
Ritual 

Ritual in general refers to actions which have symbolic value (even though the symbols
may not be understood by all).  From simple greeting rituals to formal state occasions,
rituals are embedded in every culture.  Finding ways to contextualize the ritual dimen-
sion of religious experience will involve general understanding the concept of ritual and
particular understanding of the actions, symbolism, and myth(s) undergirding the partic-
ular ritual under consideration.  What follows is a general discussion of ritual within reli-
gious categories.

RITUAL: THE EMBODIMENT OF RELIGIOUS EXPRESSION

In current reconstructionist schools ritual is being submitted to the same type of
analysis as other widely recognized terms of the social sciences.  One of the princi-
pal questions in this analysis is what the usage of  "ritual" in academic discourse
tells us about the people who were using the term (see Bell, Ritual Theory).  Such
discussion, though important, is beyond the scope of this class.  

1. Ritual has been widely recognized as a "'window' on the cultural dynamics by
which people make and remake their world."  (Bell, Ritual Theory, p. 3).  It is a
symbolic pursuit which serves to express belief as well as gain some result which
gives satisfaction to the participants (see Malefijt, Religion and Culture, p. 189-95). 
It has been variously defined as

a. "A social encounter in which each participant has a well-rehearsed role to act
out."  (Goodman, Ecstasy, Ritual, and Alternate Reality, p. 31).

b. "Sacred dramas" (Hiebert, "Folk Religions"), and 

c. "Stereotyped sequences of activities involving gestures, words, and objects,
performed in a sequestered place, and designed to influence preternatural
entities or forces on behalf of the actors' goals and interests" (Turner, "Sym-
bols in African Ritual" in Lehmann and Myers, Magic, Witchcraft, and Sorcery,
p. 55).  

2. Religious anthropologists have identified three stages in transition rituals (see
diagarm; sources include, for example, Malefijt, Religion and Culture, p. 190):

a. Separation from normal life:  In preparation for the transformation that is
about to take place, the person must be separated from normal life.  In initia-
tion ceremonies, this may take place through a staged kidnapping.  In wed-
dings, the bride and groom dress in a particular way (and the bridal show-
ers/bachelor parties also pave the way).

b. Transformation, Transition or Renewal: After the separation from normal
life comes transformation.  Until this stage is completed, the person is a non-
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person.  He or she has been removed from the normal course of life, but has
not yet undergone the transformation to the new form or stage of life.  He or
she is in limbo, a non-person.  The term “liminality” is used of this stage, in
which there may be symbolic death rituals by those who are related to the
person undergoing the ritual.  The transformation that takes place may be

physical (e.g., circumcision) or  or symbolic (e.g., being given a new name and dropping
the old).

c. Reincorporation or reintegration into normal life: Once the transformation
is complete the transformed person is reincorporated into the normal social
fabric, although possibly at a different level with different responsibilities (e.g.,
as a adult eligible to marry).

3. Rituals serve a variety of purposes within a culture.  They are used to:

a. Affirm or establish social identity

b. Restore or bring order to the universe and facilitate transcendence

c. Establish psychological and intellectual identity

d. Fix historical identity (e.g., "I have now participated in a ritual that my great-
great-great-grandfather went through"). 
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e. Store cultural information (through the use of symbolism, much is packed into
formal rituals which serve as living dramatized cultural libraries)

f. Keep the society from falling apart (acting as a social glue holding things to-
gether by providing identity for the culture as a whole)

g. Help the culture move from one way of living to another (in the case of social

transition, rituals can pave the way for people to feel continuity with the old ways while
simultaneously stepping into the new).

4. Types of rites or rituals (diagrams here; summary chart which follows is adapted
from Hiebert, Shaw, and Tienou, Folk Religions):

a. Rituals of intensification:

b. Rituals of transition:
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c. Rituals of crisis: 



Examples

Explanation Characteristics Individual Group

Rites of Intensifica-
tion

(Cyclical)

Restore order to a world that is
degenerating into chaos and
meaninglessness.  Do this by pro-
viding the worshiper with a high
sense of order and purpose in the
ritual.  Metaphor: cleaning the
house and restoring order and
cleanliness.

