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LOOKING FOR EXPERIENCES OF RELIGION. 
A semiotic contribution to practical theological research on religious narrative.

Toke Elshof


This article which is methodological in nature, focuses on academic research in the Netherlands to religiosity in home life and parenting. It comprises three parts.  
The first paragraph describes the most important findings from five studies of the last three decenniums. These findings focus on religious socialization in domestic life. Three of these studies react to the Roman Catholic context, whereas the other two discuss the Protestant-Christian religiosity of domestic life. These studies provide in addition to their findings, evidence of a prepossessed research prospective which constantly changes. They look each in their own way to the religious praxis. Studies in domestic religious praxis show a number of important research findings but also clarify that the point of view taken in advanced by the researcher, give direction to the information which has been found.
The second paragraph reproduces a different research approach. The reason for this different approach formed the practical theological research that wanted to get insight into the religious lifeworld perspective from three generations.  A. J. M. Elshof: Van huis uit katholiek. Een praktisch theologisch, semiotisch onderzoek naar de ontwikkeling van religiositeit in drie generaties van rooms-katholieke families. Delft 2008. According to this paragraph, a maximum theoretical and methodological openness is requested for this kind of research. It accounts for the choice of a biographical depth interview as a method to obtain information and the method of the Paris semiotics by which the obtainable information can be analyzed.
The result from this open research approach will be clarified in the third paragraph, in which bodily religiosity seems to be the most important locus of of religiosity. In the bodily religiosity there are four dimensions to differentiate. An explanation will be given to each dimension, and to the  way to which extent the semiotic approach contributes to a broader view on religiosity.         
 
1.	Five studies on domestic religious socialization

The following five studies provide a good insight into the Dutch scientific research on domestic religious socialization. 

a.	Trees Andree, 1983
Trees Andree compares in her religious pedagogic research the religiosity  of parents and children. T. Andree: Gelovig word je niet vanzelf. Godsdienstige vorming van rooms-katholieke jongeren tussen de 12 en 20 jaar. Nijmegen Andree,T.1983. 208 families have participated this research that were randomly approached by several parishes in the province of Utrecht. These include 204 mothers, 187 fathers and 202 youngsters. At the comparisons the focus is on age and generational related features. For these reasons the youngsters are subdivided into three age categories: 12-14 years,  15-17 years and 18-20 years. Comparing the devoutness/religiousness of the parents with their own children was not always possible because not all family records were complete.  She states that religion as a result of social development such as secularization and privatization has been forced back to the private dominion of the family.  T. Andree,Andree,T. pp. 45-52
 As a result, the parents carry to an increasing extent the responsibility for a religious education. They realize this responsibility in a ecclesiastical context which is characterized by movement and renewal in which known and collectively given forms of devotion (church going, confession, fast- and days of abstention, domestic rituals, etc) have lost their obvious meaning.  T. Andree, pp. 55-65Also changes are visible in the way parental religious education is embedded in the catechetic triangle of family-school-church. T. Andree, pp. 77-78
It is against this background that Andree compares the religiosity between parents and youngsters on the level of religious beliefs (for example, the believe in a personal God, Christ as a son of God, heaven, hell, the purgatory and the devil), on the level of religious behavior (church going, praying, reading the Bible and religious conversation) and on the level of religious involvement (formal relations, active participation and the authority of religious regulatory requirements. Three themes can be distinguished within these regulations: marriage and sexuality, human rights/justice and inner church regulations). She noticed the diminishing sense of religiosity in families. This decrease regards the parents itself in the first place. Parents believe less than they did before. As a result, they practice their belief in a lesser extent. Also the authority that parents grant to ecclesiastical pronouncements diminishes. Andree notices that mothers in terms of attitudes and behaviour are more religious than fathers. Mothers assign, more than fathers, to ecclesiastical regulations and mothers have more ties with the church as a religious community. Moreover they play a larger role in religious education than fathers do. The views and behaviors of the youth are in line with their parents. That is, what the parents belief and practice, the youngsters will too. However, they do this in a lesser degree than their parents. Also with regard to the authority of ecclesiastical speech is this noticeable; both the parents and their children (dis)agree with the statements posed to them. The young assign less to authority than their parents, by which the growing unfamiliarity of such views play a part.  Andree, pp. 170-191 Their own consciousness becomes more and more a controlling factor and instructor for their actions. The meaning the church gets in its own religious life decreases. This is mainly visible among young people and fathers. They see themselves as Christians but do not need the church for that. Mothers, on the other hand, do not show a decrease nor a change in their prediction pattern with regard to the church. They develop a need for religious community in which they can experience and communicate their faith. 
Parents are usually less religious than they were before. Although, they are more religious than the young are now. Religious parents often have religious children just like parents who are not religious have children who are also not religious. The mother in relation to the religiosity of the parents and of the young often has a more dominant role. Andree states that a religious domestic environment is a criterion for the development of religiosity by children. She emphasizes the value of religious habits such as: church-going, the prayer before every meal and above all the evening prayer.  Andree, p. 264 These religious habits seem to play an essential part in the development of religiosity of the young. However, such routine of religious habit formation must be embedded in the religiosity of the parents. A personal position is required from the parents on the level of religious habit formation as well as on their own religiosity. Only such a background can give meaning to the parental example.                


