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Introduction 

 

“[…] we seem to have uncritically accepted definitional boundaries that 

distinguish religious practices of one religious group from another’s, viewing 

them as mutually exclusive […]”1 

 

Once upon a time, all the people of the world belonged to a religion. Dependent on the 

region of the world they lived in, they directed their hopes and fears to the same source. 

They ate together in the same way, the performed their rituals together in the same way, 

and they shared a common worldview. Different peoples had different rituals and 

worldviews; the same people had the same rituals and worldviews. Then the people of 

the world began travelling. They started meeting each other. They learned about the 

sources of other people. They learned the meaning of religious difference: different 

people, had different rituals and worldviews. Some argued, however, that these 

religious differences were only superficial. That deep down, under all the cultural 

differences between nations, one ultimate reality permeated all these religious practices 

and worldviews. Beyond religious difference, we can find religious unity: all comes 

from the same source.  

This story is a tempting one. It has been told by many people, from different 

times, at different places. It had an appeal in the world of antiquity, it had an appeal in 

China, it had an appeal in Christian Europe and it still has an appeal in the “secular 

liberal democratic Western world” of today. This story, however, is fundamentally 

flawed.  

In the contemporary globalized world, cultural and religious diversity 

contributes to increasingly complex identities. In Western countries, scholars of 

religion have observed the emergence of what has sometimes been called “multiple 

religious belonging”. Guided by individual choice, or as a result of a multi-religious 

cultural background, many people find themselves adopting new forms of religious 

belonging, combining elements from a variety of religious traditions or belonging to 

different religious traditions at the same time. To give meaning to their lives, many 

people rely on multiple religious sources. 

 

1 Meredith McGuire, Lived Religion: Faith and Practice in Everyday Life (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2008), 86. 



 8 

A great number of studies have attested to these phenomena.2 While church 

membership and participation has been continually declining since the Second World 

War in Western Europe,3 religious scholars have witnessed the rise of a large group of 

“religious creatives”, who use various “religious fragments” and rely on personal 

reflection.4 Some scholars claim that “religion”, defined as membership and affiliation 

to a religious organization, is being replaced by individual forms of “spirituality”.5 

These new forms of belief and spirituality are supposed to exist across the borders of 

religious traditions.6 Among theologians, there is an increased attention to the “pioneers 

of the interreligious dialogue” who have extended experience and knowledge from 

multiple religious traditions.7 When asked whether they combine elements of various 

religious traditions in their lives, 24% of Dutch respondents to Berghuijs’ research on 

hybrid religiosity in the Netherlands, responded affirmative.8 

In Western societies, Christianity often continues to play an important role as 

an inspiration for religious identity, ethics and religious practices. However, other 

religious traditions have also become firmly established in Dutch society, including 

both Abrahamic traditions such as Islam and Judaism, but also Eastern religions such 

as Buddhism and Hinduism. These religious traditions have been present in Dutch 

society in great proximity to each other. But also other religious tradition have gained 

influence in the lives and minds of religious people in the West: Indigenous American 

worldviews such as the religion of the Mayans or other native American tribes, all 

 

2 Paul Heelas and Linda Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 1996); Chung 

Hyun Kyung, Struggle to Be the Sun Again. Introducing Asian Women’s Theology (Maryknoll: Orbis 

Books, 1990). Manuela Kalsky, “Embracing Diversity: Reflections on the Transformation of Christian 

Identity,” Studies in Interreligious Dialogue 17 (2007), 221-31; Ton Bernts and Joantine Berghuijs, God 

in Nederland 1996 – 2015 (Utrecht: Ten Have, 2016); Robert Wuthnow, Loose Connections: Joining 

Together in America’s Fragmented Communities (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998). 

Reinhold Bernhardt and Perry Schmidt-Leukel, eds., in Bernhardt and Schmidt-Leukel, Multiple 

religiöse Identität Identität: Aus verschiedenen Traditionen schöpfen (Zürich: Theologischer Verlag 

Zürich, 2008); Gideon Goosen, “An Empirical Study of Dual Religious Belonging,” Journal of 

Empirical Theology 20 (2007), 159-78. Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life, Many Americans mix 

multiple faiths, Pew Forum, 2009; Susan Katz Miller, Being Both: Embracing Two Religions in One 

Interfaith Family (Beacon Press, 2013). 

3 Bernts and Berghuijs, God in Nederland; Grace Davie, Religion in Britain since 1945: Believing 

without Belonging (Oxford / Cambridge, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 1994).  

4 Bernhardt and Schmidt-Leukel, Multiple religiöse Identität, 7.  

5 Heelas and Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution. 

6 Bernts and Berghuijs, God in Nederland, 125. 

7 Bernhardt and Schmidt-Leukel, Multiple religiöse Identität, 8. 

8 Bernts and Berghuijs, God in Nederland, 133. Joantine Berghuijs, Meervoudig religieus: Spirituele 

openheid en creativiteit onder Nederlanders (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2018), 53. K. 

de Groot, J. Pieper & W. Putman. 2013. Zelf zorgen voor je ziel: De actualiteit van christelijke spirituele 

centra (Almere: Parthenon), 92-93. 
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forms of World Shamanisms, Animism and nature religions, “pagan” traditions in 

Europe such as Celtic religion and Druidism, or modern lineages of Western 

Esotericism, Theosophy, Anthroposophy, Satanism and Wicca (among others), or more 

postmodern religiosities such as American Daoism.9 As a result of this proximity, many 

people have been able to look to various religious sources for meaning and inspiration. 