High order: of degree and predictability
Religious community: clearly defined social order with
corresponding hierarchy
Focus: leave all other concerns behind and focus on
this event
Expectation: people expect to have their beliefs af-
firmed
Feeling of being at home: feeling of familiarity
Order and meaning: restores a deep sense of order,
meaning, and purpose

Birthdays
Anniversaries
Feeding an-
cestors
Etc.

Festivals
Weekly and
lunar rites
National
holidays
Etc.

Rites of Transi-
tion

(Cyclical though
in a different way
than rites of in-
tensification)

Change people from one state to
another, or mark some transfor-
mation in their belief, status or
being.  Conversion changes a
person's being; marriage a per-
son's status.  There is greater
freedom, creativity and newness
than in intensification rites.  Meta-
phor: remodeling the house.

Liminality: a feeling of being rootless, timeless, in limbo.
Highly focused and open to suggestibility: change is
expected; especially symbolic change.
Ultimate questions: Ordinary life is left behind, and the
focus is on the ultimate.
Communitas: Ordinary social differences are lost in the
common search
Symbols highly condensed and multivocal:  opposites
may be combined in the same symbol (death and life in
baptism) involving many senses
High degree of inner change: profound and deep level
change can take place.
Identity formation: Play an important role in form-
ing/creating identity of the person (e.g., professional
meetings)

Life cycle
rites (pre-birth,
birth, naming,
puberty, mar-
riage, eldership,
funerals, ances-
tral installment,
etc.)
Pilgrimages
Conversion
Revival
Etc.

Life cycle of
the gods
New year
and fertility
rites
Age grade
rites
Etc.

Rites of Crisis
(Repetitive

though non- cy-
clical)

Rituals used to prevent or deal
with crises.  Performed as needed
and not part of some overall order
and regularity. Metaphor: like an-
swering the door.

Social roles: usually an expert must be brought in and
paid to ensure success
Expectation: people expect to receive help from the
ritual; it is not just a show or some form of play
Mystery and dependence: These rituals in particular
evoke a sense of mystery and dependence on non-hu-
man powers for the sustenance of life

Healing
To get suc-
cess
Guidance
Etc.

End drought
To succeed
in war
Choose a
ruler
Etc.



Folk Religions–Page 41

Lifeways and Script Analysis

By lifeways we simply mean how people chose to live on the day to day level.  We are
not referring to their ideals of life, but how they actually choose to live.  One helpful tool
in uncovering way of life is that of script analysis.

1.Schemata or scripts are culturally derived knowledge structures that enable com-
prehension by generating appropriate inferences.  They represent knowledge about
events that are widely known and shared, such as visiting a grocery store or going to
a movie.  We build on script-based paradigms derived from repeated events in life
from an early age (see Shank and Abelson, Scripts, Plans, Goals, 222-37). 

2.Components of scripts: All scripts contain the following elements (Hatch, Discourse
and Language Education, 85-88)

a. Actors (with appropriate roles)
b. Props (not always significant)
c. Actions (what happens or what is said)

3.Scripts may be broken down further into

a. Scenes: Logical clusters of actions in the script
b. Episodes: Actions or events that are emicly grouped together in scenes

This may be illustrated in the script of going to the store:

4.Based on normal scripts in our cultures, we draw culturally logical inferences of
cause and effect when presented with two ends of scripts commonly found in our
culture(s).  Note the following examples:



Folk Religions–Page 42

Statements
Euro-American

Inference
Alternate

Inferences
Jay went to a party and Jay had a
headache the next morning

Jay drank too much and has a
hangover

Someone at the party does
not like Jay and has "sent" 
him the headache

Jay  fought with his brother and
Jay`s son came down with the flu

No connection The spirits were unhappy
with the breach, and afflicted
Jay`s son to bring Jay and
his brother together

Jay complimented Tom on his new
suit and Tom`s suit was splashed
later in the day.