b. Fred van der Slik, 1992
Almost ten years later, Fred van der Slik publishes his religion-psychological research amongst Roman-Catholic parents and their children.  F van der Slik: Overtuigingen, attituden, gedrag en ervaringen. En onderzoek naar de godsdienstigheid van ouders en van hun kinderen.  Nijmegen Slik, F. van der1992. The research group comprised 146 mothers, 138 fathers and 171 youngsters with an average age of 22 years. In comparison with the research group of Andree these youngsters are older and the group in a whole is stronger religiously involved. There is recruited amongst the young people who participated in Tilburg national youth choir day and among young people who participated in a study day of the Theological Faculty in Tilburg. The parents of these youngsters are addressed.   He has done his research on religious education in families. Within religiosity he differentiates more aspects. In the religious beliefs, Slik wants to gain more insight into the development of Christian religiosity which has become loosened from traditional ecclesiastical patterns.  F. van der Slik, Slik, F. van derpp. 71-91 and 156-158. It is for this reason that in spite of the search for traditional religious beliefs, in which the individual relations with a transcendental God is stressed, he also searches for a more contemporary Christian religiosity that stresses more on the interhuman relations as a founding place of God’s transcendence. Besides religious beliefs, Van der Slik also examines religious behaviour. He brings up questions such as how often divine services are attended or if communal praying still exists.  F. van der Slik, Slik, F. van derpp. 163-164. Then he examines religious attitudes which he distinguishes an intrinsic attitude (a religious attitude which the individual is directly appointed to God. From this position one seeks to connect the experiences of everyday life with the religious beliefs) a socially independent attitude (a religious attitude in which one tries to discover the meaning of their own faith by associating with fellow believers) and a ‘personal purpose attitude’ which shows only concern for the persons own religious attitude at which the meaning of religion is sought in support, comfort and protection. F. van der Slik,Slik, F. van der pp. 17-67 and 159-163. Another aspect to consider is the religious experience, where the experience of God’s closeness as well as the experience of God’s absence is requested.  F. van der Slik, Slik, F. van derpp. 93-131 and 165-169. Moreover, religious communication has been closely examined: the way religious education took shape, the extent in which parents and children communicate about religious issues and the degree of empathetic involvement.  F. van der Slik,Slik, F. van der pp. 169-173. Finally, the perceived meaning of faith has been closely studied.  F. van der Slik,Slik, F. van der pp. 177-178.
Van der Slik has found out that the religiosity of the parents has an influence on the youth in two ways: a direct and indirect way. One can only talk about a direct influence when it comes to religious behaviour such as:  when the parents go to church and attend the communal prayer.  Also a later study of F van der Slik in collaboration with P. Scheepers states that a family has a large influence on the relation between church attendance and Christian faith; both are the result of growing up in a religious Christian family. Again, the relation between parents and children is significantly stronger in terms of religious behaviour than it is on the religious perceptions. Causes they mention are on the one hand that parents cannot force or check up on the perceptions of their children about faith. On the other hand, the lack of knowledge of and communication about the beliefs of their parents. See F. van der Slik and P. Scheepers: Religious socialization in the parental families: a sibling analysis. In: Social Sciences. and communication about the beliefs of their parents. See F. van der Slik & P. Scheepers: Religieuze socialisatie in het ouderlijke gezin: een sibling-analyse. In: Sociale Wetenschappen 40 (1997) 1, pp. 44-62.  Also, a more communicative religious education will lead to a more religious behaviour of the youth. Van der Slik means with the indirect way of parental influence that youngsters form an idea of the meaning that faith has for their parents. On the one hand, that image originates out of religious communication: the conversation between the parents and their children about religion. In addition, the view youngsters get from observing the life of their parents, gives insight into the meaning religion holds in this life. It is through the indirect path of the image that youngster get the meaning of faith in the lives of the parents. In this way parental influence exist on the religious development of the young. Not so much the fact that parents are religious is important, but the extent at which they can make it comprehensible why and in what way religion is important in their lives. If parents succeed it does not necessarily mean that children incorporate religion in their own lives too. It is rather so that the image youngsters have about the meaning of religion in the everyday lives of their parents is a starting point for their own religious development.  F. van der Slik, Slik, F. van derpp. 224-232.  

c. Dorothea Timmers-Huigens, 1997
In her religious -pedagogic research about the possibilities of intergenerative religious  
communication, Dorothea Timmers-Huigens reacts to the Protestant-Christian context. D. Timmers-Huigens: Interactieve geloofscommunicatie. Ervaringsordening en de kwaliteit van intergeneratieve communicatie in de christelijke gemeenschap. Kampen Timmers-Huigens, D.1997. This study, which is not based on an empirical research, comes from many years of practical involvement in the parish in terms of intergenerative religious communication, as is mentioned in the preface of the dissertation. p. 8. The empirical component is ‘evidence based’. See also D. Timmers-Huigens: Het geloofsgesprek tussen generaties. In: Praktische Theologie 29 (2002) 2, pp. 159- 176. 
She, just like Andree and Van der Slik, acknowledges the large influence of the parents on the religious socialization of youngsters. In her view, learning to believe does not have to be aimed at the transfer of knowledge, skills or practices. It is more important to teach the human ability to believe by provoking it. An open and accessible attitude to life must be strived for, also in relation to the religious tradition. Speaking about religious insights and telling religious stories, or the practice of pious behavior and rituals, might play a role in terms of the ‘trigger’: it can invoke to communicate. When it comes to learning to believe, the take-over of parental and traditional religious insights, skills and practices is of no great importance anymore. The youngsters have to develop their own and deliberate association with the religious tradition. When it comes to the communication between the generations, equality is of the essence. Both generations need to have a searching and questionable attitude regarding the religious tradition. The boundaries of the equality are defined by the possibilities of the child. She advocates a authoritarian education which is aimed at the child’s own personal dignity by taking its own experiential world seriously and to show that experiences, also religious experiences, are bodily and emotionally connected. Not only the word, but also the gesture, emotion and sensory perception plays an enormous part in religiosity and religious communication. 
Timmers-Huigens endorses the statement of Van der Slik, that becoming religious is beneficial for the communication that gives insight into the meaning which religion has in life. However, she stresses that such a communication can only be effective if the religion is continuative throughout life. D. Timmers-Huigens, Timmers-Huigens, D.1997, p. 240. Religion which leads a secret existence in different stages in life, enclosed in compartments, does not have a ‘luminating’fuction and therefore does not lead to communication about faith nor to religious young people. For the communication about faith it is necessary that faith  is integrated in every day life. The religious community of the church can play a supportive part regarding the religious community formed by the family. The study puts the intergenerative religious communication between parents and children in this wider context.  D. Timmers-HuigensTimmers-Huigens, D., 1997, pp. 251-254.         