All these religious traditions harbour a wide variety of religious and spiritual practices 

and communities, which aren’t always clearly or consciously derived from any 

particular religious tradition. We may think of practices such as shamanic vision quests 

and sweat lodges, ayahuasca- and mushroom ceremonies, various yoga schools such as 

Vinyasa-yoga, Iyengar-yoga, Hatha-yoga, Bikram-yoga and Kundalini yoga 10 , the 

Tantric sexuality movement, qigong and Tai Chi practices, 11 reiki-healing, chakra-

healing, Buddhist vipassana meditation, Sufism and dervishes, trans-religious Iftar 

celebration, I Ching readings and other divination practices – and the list goes on. All 

this religious diversity increases the necessity of interreligious dialogue. 12  In an 

increased number of cases, we see individuals who so strongly identify with two 

religions, such as Christianity and Buddhism, that some theologians have identified 

them as having a “dual belonging”.13 

 

Research context 

This dissertation is part of a larger research project (2013-2018) that investigated how 

the phenomenon of multiple religious belonging transforms traditional Western notions 

of “religion” and “religious belonging”, and the implications of this transformation for 

Dutch society in the 21st century. The research project was supervised by philosopher 

prof. dr. André van der Braak and theologian prof. dr. Manuela Kalsky at VU 

University Amsterdam. It was part of a larger programme by NWO, the Netherlands 

Organisation for Scientific Research, 14  called Religion in Modern Society. 15  The 

project on multiple religious belonging consisted of two subprojects: this dissertation 

 

9 David A. Palmer and Elijah Siegler, Dream Trippers: Global Daoism and the Predicament of Modern 

Spirituality (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2018). 

10 Which should be regarded as a 20th century innovation in the Sikh religion. 

11 David Palmer, Qigong Fever: Body, Science, and Utopia in China (New York: Columbia University 

Press, 2010). 

12 David Tracy, Dialogue with the Other: The Inter-Religious Dialogue (Louvain: Peeters, 1990). 

13 Rose Drew, Buddhist and Christian? An exploration of dual belonging (Abingdon: Oxon, 2011). 

14 Nederlandse organisatie voor Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek. 

15 The programme commission was chaired by Prof. dr. Anne-Marie Korte. The programme supported 

nine innovative research projects on the shifting character of religion in the contemporary Dutch society. 

https://www.nwo.nl/en/research-and-results/programmes/gw/religion-in-modern-society/index.html 
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is the result of the first subproject which is an inquiry into the hermeneutical nature of 

multiple religious belonging. The second subproject, which was conducted by dr. ir. 

Joantine Berghuijs, was an empirical inquiry into multiple religious belonging as 

religion-as-lived in the Netherlands. The result of this research has been published in 

Berghuijs’ monography Meervoudig religieus. 16  In this dissertation I will refer 

regularly to this monography. 

 

Status quaestionis 

In this dissertation, I will focus on these phenomena from the lens of the expression 

“multiple religious belonging”. In the late 1970s, the question whether an individual 

can belong to two religions was raised by the Methodist theologian John Cobb who 

published an article entitled “Can a Christian be a Buddhist too?”17 This question was 

debated mainly by scholars in Christian-Buddhist interreligious studies and included 

contributions from Buddhism-inspired Christians and Christian-inspired Buddhists 

such as Ruben Habito and Thich Nhat Hahn.18 Around the turn of the millennium, the 

question became the theme of a panel at the society for Buddhist-Christian studies in 

Denver, Colorado.19  

In 2002, Catherine Cornille, an American comparative theologian, published an 

edited volume, Many Mansions? – featuring articles on multiple religious belonging in 

relationship to Christian identity.20 The contributions to this volume explore multiple 

religious belonging from the perspective of comparative and Christian theology. 

Cornille says in her introduction that “[w]hile none of the contributors to this volume 

endorse or advocate the possibility of multiple religious belonging in the strong sense 

 

16 Joantine Berghuijs, “Multiple religious belonging in the Netherlands: An Empirical Approach to 

Hybrid Religiosity,” Open Theology 3 (2017): 19-32; Berghuijs, Meervoudig religieus. 

17 John B. Cobb, “Can a Christian Be a Buddhist, Too?” Japanese Religions 10:3 (1979): 1-20. 

18 The question has been repeated in different forms. For example: Enrico Beltramini, “Can One Person 

Belong to Two Faiths? The Experience of Three Catholic Monks,” Studies in World Christianity 20 

(2014): 103-23; Perry Schmidt-Leukel, “Kann man gleichzeitig Christ und Buddhist sein?” in Carola 

Roloff and Wolfram Weisse, eds., Buddhismus im Westen. Ein Dialog zwischen Religion und 

Wissenschaft (Münster: Waxmann Verlag, 2011). 

19  Jeffrey Carlson from Dominican University recalls at this panel his welcome talk at the Fifth 

International Buddhist-Christian Conference at DePaul University: “I cracked a joke along the lines of 

“it’s good to have so many Buddhist-Christians” here. No one laughed.” (Jeffrey Daniel Carlson, 

“Responses,” Buddhist-Christian Studies 23, 77-83. 

20  Catherine Cornille, ed., Many Mansions? Multiple Religious Belonging and Christian Identity 

(Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2010). 
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of the term, most attempt to rethink Christian identity and belonging in ways that would 

not exclude a certain degree of identification with a different religious tradition.”21 

In his contribution to this volume, Jan Van Bragt discusses the multiple 

religious belonging of the Japanese people, saying that in a Japanese context, multiple 

religious belonging is almost a misnomer, because religious belonging is understood 

very differently.22 Cobb’s evaluation of multiple religious belonging in this volume 

asserts that the openness to other religious traditions might transform a religion, but 

that does not mean that multiple religious belonging is desirable in itself.23 Joseph 

O’Leary looks at “double belonging” to see how it is possible to transform Christian 

truth as a result of the encounter with Buddhist truth.24 Francis Clooney argues we 

should look at each religious tradition individually to see whether multiple identities 

are possible. 25  Jacques Dupuis evaluates the accounts of what he calls “double 

simultaneous belonging” from the perspective of the complementarity and convergence 

between Christianity and other religions. 26  Elisabeth Harris discusses Christian-

Buddhist double belonging in 19th century Sri Lanka.27 Claude Geffré distinguishes 

between multiple belonging and dual belonging, saying that the former is a “typically 

Western situation”, 28  while double belonging refers to the encounter between 

Christianity and non-Western cultures. 

