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Analytical Model for Researching Vernacular Religion

Åbo Akademi University

This article introduces a new analytical model for researching vernacugests three processes that tie this triad together: continuity; change;
religion in ethnographic data in a multidimensional yet structured
-

graphic materials, the model has the potential to create new openings

tool for structuring and elucidating contemporary ethnographies,

Keywords: vernacular religion, Jewish studies, Jews in Finland, doing
religion, ethnography, everyday religion

eon notes that the study of religions has parted ways in recent decades with

Enlightenment heritage, Christian supremacy, and colonial power structures

a static understanding of religions, directing the focus at knowledge and
creed, treating religions as consistent and mutually exclusive theories of the
-

perspective to the larger social, historical, and institutional structures that

the default template for all religions, and thus to have placed traditions in

religion-as-lived paradigms to create counternarratives to the normative

-

-

also suggests three processes that tie this triad of vernacular religiosity
form a three-part scheme for tracing vernacular religion in ethnographic
data.
-

used to interlink datasets through the consequent comparison facilitated
-

of religion and secularity, culture, and identity, previously perceived as

-

-

of the complexities of Jewishness, highlighting the often contested and

sample due to their special migration history, responses to the Holocaust,

Vernacular religion
The research framework of vernacular religion originates within folklore stud-

ing religion as part of everyday life in a theoretically and methodologically
systematic way that questions a dichotomous pre-understanding of religion

-

as the continuous art of individual interpretation and negotiation of any
Within ethnographic research on religion several corresponding terms

applied approach is lived religion, which stems from the sociology of reliinstitutions and the many ways in which religion feeds into personal life

such as narrative structures, local practices, and oral history (Goldstein

tion to the narrative itself, its form, and implications in relation to cultural
erences, and perspectives on the one hand, and larger, formal, or informal

together dimensions of personal experience and expression with historical

of expression that occurs in ordinary speech rather than formal writing’, also

not
Merriam-Webster

omaehtoinen uskonto, adds an
Omaehtoinen

tion omaehtoinen
Kielitoimiston sanakirja
religiosity and institutional structures is especially focal, as is the dialogue

ing sociocultural power structures and to the inner world of individual

-

The analytical model
Vernacular religion does not constitute a separate, clearly distinguished
-

culture or history, intertwined with family life and traditions, foodways,
religion means to individuals and what they do with it therefore requires a

-

Figure 1.

Knowing
ing the truth claims, theological propositions, and historical narratives

the modality of knowing as vastly more nuanced, including various dimen-

variety of concepts and disciplines (see, for example, Hutchings and Mc-

Understanding vernacular religion is a complex task that involves physi-

-

and experiencing, and as a rival voice to master narratives and dominant
top-down story lines, personal narrative is simultaneously powerful and vul-

map the modality of knowing in the ethnographies, we thus seek narratives

Being

one hand and overarching societal structures, theological systems, power-

evolving and open-ended modalities connected with numerous circum-

-

-

signal a lack of consistency or coherence; instead, they display a complex
-

-

-

-

Doing

can interact, dialogue, and clash with each other as fairly consistent enti-

adapts, and applies religious norms in her own life (Kupari and Vuola

and interactionist theories that focus on religious agency, and on how
-

it is an orientation and an aspiration, an existential undertaking framed

include discursive-scriptural, personal-cultivational, liturgical, immediate-

knowledge that factors such as age, gender, class, education, coincidences
of time and place, position in social networks, and personal dispositions

Do they mention formal rituals or personal routines of daily life, such as

Summing up the proposed analytical model

individuals place varying emphases on them in their everyday lives and

doing are equally important intertwined aspects of the vernacular repertoire

spinning wheel, in which focuses shift, and new connections are created
shaping and reshaping the wheel of vernacular religion as it is adapted for

the following examples that demonstrate how the model can illuminate

-

-

-

Eve’s story
Eve’s narrative answers most clearly the questions raised in relation to the

ment of Russian soldiers in Finland in the nineteenth century, and a nonsympathetic’ to Jewish ways and instrumental in upholding Jewish family

foods and traditions, which have receded since her death and are today adapted creatively

Boundaries of Jewish Identities in Contemporary Finland (in short the
Minhag Finland

)

languages, and the quotations from the Finnish or Swedish interviews used in this article

small and tightknit community like the one under study, such details would easily compromise

When still at school, she experienced antisemitic comments and stereotypical remarks concerning her dark looks, temperament, and intellectual skills,

-

Jewish contexts and narratives, more than with strict criteria of genealogy,

the strict approach of the Helsinki synagogue and refers to experiences from
-

Food memories are an important positive link to tradition for Eve, who
the happiness she felt when she managed one year to recreate the tastes of

as an example of how doing Jewish innovatively strengthens the modality
-

havdalah
porated aspects of Jewishness that comfort and sustain her in her secular

As for the dynamics of Eve’s vernacular Judaism, the power of context
situations where she displays her Jewishness and in her positive acknowl-

Havdalah
havdalah

her mezuzah. Moving into a new home, she wanted to hang a small case
with a mezuzah

least as a temporary solution:

whoever you are, protect our home and create all good things for me and
As time passed, Eve decided to stick to this personal mezuzah

Elijah’s story
-

Shema
Mezuzah scrolls are rolled up, put into a mezuzah
of Jewish homes, designating the home as Jewish, and reminding those who live there of their

congregation had accepted his patrilineal ancestry, he might have decided

halachah

aspect of their Jewish identity, so they do not study the Jewish law or learn
-

halachah
halachah

future converts, whereas Reform Jewish congregations may accept patrilineal ancestry, and

-

-

community, and how the local circumstances and context of the diaspora
-

the Jewish cemetery as an example; a tradition rooted in the surrounding

-

-

concluded in the following account:

Esther’s story
For Esther, Judaism is mainly connected with what you do: with rituals

These

Mizrahi
mamlachti-dati
She received a Jewish education and had a

Mizrahi Jews are the descendants of the local Jewish communities that existed in the Middle

Bnei Akiva

-

to Finland as an adult and married a man who was also an immigrant with

She has changed her ways of doing Jewish in response to the challeng-

context, accommodating some of the customs of local Jewry and the secular

her father’s Mizrahi
-

working life and religious life; and the Finnish winter weather complicates

-

inspires and empowers young Jews all over the world with a sense of commitment to the Jewish

-

-

-

halakhah is created

in any other religion in the world too,

ily life, Esther wishes to ensure Jewish continuity and has agreed with her

mezuzot in the house, and read Tehillim
Israel

Shema

Conclusions
-

to introduce a novel analytical model for the study of vernacular religion,

-

and how varying simultaneities shape the process at societal and individual

-

A model for studying vernacular religion should uncover its dynamics and
say, lived reality is always more complex than the structures any model can

The divergent narratives of vernacular Judaism in Finland show that
individuals may have varying reasons for maintaining their connections

-

as an assurance of their Jewishness without feeling the need to engage in
practices and form their own traditions, like Eve in creating her own mezuzah

-

how the movers of continuity, change, and context uphold the perpetual

a counternarrative that highlights the extraordinary value of ordinary life,

***
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