d. Alma Lanser-van der Velde, 2000
The religious pedagogic research of Alma Lanser-van der Velde also has a Protestant-Christian context.  A. LanserLanser-van der Velde, A.-van der Velde: Geloven leren. Een theoretisch en empirisch onderzoek naar wederkering geloofsleren. Kampen 2000. The research group includes 16 parents (9 mothers and 7 fathers) who are very involved in the church. It includes regular church attendance and active participation in functions regarding the church: consistory, parish, church choir and assisting the youth/ child’s mass/ home catechesis. In addition to these parents the research group includes 10 youngsters (3 girls and 7 boys aged 16-17 years); children of those parents named previously. These youngsters meet each other for years in the catechism of the church and go to church as often as their parents, pp. 151-169). The study reports on the accountability, structuring, the progression and the evaluation of six discussion evenings for parents and youngsters who took place under the observation or guidance of the researcher. See also A. Lanser-van der Velde: Dat ik echt kan zeggen wat ik denk,…. en dat zij luisteren. Interactieve geloofsopvoeding in een tijd waarin geloof niet meer vanzelfsprekend is. In: Pedagogiek 21 (2001) 2, pp. 147-161. She also puts forward that children will become faithful by experiencing faith in a religious learning environment. The fact that parents raise their children with the wellknown and traditional ecclesiastical religiosity is according to Lanser-van der Velde not as obvious anymore as it has been. As it happens, parents see the way in which they have become religious not as relevant  anymore. Their own religious background does not qualify them in shaping and formulating a religious life. Children as well as the parents are still searching and so both can learn from each other. Parents don’t need to know everything. It is more important that they are open to the questions posed by themselves and their children. Through an action research, this study concludes that the success of such mutual religious learning  benefits from respecting other people's subjectivity, in trusting the intersubjectivity and an open approach to the religious tradition. Parents and youngsters learn by way of learning processes in a communicative process according to a Christian tradition (or elements from that) about themselves, each other and their relations. There is also talk of transforming doctrine which not only changes the parents and the youth but also the tradition. 
The research is characterized by the importance assigned to the reciprocal communication. It refers to Habermas in the sense that faith is a process in which communicative action is paramount, which may play a role in the protection against colonizing tendencies that threaten the environment. By appealing to the epistemology of Dewey  A LanserLanser-van der Velde, A.-van der Velde, 2000, pp. 27-65., Lanser-van der Velde has developed a vision on religious learning. This vision aims to transcend the duality between fides quae and fides qua: the religious content is visible in human action and the attitude to faith. God becomes real in the transaction of ideals and reality. Believing and religious learning is all about the human ability of doing and experiencing the good. Through this focus on the human good, God comes to light.  A. LanserLanser-van der Velde, A.-van der Velde, 2000, pp. 66-99. The idea is that God can be experienced in the world as transcendence in immanence; God can be experienced in experiences in which the ‘more than usual’ lights up. In her work and in line with Dewey, the term transcedence is meant in the meaning of ‘going beyond’; including in particular the crossing of the immanence from the immanence. Transcendence refers to people who are motivated or inspired to experience the reality differently or even changing it. In this process God comes to light. God’s transcendence namely has a process-orientated character; God is more of a ‘becoming’ than of a ‘coming’ order.   Therefore, faith gets for her an ethical side to it. The research emphasizes the importance of the communication. The objectives and the conversations which take place on this basis stress the possibility that parents and youngsters can learn from each other. They examine the conditions under which it can best be done: to reflect on their own experiences, learning how to put that into words, the notice of being taken seriously and the improvement of the communication skills. Mainly qualities on agogic level are mentioned.  A. lanser-van der Velde, 2000, p. 137. That what one can learn from each other, the religious contents, get less attention.   

e. Lia Vergouwen, 2001
Nearly a decade later than Van der Slik, Lia Vergouwen equally does her research on a psychological study of religion in the religious education of (mostly) Roman Catholic families.  L. Vergouwen: Een hemelsbrede gelijkenis. Geloofsopvoeding in godsdienstpsychologisch perspectief, NijmegenVergouwen, L. 2001. The research group consists of 40 Roman-Catholic families from Nijmegen, Overijssel and the Noordoospolder. At the recruiting there is aimed for a proportional representation of church-going families, families that are less involved with church-life and secularised families. In addition, the research group includes 10 Protestant-Christian families from Amsterdam. The interview material includes 53 parental interviews (2 interviews with both parents and 51 interviews with each parent separately of which 35 mothers and 16 fathers) and 50 youth interviews (with children of these parents) aged 17-21 years. 
 She also brings up the subject of religious education against the background of processes in society which contributes to the loss of meaning that religion has. There are no more institutional patterns or plausibility structures so that the responsibility of a successful religious education lies primarily with the parents. Her research on religious socialization within a family does not focus on similarities in terms of attitudes and behaviour but seeks structural and deeper aspects of religious transmission. Vergouwen takes the line of Fowler’s work that differentiates six stages in the religious development of people. Three of these stages are recognized and described in Vergouwen’s research; the mythic-literal meaning style,  L. VergouwenVergouwen, L., pp. 187-202.  the synthetical-conventional meaning style  L. Vergouwen,Vergouwen, L. pp. 203-239. and the autonomic-reflexive meaning style  L. Vergouwen, pp. 239-271.. 
	Contrary to expectations, Fowler’s typology does not seem to function as a development model. The stages don’t automatically succeed one another. The phases that have been found are not generation or age related. Thus, for example, an autonomic -reflexive style is not stronger noticeable amongst the parents than it is among the young. Nor is a synthetical- conventional style more noticeable amongst the young than the parents. The meaning these styles have on the other hand are more  heritable, that is a family connected, character. There is a strong correlation between the meaning style given by the parents and that of their children, while the meaning style of the parents relates to the level of education and the social class. Vergouwen discovers that what has been transferred from one family to another are not so much the religious practices or religious beliefs, but a particular way of dealing with religion and meaning. While in terms of  intended religious transmission (religious beliefs and behavior), parents and young people can differ, it appears that, in a more unconscious level, in an obvious and relatively unnoticed way, young people take over their parent’s way of being religious (the meaning style). This research brings this underlying structure and their familial- social hereditary character into the open. 

These studies together show several important research findings. But they also illustrate that each research has its own focus; not only in the aspects of religiosity that are examined but also in the presumptions the researchers go to work with.  A researcher such as Andree has mainly looked at religious attitudes and beliefs, which were institutionally related, whereas someone like Vergouwen pays hardly any attention to religiosity that is intertwined with religious tradition and community. Researchers such as Timmers-Huigens en Lanser-van der Velde stress the importance of a dialogical relationship with a religious tradition and community, while Van der Slik and Vergouwen pay more attention to non-institutional-related religiosity and on the aspects such as attitude, experience and communication. Timmers-Huigens also stress the importance of paying attention to the sensitive and the bodily. The studies of Van der Slik and Vergouwen assume and study religion only on their relevance to the private domain, whereas researchers such as Andree and Timmers-Huigens assume that religiosity has an impact on social and political domain. Vergouwen suspects, examines and finds unconsciously formed structures which influence the domestic religious socialization. These studies on the domestic religious praxis show a number of research findings but also clarify that the point of view taken by the researcher in advanced, gives direction to what is found.             