In 2003, Peter Phan, a Vietnamese theologian, published an article on multiple 

religious belonging, in which he discusses how multiple religious belonging is situated 

in the theology of religions, which he calls an “inclusive pluralism”. According to him, 

the idea of multiple religious belonging in theology presupposes religious pluralism. In 

this article, he analyses this presupposition and attempts to formulate the implications 

of multiple religious belonging for theological education. 

 

21 Ibid, 4. 

22 Jan Van Bragt, “Multiple religious belonging of the Japanese people” in Cornille, Many Mansions, 7. 

23 John Cobb, “Multiple Religious Belonging and Reconciliation,” in Cornille, Many Mansions, 27. 

24  Joseph S. O’Leary, “Toward a Buddhist Interpretation of Christian Truth,” in Cornille, Many 

Mansions, 29. 

25 Francis X. Clooney, “God for Us. Multiple Religious Identities as a Human and Divine Prospect,” in 

Cornille, Many Mansions, 59. 

26 Jacques Dupuis, “Christianity and Religions: Complementarity and Convergence,” in Cornille, Many 

Mansions, 74. 

27 Elisabeth Harris, “Double Belonging in Sri Lanka. Illusion or Liberating Path?” in Cornille, Many 

Mansions, 76-92. 

28 Claude Geffré, “Double Belonging and the Originality of Christianity as a Religion,” in Cornille, Many 

Mansions, 93. 
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In 2006, the German Identity foundation published a study on “spiritual 

meaning-seekers” in Germany.29 This study concluded that there are an increasing 

number of traditional Christians which can be called “religious creatives”, who use 

elements from various world religions and individual reflection on these elements for 

meaning.30 This conclusion is mentioned in a publication on multiple religious identity 

from 2008, by the German theologians Reinhold Bernhardt and Perry Schmidt-Leukel. 

This volume has a focus on the question how individuals draw elements from various 

religious traditions. It includes a contribution by Cornille,31 as well as case studies of 

multiple religious belonging.32 But there are also hermeneutic explorations on multiple 

religious belonging as trans-versality,33 flexibility,34 as well as from pluralistic and 

comparative perspectives.35 

This volume discusses several “religious virtuosos”, such as Henri le Saux, a 

Christian-Hindu, Raimon Panikkar,36 a Christian-Hindu-Buddhist, and Frithjof Schuon 

a Sufi and Vedantic perennialist. In the second and third part of the book, this 

phenomenon is discussed from the perspective of religious studies and theology 

respectively. 

In 2009, Paul Knitter, a theologian, published a book with the title Without 

Buddha I could not be a Christian.37 This book is a personal account in which he 

describes how Buddhism has helped him through his crisis of faith as a Christian. He 

experiences the Christian idea of God as a transcendent Other as a problem to his 

personal faith. The dualism this entails is not in line with his own religious feeling. This 

idea of dualism in Christianity, which Knitter finds problematic, can be overcome by 

 

29 “Jeder siebte Deutsche ein ‘spiritueller Sinnsucher’” (Identity Foundation, 2006). 

30 Bernhardt and Schmidt-Leukel, Multiple religiöse Identität, 7. 

31 Catherine Cornille, “Mehrere Meister? Multiple Religionszugehörigkeit in Praxis und Theorie,” in 

Bernhardt and Schmidt-Leukel, Multiple religiöse Identität, 15-32. 

32 Christian Hackbarth-Johnson, “Henri Le Saux / Abhishiktānanda,” in Bernhardt and Schmidt-Leukel, 

Multiple religiöse Identität, 35-58. Bernhard Nitsche, “Raimon Panikkar. Multiple religiöse Identität als 

gelebte inter-intra-religiöse Transversalität,” in Bernhardt and Schmidt-Leukel, Multiple religiöse 

Identität, 59-78. André Gerth, “Frithjof Schuon,” in Bernhardt and Schmidt-Leukel, 79-112. 

33 Nitsche, “Raimon Panikkar,” 59-78; Hwa Yol Jung, Prolegomena to a Carnal Hermeneutics (Lanham, 

MD: Lexington Books, 2014). 

34  Manuela Kalsky, “Religiöse Flexibilität. Eine Antwort auf kulturelle und religiöse Vielfalt,” in 

Bernhardt and Schmidt-Leukel, Multiple religiöse Identität, 219-42. 

35 Joachim Gentz, “Multiple religiöse Identität in Ostasien,” in Bernhardt and Schmidt-Leukel, Multiple 

religiöse Identität, 115-36. Nitsche, “Raimon Panikkar,” 59-78. 

36 Panikkar famously proclaimed “I left Europe as a Christian, I discovered I was a Hindu and returned 

as a Buddhist without ever having ceased to be Christian.” Raimon Panikkar, The Intra-religious 

Dialogue (New York: Paulist Press, 1978), 2. 

37 Paul F. Knitter, Without Buddha I could not be a Christian (Oxford: Oneworld, 2009), passim. 
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the idea of nirvana in Buddhism. The non-dual interpretation of nirvana is more in line 

with his own religious experience. 

