feeling of the supernatural, or what I am calling “the spirit.” The spirit is collective effervescence in rituals that focus on religion. As such, based on Émile Durkheim’s argument, it is the source of not only religious beliefs, but also morality, identity, purpose, and even our ability to reason. I share evidence from fieldwork to show that the sources of the spirit are neither elusive nor mysterious. Rather, it will arise reliably when people in each other’s company move and talk in certain ways. 

			Consider two moments recorded in my field notes:

			Four grandmothers are clapping and singing about Heaven up at the front of the sanctuary. They want the rest of us to clap and sing too. Most of us don’t seem to be feeling it yet. The oldest and smallest of the women gets playful. She leans forward, puts her hands on her hips, purses her lips; she is scolding us. Next, in rhythm with the digital organ, she starts jerking her body left and right, to-and-fro. The other grandmas watch her innovative dance moves and laugh. Someone says “Here she goes.” A few seconds later, she’s marching toward us, still in rhythm with the organist. Now she’s walking in the aisle between the first few pews, hunching forward and clapping, looking in people’s eyes, flashing contagious smiles. I have a quick vision of what this elderly woman might have looked like in her 20s. I’m feeling the music now. I look around. Most of the congregation is beaming. Many are laughing. Some are shouting her on. “Go girl!” “Mmm-hmm.” Everybody’s clapping. I’m too far back to make eye contact with her. Why didn’t I sit closer to the front?

			At another church, on another Sunday:

			Pastor Craig asks us to stand up, turn to our neighbors, and greet them with the love of Christ. I never know what else I’m supposed to say at these moments, but I’ll make a go of it. The married couple next to me is privately conferring with each other about something, so I turn to the pew behind me. I exchange good mornings with a family of four. The parents are cordial; their kids look at me suspiciously. The parents turn and greet someone else, and their kids sit back down. I just sort of stand there for a few seconds. There’s another middle-aged guy next to the family, gazing toward the stage. “Good morning,” I say. I seem to have broken his reverie. “Good morning,” he says, with a half-smile and a nod. I extend my hand. We shake. He digs his hands back into his pockets. He’s leaning back, looking at me quizzically. Maybe I’ll tell him I’m a visitor, and ask how long he’s been attending. “I’m Scott.” He’s Jack. That’s as far as we get, since Pastor Craig is already telling us to turn to Hymn 143. I nod at Jack. He nods at me. While searching for Hymn 143, I have a chance to glance at my watch. 

			In the first account, a woman’s sprightly dance moves transformed a Christian service. Something about her movements and sounds, and the way the congregation responded, clearly altered how the ritual felt. There was no mystery about the woman’s intentions. As is very common in the black Protestant tradition of which she is a part, members of her church speak openly about their intentions to “feel the Spirit,” and how they have to work together to make this happen. At home on Sunday mornings, they get “prayed up,” trying to “get the Spirit going.” They talk about Sunday School as though it is a “warm-up.” When they talk about their services, they talk about strategy, almost like they are going into battle, or a competition of some sort. But who or what must they overcome, since they gather with each other? Based on their comments, it is the occasion itself that is the challenge. They have to work together to transform it from mundane to sacred. Success requires ingenuity and effort, and they admit that they do not always succeed. But they keep at it for hours if they have to, they usually do succeed, and they keep coming back for more. 

			The second account, from a different Christian church, was like many other moments during this research. It was hardly tragic, but like much of the rest of their service it looked and felt obligatory and halfhearted. Most of the congregation stood and greeted someone, but there was no chance to build up any interpersonal momentum. If a congregation thinks there is value in holding a greeting time, then why keep it so brief? This is not a merely rhetorical question, but rather is the sort of technical question I ask many times in the pages ahead. Worship leaders and congregants offer a variety of rationales for the practice itself. “Passing the peace” has been a formal feature of many Christian liturgies since ancient times, adapted by many contemporary congregations into a less formal “greeting,” so one explanation is that they find inherent value in keeping up a long tradition. Additionally, this congregation prizes “fellowship,” and looks to create opportunities, even brief ones, to build loving bonds with each other. The congregants also expressed, pragmatically, that they prefer not to sit still and listen for an entire hour. Standing and moving around a little “gets the blood flowing,” and feels less like sitting through a lecture. I discovered after the service, though, the main reason for the brevity of this particular congregation’s greeting practice: they pride themselves on prompt services that never extend beyond 60 minutes. Service length is an issue I consider closely in the pages ahead. No one wants a ritual to continue indefinitely, but comparison with other services suggests that this church’s devotion to ending promptly is a simple ritual choice among many that impedes rather than advances their goal of a transformative spiritual encounter.