2.  The challenge of a more open research approach.
 
In my practical-theological study, set out to examine religiosity within a domestic life of three generations Roman Catholic families, I took on the task to develop another, more open approach. Rather than start from assumptions about the shape and meaning of the Catholic religion in  domestic life, I wanted to explore if the Catholic religion does get shape and meaning within domestic life and education, and if so: how. In my exploratory qualitative study, I mainly wanted to explore the experience from the inside. Not an already given vision on the significance of religion in domestic life should be central, nor a religious vision of the role the family plays or should play. Subject matter should be: the experiences with Catholicism of three generations of educative parents and their children. To me it’s about the lived religion, or theology of the laity.  H. Luther: Religion und Alltag. Bausteine zu einer Praktische Theologie dess Subjekts. Stuttgart 1992.
This demands a research approach which is as open as possible and that avoids the risk of premature interpretation. Furthermore, it requires an approach that does not ‘read’ the praxis from ‘the outside’ but explores religiosity, like it is announced ‘from within’. A premature and constraining interpretation of religiosity that is being examined should even during research that focuses on more generations be avoided. The risk of  one of them is huge. Indirectly the religiosity of a certain generation can become the standard to which the manifestations of other generations are measured. If, for example, the pillarised Catholicism becomes the standard, the young can only be recognised as religious when they regularly go to church and vote for a confessional political party. Such an approach under-appreciates the religious expressions of younger generations. If a postmodern criterion for religiosity forms the standard, only the elderly who focus on the acquisition of religious experiences can be seen as religious. In such an approach religious people over 75 are less likely to recognize themselves. In the study of religious change among more generations, it is imperative that the possible own perception and meaning of religiosity is recognized in every generation.           

The search for the development of the shape and the meaning of religiosity ‘from within’ requires a theoretical and a methodological openness. The method chosen to acquire data was the biographical interview. The method chosen to analyze the interview transcripts was Paris School semiotics. These methods were selected because of their focus on the perspective ‘from within’. The biographical depth-interview is a good qualitative research method for rendering the life-world perspective. It sets out a view of the action and the intentionality which is expressed therein.  F. Wester: Strategieën voor kwalitatief onderzoek. Bussum, 1995, p 15; D.B. Baarda, M .P. M. de Goede & J. Teunissen: Basisboek Kwalitatief Onderzoek. Houten 1997, pp.130-133. This method is recommended with the question how religiosity, in the context of contemporary life and in the course of time has changed in shape and meaning. It is the most appropriate method to examine religiosity when conventional patterns and concepts are not sufficient anymore.  P. van Rooden: Oral history en het vreemde sterven van het Nederlandse christendom. In: Bijdragen en Mededelingen betreffende de geschiedenis der Nederlanden. 2004-4, pp. 524-551.
An interview schedule with a funnel module is preferred.  F. Wester, p. 129 Such a schedule starts with an open narrative section which is associative. Only the initial question is fixed.  I. Maso & A. Smalo: Kwalitatief Onderzoek: praktijk en theorie. Amsterdam 1998, p. 88. It leaves the possibility open that Catholic religion is not mentioned as something that gets shape and meaning in life. In this open narrative part no questions ought to be asked outside the areas mentioned by the respondent.  I. Maso & A. Smalo, p. 50 After this open part comes a half-standardized part, which according to more specific and narrating helping questions will be discussed. As recommended like this the more concrete question came first and after that the more abstract and sensitive subjects.  B.D. Baarda & M .P. M. de Goede: Basisboek Methoden en Technieken. Praktische handleiding voor het opzetten en uitvoeren van onderzoek. Houten 1995, p. 140.
Information obtained using the biographical interviews have a few features  A.J.M. Elshof 2008, pp. 114-123. of which four are discussed here. What’s more, an explanation will be given to each feature why the semiotics of the Paris School is specifically suitable to analyze the information that is obtained during the interview. 