In 2011, a ground-breaking exploration on dual belonging by Rose Drew, a 

student of Schmidt-Leukel, was published.38 For her study – Buddhist and Christian? 

an exploration of dual belonging - she interviewed six people with a Christian-Buddhist 

dual belonging, in order to investigate how they negotiate between their two religious 

traditions. Her approach attempts to take both religious traditions as of equal value. An 

important conclusion of her work is that dual belonging usually implies the quest for a 

balance between commonalities in the two religious traditions and an 

acknowledgement of the differences. 

In the same year, a book was published by Gideon Goosen called Hyphenated 

Christians: Towards a Better Understanding of Dual Religious Belonging. Similar to 

Drew, Goosen uses a method of interviewing people to gain understanding about dual 

belonging or “hyphenated Christians” as he calls them, referring to the hyphen in 

Christian-Buddhists. For Goosen, the aim is to distinguish dual belonging from 

syncretism. Therefore, he defines dual belonging as “occurring when a person has a 

first major religion and draws on a second to a greater or lesser degree according to the 

three criteria of doctrine, practices and actions”.39 

Also in 2011, an article was published by Jyri Komulainen, who talks about 

multi-religious identity from a theological perspective, 40  which focused on Hindu-

Christian encounters and understands religions from a postcolonial perspective, seeing 

them as open-ended. In this way, he can imagine how Christianity can accommodate 

practices and traditions from other worldviews. In 2015, an article was published by 

Jonathan Homrighausen, who refers to dual belonging as people having two spiritual 

languages.41 Buddhist Christians in his view can be seen as “spiritually bilingual”.  

In 2016, a comprehensive volume was published on dual belonging, edited by 

Gavin D’Costa and Ross Thompson, both theologians.42 This edition is divided in three 

parts. The contributions to the first part are called “Affirmations” and include articles 

 

38 Drew, Buddhist and Christian. 

39  Gideon Goosen, Hyphenated Christians: Towards a Better Understanding of Dual Religious 

Belonging (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2011), 19. 

40 Jyri Komulainen, “Theological Reflections on Multi-Religious Identity,” Approaching Religion 1 

(2011): 50-58. 

41 Jonathan Homrighausen, “Spiritually Bilingual: Buddhist Christians and the Process of Dual Religious 

Belonging,” Buddhist-Christian Studies 35 (2015): 57-69. 

42 D’Costa and Thompson, Buddhist-Christian. 
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from Drew43 and Knitter44, who are generally positive about the possibility of multiple 

religious belonging. The second part is called “Challenges” and includes contributions 

by Daniel Strange,45 D’Costa,46 Marianne Moyaert47 and Cornille,48 which take a far 

more critical approach to multiple religious belonging, problematizing it from the 

perspective of Christian theology. Their contributions will be discussed in the first 

chapter. In the third part, “Explorations”, we see attempts to develop conceptualizations 

or hermeneutical strategies to approach dual belonging.49 

Also in 2016, another comprehensive volume on multiple religious belonging 

from the perspective of interreligious and Christian theology was published by the 

World Council of Churches, an ecumenical fellowship of churches, with the title Many 

yet One?50 Contributions to this volume often include a perspective on diversity of 

religious practices, and explore the possibility of multiple religious participation as an 

alternative to multiple religious belonging. More than in earlier publications, the focus 

is put on practice and hybridity.51 Similar to Cornille’s work, the influence of hybrid 

religiosities on Christian identity is discussed. However, more emphasis is put on 

multiple religious participation. Editors Rajkumar and Dayam define multiple religious 

belonging as a phenomenon “in which people of faith engage in the communities and 

practices of more than one religious tradition”.52 It is investigated how the participation 

in practices of other religious traditions affects Christian identity.  

In 2017, the open access journal Open Theology published a topical issue on 

multiple religious belonging, edited by the senior researchers of our research team. This 

topical issue included both theologians and social scientists. Editors Van der Braak and 

Kalsky introduced the issue by stating that they wanted to address “the interdisciplinary 

 

43 Rose Drew, “Chasing Two Rabbits? Dual Belonging and the Question of Salvation/Liberation”, in 

D’Costa and Thompson, Buddhist-Christian, 13-30. 

44 Paul F. Knitter, “The Question of Salvation”, in D’Costa and Thompson, Buddhist-Christian, 31-48. 

45 Daniel Strange, “‘There Can Be Only One’: The Impossibility and Idolatry of ‘Dual Belonging’,” in 

D’Costa and Thompson, Buddhist-Christian, 71-87. 

46 Gavin D’Costa, “A Roman Catholic Approach to Buddhist-Christian ‘Dual Belonging’,” in D’Costa 

and Thompson, Buddhist-Christian, 107-22. 

47 Marianne Moyaert, “Dual Belonging. Ritual and the Spiritual Revolution,” in D’Costa and Thompson, 

Buddhist-Christian, 123-41. 

48 Catherine Cornille, “Strategies of Negotiation,” in D’Costa and Thompson, Buddhist-Christian, 143-

58.  

49 For example, Abraham Vélez de Cea, “An Alternative Conception of Multiple Religious Belonging: 

A Buddhist Catholic Perspective,” in D’Costa and Thompson, Buddhist-Christian, 161-78. 

50  Peniel Jesudason Rufus Rajkumar and Joseph Prabhakar Dayam, eds., Many yet One? Multiple 

Religious Belonging (Geneva, Switzerland: World Council of Churches Publications, 2016). 

51 Rajkumar & Dayam, Many yet One? 

52 Ibid, 1. 



 15 

field of research that approaches hybrid religiosity through the lens of ‘multiple 

religious belonging’.53 In this topical issue, Van der Braak discussed in his article the 

theological challenges as set out by Drew for Zen-Christian dual belonging.54 Kalsky 

approached multiple religious belonging in the Netherlands from the perspective of 

“transreligious multiplicity”. 55  Berghuijs published her first empirical results on 

multiple religious belonging in the Netherlands.56 I myself published an article in this 

issue on the hermeneutical challenges of multiple religious belonging for theology of 

religions.57 This article would form the basis for the first chapter of this dissertation. 