Pure coincidence Jay`s compliment cursed or
jinxed  Tom.

5.Usefulness of scripting approach:

a. Focuses attention on the unabstracted and everyday processes by which people
constitute meaning. 

b. Provides a framework for describing these processes as context-specific phe-
nomena by proposing that explanatory schemata exist in a cognitive repertoire
and that people choose among the constituents of their repertoire.

c. It shows how cultural systems are operationalized by linking beliefs and ideas
with the context-dependent characteristics of practical interpretation.



Case Study of Jalari Medium Divination 
(Adapted in part from Charles A. Nuckolls, "Culture and Causal Thinking")

Background information: The Jalari are a Telugu fishing-caste people who live on the
Indian south coast.  Diviners are used by them to match conditions such as physical,
emotional, and social illness or brokenness to cultural maps of underlying causes.  In
this case, when a pregnant woman develops a fever, it is because of a spirit attack. 
The spirits are unhappy with something, and they attack a relatively “innocent” person
to send a message to the guilty parties that wrong actions in the community will not be
tolerated by the spirits.  The reasons behind the spirit attacks may be seen on two lev-
els of social scripts:  

Primary scripts: describe the reactions of spirits
to human transgression.  They explain the simple
or efficient causes of the two most commonly
diagnosed events: illness and poor fishing.

Example: pregnant woman has a fever because
her family had been neglecting their household
spirits.

Secondary scripts: describe disruptions in social
relations; used to explain more complex precipi-
tating causes.

Example: A social dispute in the family made it
impossible for two of the brothers to participate in
the family offerings to the spirits.  Therefore no
sacrifice was offered.

Spirit attacks among the Jalari are usually restricted to "innocent" people (usually
women and children) which force those responsible for the attacks to act.  The rituals
to deal with this problem are rituals of crisis.  

Case Study: 
Divining a Pregnant Woman’s Fever

1.The procedure follows the general outline of social scripts illustrated in the diagram. 
The diviner (dasudu) is called to the house.  He examines her by feeling her pulse. 
While feeling it, he asks the household spirits if they are the ones who attacked.  If
they are, the pulse quickens.  If they are not responsible, the pulse does not quicken,
and outside spirits must be considered through the same means.  If that is negative,
the diviner may decide that the illness is a `doctor illness` and advise the patient to
seek medical treatment of to do nothing at all.
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2.If the spirits admit responsibility, the diviner asks for money, which he wraps in a
cloth and waves around as an indicator to the spirits of the intention of the family to
deal with the problem through an appropriate offering (which is given either after the
disease remits or after a certain time frame).  The organization of the scripts related
to spirit attacks may be noted in the diagram.  

3.Once the person is healed and the offerings have been made, the "sufficient" cause
is considered understood. 

4. However, the social breach which is the precipitating cause must now be uncov-
ered, and divination is again used.  The goal is to develop an emicly tight  and
logical argument which assigns guilt/responsibility that no one will dispute.  This
would be something of a dynamic equivalent of our jury trial in which the two
sides attempt to present arguments of guilt and/or innocence.  The exception is
that the spirits are the judge and jury; the diviner`s role is to discern their judg-
ment.  Two forms of divination are used (each with their own scripts, scenes,
and episodes):

a. Seeing stone (Cupa rayi ) divination: the diviner comes and is given a
stone that the family keeps for such divination.  He suspends the stone
from his right hand, and asks the spirits questions to which the answers
come through the swinging of the stone (swinging = yes; not swinging =
no).

b. Kaniki (no translation given) divination: the diviner and the family go to a
kaniki practitioner (seems to be a woman), who drops rice into a con-
tainer filled with water (floating = yes; sinking = no).  This is done in public
view, with observers who have honest reputations present.  Because of
the public airing of a family argument, this form of divination is only used
as a last resort.