a. The subjectivity
The first feature is the subjectivity of the information obtained. The information gained from research is coloured. The subjectivity arises because respondents tend to give social desirable answers,  D.B. Baarda & M. P. M. de Goede, pp. 143-144. or because they are not always aware of their own motives.  D.B. Baarda & M. P. M. de Goede, pp. 143-144. See also I. Maso & A. Smaling, pp. 51-52. In retrospective biographical interviews, it is only possible to look at the past with contemporary perspective. Telling life stories goes with organizing the life and opposing fragmentations.  G. Nijhof. Levensverhalen. Over de methode van autobiografisch onderzoek in de sociologie. Utrecht 2000, pp. 17 and 27. See also A. Giddens: Modernity and Self-Identity. Self and Society in the Late Modern Age. Cambridge 1991, pp.75-76. The retrospective interview deals with problems that has to do with the effect of omission. That what in the past is seen or remembered will be from a current need for consistency distorted and changed. Agreement is made: internally and with the present. D.B. Baarda, M.P.M. de Goede & J. Teunissen, Basisboek Kwalitatief Onderzoek. Houten 1997, p. 137. The insight into the past offered by life stories is mediated by contemporary glasses. The researcher finds himself in a paradoxical situation of asking for the past, but obtaining the current reconstruction instead.  G. Nijhof, p. 27. See Also J. A. Muchmore: Methods and Ethics in a Life History Study of Teacher Thinking. In: Forum Qualitative Social Research Volume 3 (2002) 4. It is especially in a naturalistic view that this subjectivity is seen as a problem. There it is assumed that something asa realistic view is possible. A constructivistical view acknowledges the subjectivity in a more positive way.  G. Nijhof, pp. 23-59. The fact that the biographical interview gives space to respondents to speak freely and in their own words about their lives is not relevant because it delivers information which faultlessly match with a former or current reality, but because the information gives insight into the former or current experience of reality: on the shape and meaning of the personal world perspective. The information provides insight into the actions and attitudes, and on the intentions expressed therein. The subjectivity of the biographical approach is within a constructivistical approach not only ‘no problem’, or even ‘a chance’; the subjective sense is that what is searched for. Because the subjectivity that is expressed in stories is crucial, an analytical method is to be chosen that keeps this subjectivity intact as much as possible. 
An important trait of Paris School semiotics is the text immanent approach.  G. Lukken: De semiotiek van de Parijse School. In: G. Lukken (ed). Semiotiek en christelijke uitingsvormen. De semiotiek van A.J. Greimas en de Parijse School toegepast op bijbel en liturgie. Hilversum 1987. See also J. Maas: Verhalen met verhalen? Een semiotische studie naar de contextuele benadering van Bijbelteksten in godsdienstonderwijs en katechese. Tilburg 1993.  In the analyses of interview texts of three generations Catholics, such an approach deserves to be preferable. The interpretation of a text  to the context bounded insights that are already known, obstructs the view of novelties from such a text. This is the same for research methods where the text is analyzed and interpreted from the intentions of the maker. The way religiosity develops and how that is expressed in stories might go beyond the level of the awareness and the knowledge of the individual maker. The immanent approach that precisely focuses on the structuring of the text does fully justice to the subjectivity of the text. Such an analytical method also reveals those elements of which the individual respondents are not conscious of. Furthermore, the semiotics is explicitly suitable because it differentiates two sides: that of the signifier and that of the signified.  G. Lukken & J. Maas: Luisteren tussen de regels. een semiotische bijdrage aan de praktische theologie. Baarn 1996. See also J. Maas & N. Tromp: Constructief Bijbellezen. Zelfstandig en actief in de bijbel lezen: een semiotische methode. Hilversum 1987.  This is essential for the research on religious developments because within families and over time, similarities and differences can be seen on both sides. By separating the side of expression from the contents side it becomes possible to discover how they are linked. This makes it possible to determine if there are similarities and differences between generations in terms of expression and in terms of content. It also makes it possible to find out whether similarities or differences in terms of expression is attended with the similarities and differences in terms of the content. What’s more, it could also be traced whether agreements in terms of the content are attended with the differences in terms of the expressions and vice versa: if similarities in terms of expression can go with the differences in terms of the content.
The  subjectivity and the historical uniqueness of the text are also guarded by the semiotic instrumentation. The strict analyse-schedule garantees that  a text is examined at different levels of abstraction. Layers of meaning that cannot be seen with the naked eye are to be discovered. The instrumentation contributes to keep assumptions by which a text is approached in check and prevents a meaning formed in advanced.  A. Smeets: Conversio. Bekering en missionering bij Gregorius de Grote. Een semiotiek van het verleden. Nijmegen 2007, p 29. It is specific to semiotic instruments that it takes the concrete text as a starting point, but can also make it abstract.  G. Lukken & J. Maas: Herfstig voorjaar, deel 1. De klassieke semiotische benadering. In: bijdragen 67 (2006a) 2, pp. 195-226, here 198-199. The analysis has lead to a reading proposal at which the steps are traceable and verifiable.The instrumentation is in service of the open research on subjectivity of every separate text and contributes to the reliability of the results, especially the internal validity.  D.B. Baarda, M.P.M. de Goede & J. Teunissen, pp.163-165; I. Maso & A. Smaling, pp. 69-71; G. Nijhof, p. 76.        
        
b. The intersubjectivity
The subjectivity has an over-individual character. Respondents make use of interpretive patterns of social discourses, in their own individual speech. A discourse is a valid way of giving meaning in society, a socially active ‘reading method’: a way of interpreting reality.  G. Nijhof, p. 45. The glasses of individual freedom through which individuals ‘read’ their past, is an example of a social discourse.  P. van Rooden, pp.529-548. Life stories are being told in the words chosen by the story teller but they are not their own words: the individual speech is led by discourse,  G. Nijhof, p. 47. intertwined with a socially acceptedway  of giving meaning to reality. In biographical interviews people show which meaning they assign to their lives, which explanations and which justifications they develop to what happened in their lives. They let us know how they interpret life that they say they have led.  G. Nijhof, p. 59; A. Aalten & M. Moree: Tussen Fascinatie en Pretentie. de biografische benadering als onderzoeksmethode in vrouwenstudies. In: Tijdschrift voor Vrouwenstudies XV (1994) 4, pp. 491-506.    The intersubjectivity of interview texts imply that these texts give insight into the interaction between individuality and sociality. In individual stories, over-individual discourses stand out. That is the same for individual interview texts about the meaning of life, of the educator and of religion. They contain traces of over-individual discourses that play a role in social surroundings in which individual meaning has been established. This requires an analytical method that can recognize traces  of intersubjectivity within the subjective meaning. 
The semiotics is in conformity with this. She assumes that the language in terms of the content and in terms of the expression is conventional and arbitrary. With the first one is meant that the language system is a social fact. The language system is based on shared conventions which are relatively independent compared to the individual. Language and the meaning which are stored within are preliminary to the individual. The individual makes use of it. In this structural approach is the language ‘speaking in me’ at stake, rather than ‘I who speaks’.  R. Bakker: Het structuralisme. In: R.C. Kwant (ed). Mensbeelden. Filosofie in een pluriforme samenleving, pp. 104-136. Zoetermeer 1978;  M. Leezenberg & G. de Vries: Wetenschapsfilosofie voor Geesteswetenschappen. Chapter 7. Amsterdam 2001, pp. 157-176, here pp. 170-173. With the arbitrary nature of language is meant that there is no natural, essential or internal connection between the sign and the meaning. For example the word ‘head’ many different words are used in various languages. And in one language the meaning of the word ‘head’ can both be a body part or a supervisor. Due to the realization that a language is arbitrary and conventional of nature, the intersubjectivity of the subjective meaning can be studied, by using semiotic research. Whether and how the individual religiosity is for example family –related, intertwined with church- commitment or being part of a certain generation, can be determined because such factors leave their traces in individual linguistic usage. The structuring of language gives insight into that. In individual expressions other forms of expressions can exist and already existing assumptions can ‘change colour’.  G. Lukken & J. Maas: Herfstig voorjaar, deel 2. De recente ontwikkelingen. In: Bijdragen 67 (2006b) 2, pp. 391-423, here pp. 394-395.       