Other contributions include an article by Rhiannon Grant, a theologian, who takes a 

Wittgensteinian approach by understanding religions as “language games”,58 an article 

by Steve Bruce, a sociologist, who argues that not only is “multiple religious 

belonging” ill-defined, but also that the extent of the popular practice of multiple 

religious belonging is exaggerated,59 and theologian Linda Mercadante, a theologian, 

who compares multiple religious belonging with the “spiritual but not religious”.60 

In 2018, the European Association of the Study of Religions devoted their 16th 

Annual Conference, which was held in Bern, to “Multiple Religious Identities”. 

Starting from an empirical perspective on religion, this conference questioned concepts 

such as “world religions” and “syncretism”, and focused on “the plurality and 

multiplicity of both religions and religious identities”.61 Though not discussing multiple 

religious belonging per se, this emphasis on multiple religious identities indicates a 

strong academic interest in the field of religious studies, to such an extent that it can 

function as an overarching theme to a conference for scholars of religion. 

 

53  Open Theology: Topical Issue on Multiple Religious Belonging. 

https://www.degruyter.com/page/topical-issue-open-theology-multiple-religious-belonging 

54 André van der Braak, “Zen-Christian Dual Belonging and the Practice of Apophasis: Strategies of 

Meeting Rose Drew's Theological Challenge,” Open Theology 3 (2017): 434-46. 

55  Manuela Kalsky, “Flexible Believers in the Netherlands: a paradigm shift toward transreligious 

multiplicity,” Open Theology 3 (2017): 345-59; Wesley J. Wildman, “Theology without Walls: The 

Future of Transreligious Theology,” Open Theology 2 (2016): 242-47. 

56 Berghuijs, “Multiple Religious Belonging,” 19-37. 

57  Daan F. Oostveen, “Multiple Religious Belonging: Hermeneutical Challenges for Theology of 

Religions,” Open Theology 3 (2017): 38-47. 

58 Rhiannon Grant, “Playing Many Religion-Games: a Wittgensteinian Approach to Multiple Religious 

Belonging.” Open Theology 3 (2017): 1-9. 

59 Steve Bruce, “Multiple Religious Belonging: Conceptual Advance or Secularization Denial?” Open 

Theology 3, (2017): 603-12. 

60 Linda Mercadante, “How Does It Fit? Multiple Religious Belonging, Spiritual but Not Religious, and 

the Dances of Universal Peace,” Open Theology 3 (2017): 10-18. 
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In 2018, Duane Bidwell, a theologian, published When One Religion Isn’t 

Enough.62 He discussed the phenomenon from a more practical theological perspective 

and looked at the lives of religiously fluid people. Here we see an overlap between a 

theological and a lived religion approach towards multiple religious belonging. 

There appears to be a “Christian-Buddhist” bias in the research on multiple 

religious belonging. Not only did the discussion in theology on multiple religious 

belonging first emerge in Buddhist-Christian study; surveys also appear to 

predominantly report the combination of Christian with Buddhist elements when 

multiple religious belonging is investigated. The difference and the interreligious 

dialogue between Christianity and Buddhism appear to be the dominant locus for 

discussing multiple religious belonging.63 How about different differences? Jewish-

Buddhist and Hindu-Christians were fast to join the ranks, as well as Jewish-Hindus64 

and Confucian-Christians.65 What about Christian-Shamans, Buddhist-Hindu’s with a 

Western background, Atheist-New-Agers or the large group with a “unhyphened 

religious belonging”? 

 

Hard, medium, and soft multiple religious belonging 

In the context of our research project at VU Amsterdam, it has been collectively decided 

to approach the phenomenon of multiple religious belonging by making a 

hermeneutical and pragmatic distinction between “hard multiple religious belonging”, 

“medium multiple religious belonging” and “soft multiple religious belonging”. We 

have defined “hard multiple religious belonging” as the phenomenon consisting of 

those individuals who explicitly self-identify with two (or more) distinct religious 

traditions. We find the clearest example of this in people with what has been called a 

dual belonging. In her study on dual belonging, Drew emphasizes how the exercise for 

people with a dual belonging is always one of finding a common ground between 

religious traditions and also respecting the irreducible difference and 

incommensurability of elements of this tradition.  

 

62 Duane R. Bidwell, When One Religion Isn’t Enough: The Lives of Spiritually Fluid People (Boston: 

Beacon Press, 2018). 

63  Paul O. Ingram and Frederick J. Streng, Buddhist-Christian Dialogue: Mutual Renewal and 

Transformation (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1986). 

64  Alon Goshen-Gottstein, The Jewish Encounter with Hinduism: Wisdom, Spirituality, Identity 

(Houndmills: Palgrave MacMillan, 2016). 

65 Kim Heup Young, “Multiple Religious Belonging as Hospitality: A Korean Confucian-Christian 

Perspective,” Rajkumar and Dayam, Many yet One, 75-88. 
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We have defined “medium multiple religious belonging” as the phenomenon 

consisting of those individuals who explicitly self-identify with one religious tradition, 

but practice elements of or have connections with other religious forms as well. In 

Rajkumar and Dayam’s Many yet One? we see an example of the discussion of 

hybridity and multiple religious participation as the confluence of Christian identity 

and non-Christian practices. This “practical turn” in Christian theology appears to be 

in line with medium multiple religious belonging. 