Missiological Analysis
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1. The phenomena: The phenomena fit
very naturally into the social system
of the Jalari.  Our observations
above show how they fit into social
scripts which make sense to the
people.

2. The ontology: This decision matrix
provides a helpful source in evaluat-
ing the origin of supernatural phe-
nomena:

a. Nuckolls advocates a purely natural understanding; he presents the
kaniki as arranging the answers by the way the rice is placed on the wa-
ter in order to influence the argument as (s)he sees fit.  He thus sees this
as a bit is trickery in the midst of a normal social event with no ontological
spiritual entities involved.  However, we are more than just social--we are
also spiritual.

b. My own evaluation is that it is probably a mixed phenomena.  There is
possibly trickery, but the reinforcement of belief in spirit appeasement
through sacrifice is clearly demonic in light of biblical revelation.  While
the actual event may not be "supernatural", it serves to reinforce a world
view that is contrary to God`s revealed Word.  Several questions may be
raised:

i. Is there biblical room for any type of divination?  Are any spirits
contacted through divination to be trusted?

ii. Spirit attacks are certainly biblical, but is fever in a pregnant
woman to be seen as a sign of a spirit attack?  Our western para-
digm tends to place illness in the biological arena rather than the
spiritual one.

iii. Is there any type of equivalent (e.g., prayer of the community)
which will make sense within the cultural context?

3. Fitting the elements of the Jalari scripts (including the scenes and episodes) into
a contextualization matrix:

Biblical View of Action or Attitude
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workable solutions
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of contact with the spirit
realm
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through sacrifices
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C Use prayer as part of
the initial diagnosis
and treatment

C See transgressions
as against God’s law,
not the law of the
spirits

C A Western medical
model as the only
possible solution to
the problem
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C Deal with anger
through forgiveness
rather than divination

C Denial of the spirit
realm

CONTEXTUALIZING RITUAL: ELEMENTS TO CONSIDER

There are several important elements to consider in contextualizing appropriate rituals
as substitutes in cases such as this.

1. The usual cultural explanation for sickness of the pregnant woman is spirit at-
tack.  Once these people come to Christ, they will carry this world view with
them.

2. The means of dealing with spirit attack are spiritual and ritual in nature.  We will
need to find appropriate means to meet the felt needs of the community in
showing that we honestly care about their problems.  Simply sending the woman
to a doctor will effectively begin the process of secularizing the Christians in the
community (they will no longer see spiritual issues in disease; only bio-medical).

3. Almost inevitably the reason for the disease will be a violation of cultural norms
or values--what the culture will call “sin.”  It may be by the woman herself, but
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just as often it will be seen as caused by a social taboo that must be remedied.  

4. The people themselves must be given the lead in designing a ritual to face this
crisis.  Them may go one of several directions, based on how coming to Christ
changes their view of the sickness:

a. They may recast their interpretation of the sickness and decide that this is
not a spirit attack after all.  If so, no ritual would be necessary.

b. They may consider this a demonic attack and try to develop appropriate
ritual to deal with the demonic.  This may range from prophecy to deliver-
ance sessions.

c. They may consider it to be God’s judgment on the community for violation
of taboo (sin), and call prayer meetings for develop a more Christian ritual
to discern what the Spirit is saying to the community.  While they may not
bring a diviner in, they may develop a dynamic equivalent to the diviner’s
ceremony (prayer meetings in which they ask God to show the reason for
the sickness).  In African Independent Churches, Prophets and Healers
have replaced diviners.  It is possible that such will arise in this situation
as well.

d. If not allowed to form new rituals, they may simply continue the practice,
but just out of the sight of the pastor/cross-cultural worker.  It will “go un-
derground” and the world view will remain unchanged.

e. Note that in the case of this example, the ultimate cause was two rela-
tives of the pregnant woman who were not able to get along and thus un-
able to offer a joint sacrifice.  Finding ways to deal with the social
breaches will be just as important as ways for the community to feel that
the messages given by the pregnant woman’s sickness are being at-
tended.