			Objective

			The spirit is a powerful and unseen force that enters the scene when a religious ritual is clicking. By contrast, the spirit stays away when a ritual feels off, when those gathered are bored, distracted, or just going through the motions. With careful attention to the right details, we can confidently predict when this invisible power will arrive and vitalize. 

			I participated in a diverse range of religious rituals in order to decipher generalizable methods for capturing the spirit. The evidence I found suggests that the same small set of underlying social dynamics reliably determines whether a ritual succeeds or fails, regardless of which religious groups we want to consider and regardless of how different they might appear from each other on the surface. A ritual’s effectiveness, and thus the spirit’s arrival, routinely depends on issues that seem rather mundane by comparison—things like whether the church bulletin contains typos, where the door to the sanctuary is located, or how loud the organ is—but which nonetheless alter the social dynamics. Encounters with the spirit are collective achievements, dependent on concrete choices the congregation makes, even very subtle ones, regarding how to go about their ritual practices.

			I joined in with Conservative Jews, Bible Belt Muslims, white Baptists, black Baptists, Latino Catholics, and Buddhist meditators. This sample design was motivated, in part, by a desire to account for organizations that fall outside the religious mainstream in America. Too often in the sociology of religion in the U.S., traditions such as Islam, Buddhism, Judaism, black Protestantism, and Latino Catholicism are effectively ignored due to relatively small numbers or lack of organizational records. Researchers frequently call for more work on non-Christian religious experiences and practices (e.g., Bruce 1999; Cadge et al. 2011; Edgell 2012; Poulson and Campbell 2010), and the nature of the research questions suggested that this study would be an excellent opportunity to consider some of these traditions in closer detail. 

			Focus groups from each organization spoke with me at length about their services and their past experiences together. I examine the microsociological details of these encounters over the course of five chapters. Each chapter focuses on a single ritual dynamic, and compares how it is handled by two separate religious groups. 

			Before providing more details on these methods, though, I should introduce the sociological theory that guided their logic.

			A Theory of the Spirit

			This book’s notion of spirit is based on ideas from Émile Durkheim. Durkheim used the phrase “collective effervescence” to indicate an intense emotional experience that emerges among people engaged together in a successful ritual. He argued that although the experience is due to the actions of a gathered crowd, they attribute it to sacred powers. In his study of ancient Australian and Native American religious rituals, Durkheim observed:

			Once the individuals are gathered together, a sort of electricity is generated from their closeness and quickly launches them to an extraordinary height of exaltation. Every emotion expressed resonates without interference in consciousnesses that are wide open to external impressions, each one echoing the others. The initial impulse is thereby amplified each time it is echoed, like an avalanche that grows as it goes along (1912, 217–18).

			This self-perpetuating force is almost always considered by people who feel it to be mysterious and supernatural in origin. Durkheim, though, insisted that what they actually sense is collective emotion, catalyzed by particular patterns of social activity. 

			Durkheim argued that collective effervescence has enormous human consequences. Most fundamentally, as I will discuss in Chapter 1, he contended that effervescence opens up the possibility of shared “categories of the understanding,” a basic mental framework that allows humans to reason together in mutually intelligible ways. His book The Elementary Forms of Religious Life is a bold attempt to settle a major epistemological debate, advancing a profound but frequently overlooked argument for the fundamental role of social practices (Durkheim 1912; Rawls 2004). Beyond this but related to it, he argued that effervescence produces “social solidarity,” a long-term feeling that allows people to know with confidence who they are, what they are certain of, and what they want to do in the future.1 Social solidarity preserves the feeling of force generated by collective effervescence. The individual recalls the ritual’s power when she reencounters its sacred symbols, and the intense group experience thus continues to influence her perceptions, feelings, thoughts, and behaviors. The concept of social solidarity thereby opens a theoretical pathway for understanding how the group’s collective spirit lingers and influences the individual even when she is alone.2

			Durkheim’s theory applies broadly in social life, to virtually any type of ritual. Religious rituals, though, when effective, are uniquely potent. Armed with authority over what is most sacred, they are particularly well-suited for generating feelings of certainty about identity, morality, and truth. The idea is that sacred beliefs and values are a consequence of religious rituals, not the other way around. In both Durkheim’s era and our own, this argument for the priority of practice cuts against the grain of commonsense thinking about religion. 