c. The searching character
The third feature of the biographical interview is the searching character of the shape of meaning. The respondent gives with the help of language a certain color to reality: that is as it were re-created. The meaning produced in this re-creative wording  comes about gradually and in a searching way.  A. Aalten: Onvoltooid zelfbeeld: Enkele opmerkingen over het gebruik van levensverhalen van jonge mensen. In: Comenius 15 (1995) 3, pp. 318-333.  This searching character that features the biographical interview plays a strong part in the wording of religiosity of Catholics. Diverse research indicates that the Catholic faith is not characterized for a large attention to the individual capacity to religious expression. The searching aspect plays an increasingly strong part in interviews about religiosity, because religiosity is not necessarily limited to the dimension of the conscious and the verbal. It’s more about an area which the indescribable, the incomprehensible and the inexpressible play a part. This searching character requires an analytical method that pays attention to the formation of speech. The faltering and searching speech gives insight into breaching moments and limitations within the individual meaning, which is relevant. 
Within the semiotic such attention is possible because of the distinction in two layers:  G. Lukken & J. Maas 1996, p. 38 the layer of  enunciative (the dialogical layer of the told) and the layer of enuncive (the narrative layer of the telling). Because of this, the way the style of speech develops throughout the interview can be examined (enuniative), whether any hitches occur, and how these hitches relate to the content: the topics being discussed (the enuncive). For research on the religious life-world perspective this central point is very relevant.  T. Elshof: Enunciatie in interviews. In: Tijdschrift voor Kwalitatief Onderzoek in Nederland KWALON 11 (2006) 2, pp. 29-43.    

d. The bodily character
Interview data are characterized by their embodiment. They comprise spoken words that lose in the process of transcribing many of their depth and expressive power. Nuances in tempo, intonation and pitch that are heard on the recording tape, disappear by the transcription. A. Portelli: What makes Oral History Different. In: A. Portelli (ed). The Death of Luigi Trastulli: Form and Meaning in Oral History. New York 1992, pp. 45-59. That poses a problem when examining the meaning of what is said, especially when it comes to finding out the meanings that are expressed by people who do not have a large vocabulary.  Physical and emotional expressions such as crying and holding ones tongue are also very important with more sensitive themes.  H. Gorashi: Huilen, schrikken, lachen, kortom: meereizen met de ander. De meerwaarde van levensverhalen binnen sociaal wetenschappelijk onderzoek. In: Amsterdams Sociologisch Tijdschrift 29 (2002) 1, pp. 59-72.  In a study on religiosity the attention to bodily and emotional expressions continues to be significant because within religion, dimensions of the indescribable and the incomprehensible  are at stake. Attention to these dimensions is important for a research on the lived faith. That has been important during the process of collecting data. But attention to the religiosity that is bodily expressed, is also important during the process of analysing the data that are gained.  T. Elshof: Hoe te spreken over het ‘heilige’? In: Tijdschrift voor Kwalitatief Onderzoek in Nederland KWALON 9 (2004), pp. 39-43. 
Within the Greimassian semiotics, and especially within the subjectal approach,  P. Perron & P. Fabbri: Foreword and Introduction. In: The Semiotics of Passions. From States of Affairs to states of Feelings. Minnealopolis/London 1993, pp. vii-xxvi; G. Lukken & j. Maas: 2006b. the attention grows for the sensitiveand the affective layer of the text. Semiotics resumes her phenomenological roots here. The attention to sensory and affection exists on theoretical level first. The semiotics considers the spoken text as a syncretic semi-symbolic system, at which various expressions respond to each other and where both linguistic and non-linguistic forms of expressions shape a meaning. G. Lukken: Per visibilia ad invisibilia. Antrpological, Theological and Semiotic Studies on the Liturgy and the Sacraments. Kampen 1994, pp. 127-130; G. Lukken: rituelen in overvloed. een kritische bezinning op de plaats en de gestalte van het christelijk ritueel in onze cultuur. Baarn 1999, pp. 35 and 39.

In my study I have given impetus to the operationalization of the renewed attention to the sensitive and the affection, that emerges within the subjectal semiotics at the theoretical level.  A.J.M. Elshof 2008, pp. 158 and 304-309. For that, notes are made during the interviews of various bodily expressions that are not on the recording tape. It could include standing up, walking up and down, banging your fist on the table, crying and making gestures. It’s about the nuances in tempo (becoming silent, stutter, speak in a fast or slow manner), in pitch(an increased or decreased voice) articulation (murmured, clear), in volume(soft or loud) and the transition between vernacular and generally civilized Dutch. It is about the prosody: non-verbal signaling. Converted into textual signs, they could form an integral part of the analysis and the way the expression and the content relate to each other could also be examined. Furthermore, the weight of the non verbal in the meaning of religiosity could also be determined. Finally patrons could be observed in that what arouses joy, rage or sadness which correlate with family, generation or religious involvement. By relating speech formation with content formation could also come into play if such patrons can be discerned in a place where no words are expressed; in seeking and faltering speech and in silence. The interview transcriptions did not only show an emotional and embodied way of speaking; the transcriptions also spoke of the bodily experience. This is the thymic dimension which is part of that what is said; the content formation.  G. Lukken & J. Maas 1996, pp. 43-44. During the analysis a third area of the bodily was announced. It is the ritual praxis which stands in the transcripts. To determine whether in a text habit formation or rituals occur, the principle of text immanention is used. The text shows in its structure whether it’s about a bodily praxis of habit or that the praxis has a more rituel character: is directed to a meaning-giving framework: transcendent or immanent.  G. Lukken 1999, pp. 55 and 98-99. The structuring of the text thus, points out if the actions have a ritual, directing character. 
The semiotic concept ‘narrative programs’ makes it possible to recognize  the religiosity that emerges in the act which is apparently strictly secular in nature. That is the fourth area in which the bodily  and religiosity were found to be closely intertwined.     



3. The embodiment of religiosity: four dimensions

My study found that the religiosity of the individual Catholics researched, was layered in different ways. Certain super-individual layers could be discerned within the individual religiosity, mainly with a familial character. Religiosity has traits connected to the family. As far as religion goes, Catholics from one and the same family appeared to be similar regarding their engagement to a certain theme. Besides familial layers, religiosity appeared to have traces connected to generation. Generational peers seemed to share the same religiosity. The religiosity of the grandparent-generation had a relatively high ritual and institutional level and the religiosity of the parent-generation was characterised by loss of a feeling for transcendence. Active church commitment also appeared to exert influence. The religiosity of actively engaged Catholics appeared to have a relatively strong ‘responding-character’.
The religiosity of all the Catholics interviewed showed one important similarity: all the interviews demonstrated that religiosity first and foremost had a corporeal or bodily aspect. Embodiment appears to be an important locus for religiosity. The remainder of this article deals with the four dimensions which can be distinguished regarding this. For each of these dimensions I will clarify how the semiotic method contributes to a broader insight into religiosity.