We have defined soft multiple religious belonging as individuals who do not  

self-identify with any “religious traditions” but do combine elements from various 

religious sources in their lives. This form of multiple religious belonging is commonly 

referred to as “religious shopping,”, “patchwork religion” or “religious bricolage”. Soft 

multiple religious belonging might therefore be perceived as a confusing term. Is soft 

multiple religious belonging really “belonging”? Maybe “belonging” should be seen as 

qualitatively different in soft multiple religious belonging, instead of a “lighter” form 

of belonging. It is the absence of self-identification with religious traditions, as cultural 

expressions of the religious. I will elaborate on the issue later. 

Multiple religious belonging is a divergent topic. It includes those individuals 

with a strict “dual belonging” – relatively few in number, though heavily discussed 

theologically -; those individuals with a “single belonging” who practice religiously 

outside of the borders of their churches; and those individuals that reject identification 

with “religions” and do not consider themselves “belonging to a religion”, who call 

themselves “spiritual but not religious” or religious without belonging to a religious 

tradition, or who combine elements from various religious sources. In most cases, to 

think multiple religious belonging is to think about religious belonging from the 

perspective of the individual in their relationship to a religious community. These 

phenomena raise several questions: what constitutes a religious community? Who 

decides who can be part of a religious community? Is religion communitarian anyway? 

How did we come to think of separated religious communities as a natural phenomenon 

in the world? How does religious belonging relate to other kinds of belonging? What 

does an individual belong to when we say she belongs religiously? 

 

Hard multiple religious belonging 
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In the context of Buddhist-Christian studies, “Dual (religious) belonging” was the first 

to gain academic attention.66 This is the phenomenon we refer to with the term “hard 

multiple religious belonging”. Christians from the West have historically come into 

contact with Eastern religions in the wake of missionary undertakings. Also, Eastern 

religion has received increased attention in the West, especially in the past few decades. 

The aforementioned study on dual belonging by Drew investigates the personal and 

psychological challenges for a few selected case studies. Other forms of “dual 

belonging” also became identified, most noteworthily people who combine Christianity 

with Hinduism67 and Jews who practice Buddhism.68 Dual belonging has usually been 

associated with a form of “religious virtuosity”. Drew focuses on the unique and 

advanced challenges for individuals who want to pursue the path of dual belonging. 

Michelle Voss Roberts, a theologian, has pointed out that these are “religious elites”.69 

Cornille questions whether the full commitment which is in her view necessary for 

religious belonging to two religious traditions is attainable for any human being, 

whether in principle or in practice. Berghuijs has noted that the actual number of people 

with a “dual religious belonging” in the Netherlands is very low.70  

 

Medium multiple religious belonging 

In theological reflections on dual belonging it has been noted that the concept of 

“religious belonging” is strongly associated with the demand for a unique commitment 

 

66  This early attention has resulted in some thorough studies, such as Ross Thompson, Buddhist 

Christianity (Ropley: O-Books, 2010) and Drew, Buddhist and Christian? Highly noteworthy with 

respect to this topic is the collection of articles on the topic in Gavin D’Costa and Ross Thompson, eds., 

Buddhist-Christian Dual Belonging. Affirmations, Objections, Explorations (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 

2016). 

67 Michael Amaladoss, “Being a Hindu-Christian: A Play of Interpretations - the Experience of Swami 

Abhishiktananda,” In Peniel Jesudason Rufus Rajkumar, and Joseph Prabhakar Dayam, eds., Many yet 

One? 89-98. 

68 Rodger Kamenetz, The Jew in the Lotus: A Poet's Rediscovery of Jewish Identity in Buddhist India 

(San Francisco, CA: Harper San Francisco), 1994; Judith Linzer, Torah and Dharma: Jewish Seekers in 

Eastern Religions (Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson Inc., 1996); Brenda Shoshanna, Jewish Dharma. A 

Guide to the Practice of Judaism and Zen (New York: de Capo, 2004); Lionel Obadia, “Etre Juif Et 

Bouddhiste,” in Esther Benbassa and Jean-Christophe Attias, eds., Des Cultures Et Des Dieux. Repères 

Pour Une Transmission Du Fait Religieux (Paris: Fayard, 2007), 412-13; Anne Vallely, “Jewish 

Redemption by Way of the Buddha,” New Age Judaism (2008); Yonatan N. Gez, “The Phenomenon of 

Jewish Buddhists in Light of the History of Jewish Suffering,” Nova Religio: The Journal of Alternative 

and Emergent Religions 15 (2011): 44-68; Mira Niculescu, “I the Jew, I the Buddhist,” CrossCurrents 

(2012): 350-59; Mira Niculescu, “Reading in-Betweenness Jewish Buddhist Autobiographies and the 

Self-Display of Interstitiality,” Contemporary Jewry 37 (2017): 333-47. 

69 Michelle Voss Roberts, “Religious belonging and the multiple,” in Journal of Feminist Studies in 

Religion 26, 46. 

70 Berghuijs, Meervoudig religieus, 13. 
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to a single religious path or tradition.71 Religious belonging is usually perceived as 

possible in relationship to only one religion. In one form, the reason for this is that there 

is only one “true” religion. “Other” religious traditions are not seen as other religions, 

but as false religions. In this view, there exists only one undivided truth, which is 

present in one religious tradition. Sometimes, however, this strong commitment to one 

religious tradition is not in contradiction with the encounter of practices or even ideas 

from other religious, spiritual or philosophical traditions. Let me give an example: it is 

possible to be strongly affiliated with a local Protestant church, but also practice yoga 

- a physical activity which is assumed to be connected to the Hindu tradition - regularly. 