			In recent years, Durkheim’s theory has been updated and retooled by the sociologist Randall Collins. Collins’ interaction ritual (IR) theory predicts when and how effervescence and solidarity will appear and what their consequences will be.3 Although there is a growing interest in integrating insights from the sociology of religion and the sociology of emotions (Riis and Woodhead 2010), research on religious IRs is still in a very early stage.4 

			Collins’ theory synthesizes accumulated knowledge from several of the discipline’s most profound thinkers. Durkheim’s work on religion and knowledge, George Herbert Mead’s work on symbolic exchange and identity, and Erving Goffman’s work on the implicit rules of social interaction all provide microlevel starting points. Building up to higher levels of analysis, organizations are understood as groups of people who repeat certain kinds of rituals with each other, and whose ability to conduct emotionally intense rituals directs their degree of success in accomplishing collective goals (Collins 1975). Max Weber’s work on organizational conflict, stratification, and power is integrated into the theory at this higher

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
			

			
				
					
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Crowded assemblies entice to the spirit, unless the members of the crowd are too rich or highly educated (relevant dynamic: bodily copresence).

					The longer the ritual, the more likely the spirit will show up (focus of attention).

					When a high proportion of members attend frequently (creating interaction ritual chains), the spirit is inclined to join them.

					The spirit favors organizations who designate certain behaviors as stigmatic (barriers to outsiders). 

			

			
			
					Organizations who claim to value diversity less have the best chance of capturing the spirit (barriers to outsiders).

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Poorer congregations experience an increase in effervescence when the ritual is crowded.

					Wealthier congregations experience a decrease in effervescence when the ritual is crowded.

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
					
					
						
							
							
							
						
						
							
									
									
								
									
									
								
									
									
								
							

							
									
									
								
									
									
								
									
									
									
									
									
									
									
								
							

							
									
									
								
									
									
								
									
									
									
									
									
									
									
								
							

							
									
									
								
									
									
								
									
									
									
									
									
									
								
							

							
									
									
								
									
									
								
									
									
									
									
									
									
								
							

							
									
									
								
									
									
								
									
									
									
									
									
								
							

							
									
									
								
									
									
								
									
									
									
									
									
								
							

						
					

				

			

			
			
			
					How do material aspects of rituals impact the spirit? For example, does it matter how many people are gathered, how much money they have, or even which musical instruments they choose to play?

					Does a ritual’s location affect the spirit? Does the design of the worship space make a difference? Does a group’s ability to conjure it depend on where they happen to live?

					Is the spirit influenced by timing? Does it matter how long a ritual lasts, or which events happen during which moments? Related, can the spirit be hurried? 

					How does the spirit conjoin discrete minds? 

					When the spirit drifts away, how can it be recaptured?

					Is the spirit enticed by certain kinds of symbols more than others? How does it respond to individualism? How does it respond when some participants, all the men for example, are given privileged statuses during worship? 

					How and why does a spirit of solidarity metamorphose into a spirit of conflict?

					How and why does a spirit of conflict metamorphose into a spirit of solidarity?

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPS-ItalicMT.ttf



OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPSMT.ttf



OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPS-BoldMT.ttf


cover.jpeg
N

N

f

~N

RELIGIOUS
INTERACTION
RITUAL

THE MICROSOCIOLOGY OF
TlRIE SR

Scott Draper







OEBPS/font/OptimaLTStd.otf


OEBPS/font/OptimaLTStd-Italic.otf


OEBPS/font/OptimaLTStd-Bold.otf


OEBPS/image/Infinity_symbol_TM.jpg