a. Prosody
Prosody deals with the shape given to the act of speaking. The direct reason to dwell on this aspect, were the test-interviews, in which respondents searched for words, spoke unclearly or lapsed into silence. T. Elshof 2004. This observed speechlessness corresponded to earlier studies into religion, religious experience and the actual living out of religion. The incapability of Catholics to express their own faith in words is often linked to the history of Catholic sub-culture where religiosity was primarily expressed collectively and ritually. In this sub-culture, one does not speak about God and one is rather critical of the church: these are the most important results made by research looking exclusively into religiosity expressed in words. Research which also studies the form given to the act of speaking, offers broader insight into the experiencing of religion, into the images held about God, as well as into feelings and views regarding the church and faith.
Firstly, body language turns out to be of assistance when something important cannot be given shape by using words. For example, broad and all-encompassing gestures reveal something about feelings and views concerning faith and God.
Secondly, prosody demonstrates that a reserved and searching manner of speaking primarily takes place when the subject is concerned with God and faith. The searching manner of speaking not only demonstrates a certain awkwardness when speaking about God, but also the realisation that God is a mystery. The search for words is not the only thing that occurs; in searching for these words, God is sought for as well. The fact that only a few words are used, does not mean that there is a lack of feelings and views concerning God; rather, a certain quality of the religiosity is made manifest. This expresses the religious realisation that the mystery of God cannot be recorded in words, but that God must be sought foragain and again. This manner of speaking is not only horizontal and directed towards the partner in the dialogue, but it also clearly contains a vertical dimension.
Thirdly, prosody demonstrates that any silence about God, is accompanied in many interviews by a repeated speaking to God. In the stories, God is made present as an actor. God is called upon to be present in expressions such as ‘Jesus; Oh my God; In the name of God’. God is made present in the text as an actor by telling about situations of joy, trust and happiness, but also in stories about anguish, despair or injustice. In stories about life’s disruptive events/fault-lines, God appears to be an actor who is called upon and is thus made present. It is also in this speaking to God that a vertically directed religiosity is expressed. In this prayerful act of speaking it goes without saying that words are employed and due to this it is considered as part of the verbal dimension. However, more so than words which describe and reflect upon a situation, these expressions give a bodily and emotional shape to something for which no words can in fact be found. 
A fourth point of added value is the fact that prosody illuminates contradictions between that which is said (the form of the content) and the manner in which it is said (the form of the expression). Various interviews revealed such a discrepancy when the subject of the Catholic Church was broached. In speaking about this subject, the style of speaking often revealed a strong commitment. This commitment was however usually diminished at the level of the content. There are for example texts which, on the level of the content, say that pain experienced in the past has been dealt with and no longer plays a role. However prosody then shows up a faltering style of speaking and unfinished sentences. There are also texts which, at the level of the content, express that the church has become irrelevant in one’s own faith. Not seldom this is at odds with a desiring, angry or disappointed tone of voice. This discrepancy then demonstrates that commitment to the church is greater than initially realised or admitted and that church-going and non church-going Catholics alike nurture enduring hope, even though it may be disappointed hope. Consideration given to prosody therefore offers a more nuanced view of the religiosity and the commitment to the church among Catholics.
 
b. The thymic dimension
The second field in which the bodily aspect appeared to play a role is the thymic dimension. This concerns the way in which the interview-transcripts deal with the bodily aspect. This seemed to be  connected to generation and was narrowly linked to the development in reflection on sexuality and embodiment within church life.
The texts from the oldest generation demonstrated that embodiment was a terrain  which was subjected to ecclesiastical rules. It is significant that the grandfathers spoke relatively more often about fasting and abstention rules, whilst the grandmothers spoke more of the regulation of sexuality and fertility. Within this generation there was an observable shift in meaning, connected to the changed insights concerning marriage and sexuality promulgated by the Second Vatican Council. The interview-texts from the oldest generation, approached bodily and sexual aspects more and more from a personal and relational perspective. The body has slowly come to be seen as the locus of connection with God and others. In the evaluation of relationship and sexuality, mutual love, the equality between man and woman and well as their complementing roles were emphasised more and more. Gradually a shift becomes apparent where the body demands respect while abuse of the body is protested because personal dignity is at issue here. Over time, bodily wholeness and deprivation have, from a religious perspective, come to be viewed in a different light. What however does remain unchanged after this shift, is that the body continues to be viewed as a locus of religious meaning.
Besides this, a new tendency regarding the regulation of the body can be observed within the texts from the younger and secularised generations. In these texts, it is not a faith-based religious ideal that is at issue: it is rather a secular ideal receiving religious features. In these texts, human uniqueness and dignity is also the issue when it comes to embodiment and the body.However, here the emphasis is placed on the individual self-saving potential in realising bodily wholeness and on the fact that human physical limitations can be ended or avoided. Here, the body is seen as a locus of human autonomy instead of relationship. This does not however mean that the body does not appear to be the locus of this ideal in texts having a secular-religious orientation.
 
c. Rituality
A third field concerns rituality. In my research into this, I looked into whether the structuring of a text demonstrates if a bodily praxis has a ritual character: if this praxis refers to a different, transcendent reality and in doing so makes it present. G. Lukken 1999, pp. 98-99. 
 This semiotic approach confirmed the conclusions made by earlier studies into the secularisation and individualisation of ritual.  A number of religious rituals have lost their meaning and, besides this, new religious rituals have come into existence which mostly can be found within the secular domains of family and nature. Besides confirming conclusions drawn by others, this approach offered some new insights.
The first new insight concerns the difference between religious and non-religious rituals. Religious rituals are characterised by the fact that the periphery of personal life is transcended through the ritual praxis. One’s own life is linked to the lives of others: not only to one’s own family, but also to life in the church and world. On the other hand, non-religious rituals link one’s own life mainly to those who are closest: for example, family members still living or who have already passed away.
In the second place it is noteworthy that religious rituality fades after a generation of commitment to the church. Along this gradual scale of diminishing commitment, those religious rituals which are connected to personal existence and which mark important moments in it, appear to survive longest. Lingering commitment is marked by a rituality (also at home) which does not only ritualise changes and crises in one’s personal existence, but which links this personal existence to the life of the church and the world in cyclical rituals. Church commitment appears to be a kind of guarantee: not against individualisation, but rather against the privatisation of religion and ritual.
Thirdly, the new church rituals and religious rituals are more verbal than they were in the past. Symbols and rites, in so far as they have survived, are explained and made comprehensible: presentation makes place for discourse. On the other hand, the non-religious rituals are clearly more characterised by presentation. The non-religious rituals especially offer the bodily experience of being part of a larger whole. The fact that the secular domain offers this fulfilment more than for example the liturgy, is an important point for church life to take into consideration.
The fourth point concerns the shift within rituality where the shape given to the expression and to the content become disconnected. Rituals which may look similar, do not have to signify approximately the same thing. Expressions which regarding shape are religious, such as a prayer or a marriage ceremony in a church, do not necessarily have to hold religious meaning for the individual concerned. A prayer may be addressed to God, however it may also be directed to ancestors or spirits. The wish to marry in church may be accompanied by an explicit rebuffing of religious connotations. Just as similar forms given to expression can differ from each other regarding content, similar experiences and meanings can, in their turn, be accompanied by differing forms of expression. The  experience or the realisation of God’s protection and preservation, can be expressed in very different shapes as well as in very unsuspected shapes: in the rosary but also in mountaineering.
 

