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Introduction

Henning Laugerud and Laura Katrine Skinnebach

The so-called ‘return of religion’ in world-affairs has by now become rather obvi-

ous. At universities special courses, even at undergraduate level, are dedicated to 

this topic. Peter Berger’s maxim of ‘the desecularization of the World’ has in a sur-

prisingly short time become something of a commonplace.1 The secularization 

process in Western culture has proven, if not a myth, at least grossly overrated, 

and as Berger points out: ‘secularization on the societal level is not necessarily 

linked to secularization on the level of individual consciousness.’2 Peter Berger 

sees the assumption that we live in a secularized world as false. Perhaps even 

the supposedly ‘secular’ political theory from the 18th and 19th centuries is really 

‘theology in disguise’, as William Cavanaugh argues.3 The weberian claim of ‘die 

Entzauberung der Welt’ is perhaps nothing more than a wishful myth of the High 

Priests of Modernity.

Belief and religion are certainly returning as focal concerns in modern philo-

sophical debate. Interestingly, this religious turn is most clearly seen in so-called 

post-modern or post-structuralist thinking.4 As Santiago Zabala states in his in-

troduction to the discussion between Richard Rorty and Gianni Vattimo on the 

future of religion: ‘Today, […], we are witnessing the dissolution of philosophical 

1  See Berger, Peter L. (ed.): The Desecularization of the World. Resurgent Religion and World Politics. Wash-
ington D.C. 1995.

2 Berger 1995, p. 3.

3 Cavanaugh, William T.: Theopolitical Imagination. London 2002, p. 2.

4  An important contribution to this debate is the Italian philosopher Mario Perniola’s book: Del 
sentire cattolico. La forma culturale di una religione universale, from 2001. See also his contribution in 
the present anthology. 
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theories such as positivist scientism and marxism that thought they had defini-

tively liquidated religion. After modernity, there are no more strong philosophi-

cal reasons either to be an atheist refusing religion or to be a theist refuting sci-

ence.’5

This, or similar attitudes, form a common point of departure for all the con-

tributors to this anthology, being the reason why we all feel that the studies of 

matters concerning religion in all aspects of life are of utmost importance. Today’s 

situation in Europe illustrates the need for historical knowledge and perspective 

on culture and religion, particularly Christianity and all its denominational va-

rieties. Christianity’s influence on and in European culture cannot be overesti-

mated, particularly understood as a dynamic and multifaceted force.

The outwardness of belief

An important element in Christian cultures is devotion, a phenomenon that 

articulates itself as practices expressed through instruments. Instruments can 

be broadly defined as all actions, rituals, gestures, and material devices such as 

books, images, music etc. that are articulated in and by devotional practice. The 

contributions in this anthology have their main focus on such religious practices 

and devotional instruments – that which we could call the material or physical 

and expressive aspects of religion. This active or external aspect of religion, which 

religious practices and artefacts represent, is what creates religious communities 

and makes it possible for humans to act as social beings by making things memo-

rable. Through actions, objects and places one creates a cultural memory that 

passes on values, ideas, and insights to coming generations. This is clearly seen in 

the core ritual of Christianity – the eucharistic celebration – as formulated in St. 

Paul: ‘This is my body which is for you. Do this in remembrance of me’.6 This is 

no mere reminder of a past event: Strictly speaking, anamnesis is much more than 

the simple sign of a fact distant (in time) from itself; it is rather the actual ‘re-col-

lection’ of a truth which eternally is, so that to recollect the sacrifice of Christ is 

to make it really and effectively present.7 This is a memory that is retrospective, 

present and prospective. In this sense Christianity can be seen as a memory-reli-

gion or a religion of remembrance: ‘[…] weil das Gedenken der Heilstaten Gottes 

Hauptinhalt des Glaubens ist. Deshalb entscheidet auch das Gedenken Gottes an 

5  Zabala, Santiago (ed.): The Future of Religion. New York 2005, p. 1. One of the foremost representa-
tives of this philosophical attitude, in addition to Mario Perniola, is Gianni Vattimo. For references 
see Zabala’s introduction.

6 1 Cor. 11.24.

7 Watts, Alan: Myth and Ritual in Christianity. London 1983 (1954), p. 95.
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die Menschen (wie sein vergessen) über Heil oder Verdammnis. Durch Erinner-

ung (Anamnesis) wird die Gemeinschaft der Gläubigen konstituiert.’8 

The idea that religion is fundamentally an interior disposition of the individual 

toward the Transcendent is after all an invention of fairly recent historical origin. 

There is no homo interior without the homo exterior as Henrik von Achen states in 

his contribution to the present anthology. The external aspects of religion, its in-

struments, have played their part in the cultural construction of society and may 

be studied to understand the beliefs, attitudes and practices they manifest. There-

fore, studies of devotional instruments may lead us to an understanding of piety. 