This does not necessarily imply that this person would also “belong” to Hinduism in 

the same way as this person belongs to his or her (Christian) church community. Maybe, 

this person is not even aware of the fact that yoga practices find their origins in another 

religious framework. Many forms of religious practice and worship are not always 

identified as “religious”. Religious traditions in the West have long histories in their 

attempts to exclude “magic” or “superstition”, or “pagan spirituality”.72 Many practices 

are called “magical” or “spiritual” by their practitioners and not seen as religious. For 

others however, especially those who are strongly committed to one religious tradition, 

there will be a certain level of engagement with elements from other religious traditions, 

without understanding this as belonging as fully as with their primary religion. These 

persons have a clear identification with, or belonging to, one religious tradition, but 

combine this orientation with elements or practices from other religious traditions. This 

might not be defined by the persons themselves as such. In short, they do not fully 

belong to multiple traditions, in a strong theological definition of belonging. 

 

Soft multiple religious belonging 

For many people, the idea that they “belong” to a “religion” has lost its currency. In the 

United States, we see an increased interest in sociology and theology in what has been 

called the “spiritual, but not religious” (SBNR).73 The argument goes that “religion” is 

too strongly associated with organized religious institutions (i.e. “churches”). For 

 

71 Catherine Cornille, ed., Many Mansions? 

72 Wouter Hanegraaff, “Reconstructing “religion” from the bottom up,” Numen 63 (2016): 577-606. 

73 Robert C. Fuller, Spiritual, but not religious: understanding unchurched America (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2001); Philip Hughes, “Spiritual but not religious,” Pointers: Bulleting of the Christian 

Research Association 22 (2012), 13-17; Nancy T. Ammerman, “Spiritual but Not Religious? Beyond 

Binary Choices in the Study of Religion,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 52 (2013): 258-78. 
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various reasons, these religious institutions had caught on negative connotations. Hence 

individuals started to label themselves as “spiritual, but not religious” and the term 

stuck with social scientists. SBNR has been associated with the “individualization” of 

society in general and religion or spirituality in particular. 74  People have become 

disappointed with what organized religion can offer, and maybe also partly because 

they do not care so much anymore about “religious traditions”. Nancy Ammerman,75 a 

sociologist, argues that we shouldn’t focus too much on a binary between “spirituality” 

(which is understood as individual) and “religion” (which is understood as communal). 

As we will see in chapter two, the split between the public and the private aspects of 

“religion” has been constitutive in the generation of the term in modern European 

scholarship. In this dissertation, I will take the private and public aspects of religion, 

religious traditions, religiosity, and spirituality together.  

The reemphasis on the individual aspects of the religious, next to the decline of 

church membership, affiliation or participation in the West signals a re-enchantment76 

through forms of religious expression which do not start from religious organizations. 

This evolution has been extensively studied by many scholars in the social sciences.77 

Many practices and convictions are combined by individuals into new forms of 

religious belonging. Is this still a belonging to a “religion”? In the social sciences, 

religious belonging is understood as a tool to categorise religious commitments. In 

Christian theology, “belonging” expresses mostly an exclusive commitment to the 

tradition. From both these perspectives, religious belonging appears to be a 

contradiction in terms when it is applied to multiple religious belonging. Does multiple 

religious belonging mean that one belongs to multiple religions? Or is such a use of the 

term “belonging” illegitimate, or confusing, or both?  

Some people claim that their religious belonging is not a belonging to a religious 

tradition, but rather a sense of belonging to a perceived “core” or “universal source” of 

 

74 Ammerman, “Spiritual but not religious?” 258-78 

75 Ibid. 

76 Morris Berman, The Reenchantment of the World (Ithaca, NJ: Cornell University, 1996). A recent 

publication argues that the idea of “disenchantment” is a myth in itself (Jason A. Josephson-Storm, The 

Myth of Disenchantment. Magic, Modernity, and the Birth of the Human Sciences (Chicago & London: 

The University of Chicago Press, 2017). 

77  Heelas and Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution; Gordon Lynch, The New Spirituality : An 

Introduction to Progressive Belief in the Twenty-First Century (London: I.B. Tauris, 2007); Dick 

Houtman and Stef Aupers, “The Spiritual Turn and the Decline of Tradition: The Spread of Post-

Christian Spirituality in 14 Western Countries, 1981-2000,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 

46 (2007): 305-20; Paul Heelas, Spiritualities of Life New Age Romanticism and Consumptive Capitalism 

(Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2008).  
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religion: love, God, the transcendent, ultimate meaning, the fundaments of reality, 

etcetera. Individuals do not find themselves belonging to a religion but belonging to a 

deeper religious reality directly.78 These individuals often combine a whole range of 

religious, magical and spiritual practices from many religious traditions. Their belief in 

God is often retained or transformed, while practices such as yoga and meditation may 

be used to develop spiritually, as is prayer. Also, ethical wisdom from all world 

traditions, such as Daoism, Hinduism, Shamanism and Native American religion is 

appropriated. Many Christian theologians, however, have questioned whether this kind 

of “spiritual shopping” is permissible and beneficial for the individual. Furthermore, 

this has mostly been regarded not as a form of multiple religious belonging, but rather 

as non-belonging.79 Following on the self-report of individuals with such a soft multiple 

religious belonging, I will explore how we can understand the religious belonging of 

soft multiple religious belonging as neither illegitimate nor confusing.  

 

Research questions 

This dissertation focuses on the hermeneutical questions around the phenomenon of 

multiple religious belonging. The phenomenon has implications for how scholars of 

religion understand religious multiplicity and religious belonging. Religious belonging 

is commonly understood as belonging to one (and only one) of multiple “religions”, a 

list which usually includes Christianity, Buddhism, Islam, Hinduism, Judaism and 

others. Multiple religious belonging deviates from the common idea that individuals 

belong to one religion. Furthermore, religious belonging is not only understood as 

exclusive belonging in the descriptive sense; in theology, there appears to be a 

widespread idea that exclusive commitment is also most desirable. Descriptive and 

normative interpretations of religious belonging go hand in hand.  