d. Intentional action
The fourth dimension of bodily religiosity concerns action; especially action that is not immediately recognisable as religious praxis , but that is however religiously motivated or based. With the help of the semiotic concept ‘narrative programme’ such a religious axiology can be uncovered. See also: G. Lukken & J. Maas 1996, pp..55-59. Narrative programmes are attitudes, intentions and actions by actors which form part of the text. These actors can be people, institutions, animals and things. In a story, God can also be an actor to whom characteristics, attitudes or intentions may be attributed.
Interview-texts often relate of everyday life and day-to-day actions as if life and its actions were marked by a character of ‘response’: as if they were connected to God. In this way, for example, working in the garden can form a narrative programme within a text. This work can consist of the pruning of old and dead plants and bushes and ensuring the blossoming of young, green life. Working in the garden is all about caring for nature, where delicate life is protected and old plants must make room for younger ones. Now, a text like this which relates of pruning the garden may not explicitly have much to say about God. The little that is attributed to God are God’s narrative programmes which in this specific text are: protecting delicate life and cultivating the growth of the new. Within this text, the action of working in the garden is discovered to be closely linked to God’s narrative programme. Gardening turns out to be a narrative programme in which people share in the divine narrative programme. Another example is tell stories about mountaineering; when young people must be able to count on each other and where trusting and being trustworthy are the narrative programmes at issue; not letting go, but catching and holding each other. In this same text these are also the narrative programmes which are ascribed to God. God is to be found in highs and lows; God is the connecting link and the basis of life; God is the person who catches the falling individual and raises him or her up again.
The human actions found in these texts are found to be connected to the narrative programmes attributed to God by these same texts. The human narrative programmes (of being open, being thankful, being amazed, feeling called, consenting, obeying, listening, being receptive, revealing and responding) are each and every one of them narrative programmes which are relational and which have a character of response. These common everyday actions and attitudes express a religiosity of faith: they react to a prior and transcending divine narrative programme of being, creating, giving, calling, asking, teaching and guiding. In narrative programmes such as these, the texts suggest in a certain veiled manner, that human actions are religious: they are intimately linked to God’s presence.

The semiotic approach makes clear that religiosity, when sought out at the level of the praxis, is certainly not only to be found in a recognisably religious praxis, for example in church commitment, ritual actions or in diaconal work. Religiosity is apparently also able to be found in actions which at first sight do not seem to be connected to religious matters. Such actions may be linked to religion in an implicit and unconscious way.
Other researchers have also called for the consideration of religiosity expressed in daily life: taking time-out in the chaos of day-to-day life, preparing food, caring for children or an enduring engagement with suffering. See for example: M. de Haardt: ‘Kom eet mijn brood….’. Exemplarische verkenningen van het goddelijke in het alledaagse. In: Tijdschrift voor Theologie 40 (2004) pp. 5-22; A. Dillen: Geloof in het gezin? Ethiek, opvoeding en gezinnen vandaag. Leuven 2006, p. 141; B.J. Miller-McLemore, B.J. Gehoord en gezien: de uitdaging van religieuze vorming in het gezin. In: Concilium (2002) 4, pp. 46-55. My study contributes to further research into the possible religious intentionality of actions, not only in illustrating how different generations of Catholics bodily give shape to their religiosity in daily life, but also and especially because it offers methodological steps in uncovering the religiosity that lies at the basis of actions.

Conclusion

Several studies have revealed relevant information about religiosity within domestic life and education. They also demonstrate a previous stated research perspective on the shape  and the meaning of religion. This is for research on the religious life-world  that includes more generations, an insurmountable objection. A maximum theoretical and methodological openness is required for such research. This article described a research path that keeps the religiosity that is experienced intact as much as possible. This is done using the biographical depth interview and the semiotics of the Paris school. This method has revealed that the individual religiosity has traces of three important higher individual bounds and discourses: those of the family, the generation and of church-committment. Besides these, another over-arching structure can be found: that of the body, being the most important locus for religiosity. 
In this article I have given a sketch of the four dimensions which can to be discerned in this non-verbal structure. Together they offer a better insight into religiosity as it receives shape and meaning ‘from within’. In view of the conclusion that religiosity is especially expressed bodily, this naturally encourages further theological and religious-scientific research, giving credit to the field of embodiment as being a locus of the longing for the encounter between God and man. See also: A.- M..Korte: Een lijfelijke hang naar het goddelijke: de nieuwe culturele belangstelling voor godsgeloof als theologische vraag. In: Tijdschrift voor Theologie 38 (1998) 3, pp. 227-237. 
This is not only important for research into the Catholic perspective on faith. It serves a wider interest, which is intertwined with post-modern culture and the character of religiosity found within it: a religiosity which, at a structural level, has a searching character. S. Hellemans: Het tijdperk van de wereldreligies. Religie in agrarische civilisaties en in moderne samenlevingen. Zoetermeer/Kapellen 2007, p. 177. Religiosity in personal life and in society has a searching and usually concealed character; it does not concur with shapes and meanings which are recognisably religious. For studies into religiosity this means a comprehensive search for research methods as well as for fields of research. Embodiment especially forms a locus where searching, individual and subjective religiosity may be discovered. The semiotic approach has proved itself a good method for analysing this bodily expressed religiosity.























 


 
 