Such studies are by necessity intrinsically and irreducibly interdisciplinary, since 

the objects in question express themselves as such multifaceted phenomena. 

Faith or religion necessarily has ‘horizontal aspects’, in terms of sociological 

and organisational structures and attitudes within mankind, as well as a ‘horizon-

tal practice’ in and towards society, but no religion can survive without a ‘vertical 

aspect’: cults and rituals. In Christianity, where rituals do not serve magical pur-

poses of control or protection, the religion cannot survive if this vertical practice 

does not engage the hearts of the faithful. Therefore, in a Christian context, all 

ritual practices must to some extent become devotional practices. Integral to any 

praxis pietatis is a certain order, a structure of this particular devotion, its process 

and apparatus being not merely a question of form, but of substance. Most such 

practices have a clear instrumental (material) component, be it a book, a pattern 

of prayers, a structuring of the day, the use of devotional objects, pictures or songs 

etc. It belongs to the nature of practical piety that it is not just a question of pi-

ous thoughts, but also of something done in a certain way to evoke and structure 

such thoughts. A living religion then, must express itself in devotional practices. 

Fundamental to such practices are order and instrumentality, which create a sig-

nificant relationship with the more generic concept of collective ritual, and thus 

memory, culture and the sense of a dynamic tradition.

What is the European Network on the Instruments of Devotion?

The above stated ideas about religion, devotional practice and culture form the 

basis of a network formed in 2003 called European Network on the Instruments of 

Devotion or ENID, an international research network coordinated from the Uni-

8  Oexle, Otto G.: ‘Memoria, Memorialüberliefung, in Lexikon des Mittelalters, vol. VI. München 2002, 
col. 510-512. For a more in depth discussion of this see also his article: ‘Memoria in der Gesellschaft 
und in der Kultur des Mittelalters’. Heinzle J. (ed.): Modernes Mittelalter. Neue Bilder einer populären 
Epoche. Frankfurt am Main 1999, pp. 297-323.
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versity of Bergen, Norway.9 It focuses on the instrumentality of Christian piety 

and devotional practices, from 14th century devotio moderna to Vatican II in the 

20th century.10 Scholars from aesthetics, history, art history, literature, musicology, 

philosophy and theology form a cross disciplinary group. Through interchange of 

ideas, sharing of knowledge and critical discourse, the interdisciplinary research 

of ENID aims at gaining a deeper insight into the mechanisms of piety and devo-

tion. The phenomena and their instruments, the relation between which must 

be seen as dialectical, since the instrumentality of devotions both expresses and 

forms piety, are seen and sought explained as essential features in the religious 

and cultural development of Europe. At least after the Reformation one cannot 

understand the religious culture of Europe without studying the entire denomi-

national pattern. Thus ENID focuses on both denominational and interdenomi-

national features of Christian piety.

The broad time frame allows the network to focus on a variety of themes, 

ranging from the roots of late medieval piety to the explosion of devotional items 

in the 19th and 20th centuries. It further provides opportunities for diachronic ap-

proaches, in studies for instance of the dialectics between monastic and lay piety, 

the relationship between theology and piety, the phenomenon of secularization 

or, indeed, iconographical, musicological or literary developments.

The historical perspective is seen as crucial for the understanding of religion in 

its cultural contexts and varieties, and therefore central to the research conducted 

by the ENID-members. Religion is culture, and culture and religion are closely 

knit together. One cannot understand Europe without understanding its history 

and culture, and this history is incomprehensible unless one understands the re-

ligious components which have been, and still are, such important characteristics 

of European culture. But this understanding, and this necessary knowledge of 

Christianity in Europe, both past and present, is about to disappear, particularly 

perhaps among the younger generations.11 

9  ENID was established in Bergen on 16th November 2003. The network is coordinated by Professor 
Henrik von Achen, and its host institution is the University of Bergen through its museum, Bergen 
Museum.

10  See the ENID charter on the network-website: www.enid.uib.no. The charter is a basic document, 
defining what ENID is, what the network wants to do, and briefly outlining how it intends to do it. 
The present version is the first, accepted by the members in January 2004.

11  See Grace Davies article: ‘Europe: The Exception That Proves the Rule?’ in Berger 1995, pp. 65-83. 
Her conclusion is that there today seems to be a generation-by-generation drop in religious knowl-
edge, and an ignorance of even the most basic understandings of Christian teaching especially 
among young people. If this really is so, it will have heavy cultural and historical consequences, and 
is something that underlines the need for a broad scholarly interest and research on the importance 
of religion in the European culture(s). See also her book Religion in Modern Europe. A Memory Mu-
tates. Oxford 2000.
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