We might hypothesize, as some scholars have actually done, that multiple 

religious belonging signals the “Easternization”80 of religion in Western societies.81  As 

it is conceived, in the East, religious belonging has historically not been as clearly 

demarcated by means of exclusive traditions, as in cultures which were dominated by 

 

78 Berghuijs, Meervoudig religieus, 229. 

79 Cornille, Many Mansions? Bernhardt and Schmidt-Leukel, Multiple religiöse Identität. 

80 Colin Campbell, The Easternization of the West: A Thematic Account of Cultural Change in the 

Modern Era (Boulder: Paradigm Publishers, 2007). 

81 Van Bragt, “Multiple religious belonging,” 7-19. Paul Hedges, “Multiple Religious Belonging after 

Religion: Theorising Strategic Religious Participation in a Shared Religious Landscape as a Chinese 

model,” Open Theology 3, 48-72. 
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monotheistic religions. Neither Buddhist nor Daoist identities have the same exclusivist 

connotations as is often the case with people in Christian or Muslim cultures. While 

religious professionals in the East are usually conscious about religious differences, for 

the laity the boundaries between religious traditions in Asia have usually been less 

clearly demarcated, if not in theory then at least in practice. In East-Asian societies, 

religious multiplicity and religious belonging have historically been conceptualized 

differently from hermeneutical frameworks in the West.82  

The phenomenon of multiple religious belonging challenges us to rethink the 

meaning of religious belonging and religious multiplicity. This challenge situates itself 

both on a hermeneutical and a descriptive level – to what do people who belong 

religiously belong? What religious multiplicities can we distinguish? – as on a 

normative level – is it permissible to belong to multiple religious traditions? Where do 

we draw the boundaries between religious traditions? In this dissertation, the main 

question is: How does the phenomenon of multiple religious belonging challenge 

existing interpretations of religious belonging and religious diversity, what are the 

historical backgrounds of these existing interpretations, and how can an cross-cultural 

comparison with Chinese approaches to religious belonging and religious diversity lead 

to a new hermeneutic of religious belonging and religious diversity that allows a fruitful 

engagement with multiple religious belonging? From this main question, four sub-

questions are derived, which will be discussed in chapters one to four. (1) How does 

the phenomenon of multiple religious belonging challenge existing interpretations of 

religious belonging and religious diversity? (2) What are the historical backgrounds of 

existing interpretations of religious belonging and religious diversity? (3) How do 

historical and contemporary Chinese approaches to religious belonging and religious 

diversity compare to Western approaches? (4) What new hermeneutic can be devised 

that allows a fruitful engagement with multiple religious belonging? 

This will lead to a whole range of derived questions. What kind of religious 

belonging is multiple religious belonging? Is it a new form of religious belonging, or is 

it instead a form of religious belonging which was always possible but not highlighted 

in the same way? To what do people with a multiple religious belonging belong? The 

question of multiple religious belonging emerges foremost in theology of religions – 

the theological understanding of religious diversity. What is the understanding of the 

 

82 Perry Schmidt-Leukel and Joachim Gentz, eds., Religious Diversity in Chinese Thought (New York: 
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religious belonging of multiple religious belonging in this discussion? What normative 

questions about multiple religious belonging are at stake in the theology of religions? 

From the discussion on multiple religious belonging in theology of religion, I believe 

we can make a leap towards a re-evaluation of the concept of religious belonging from 

the perspective of critical religious studies.  

The phenomenon of multiple religious belonging puts into question our 

concepts as critical scholars of religion, religious multiplicity and diversity, and 

ultimately about religious belonging. What understandings of religious multiplicity are 

possible? How did the concept of religion emerge as it did, and why does this cause the 

phenomenon of multiple religious belonging to be so confusing? Why do we still want 

to speak about religious belonging? These conceptual questions show how the toolbox 

of critical religious studies is strongly influenced by the Western-monotheistic history 

of religious studies.  

Multiple religious belonging has sometimes been seen as an “Easternization” of 

religious belonging. To understand the religious belonging of multiple religious 

belonging, it is fruitful to take a close look to Eastern approaches of religious 

multiplicity and belonging. Chinese culture seems to have had most influence on these 

Eastern forms of religious belonging. What does religious belonging mean in the 

context of Chinese culture? Can religious belonging in Chinese culture be understood 

as a form of multiple religious belonging? If so, how does this reflect back on our 

understanding of multiple religious belonging? Finally, from this analysis of the 

concepts and the comparison with China, what new concept of religious belonging can 

we distinguish to emerge from the phenomenon of multiple religious belonging? Can 

such a concept be helpful for understanding religious belonging also in other contexts? 

Is multiple religious belonging a fringe phenomenon, or is the form of religious 

belonging that it exposes actually a widespread phenomenon which could shed light on 

the re-emergence of religion in the post-secular world? I have witnessed how religious 

belonging is discarded by religious studies scholars as irrelevant and claimed by some 

theologians as only applicable to exclusive religious commitments. How can we make 

a critical approach to religious belonging fruitful and re-evaluate the affective 

dimension which is carried by the word “belonging”?  

 

Methodology and theoretical framework 
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For this thesis, I will take an interdisciplinary approach with the aim to be relevant to 

any scholar of religion, however defined. I will analyse the discourse of theologians 

and social scientists on multiple religious belonging. The concepts of multiplicity, 

religion and belonging I will study conceptually and historically, by looking at their 

meaning in religious studies. I apply a comparative hermeneutic methodology, by 

comparing multiple religious belonging to religious diversity in China. Comparative 

hermeneutics aims to put different cultural interpretative frameworks side by side, in 

order to gain insight on one interpretative framework, by contrasting it with another. 

By comparing multiple religious belonging as a Western discourse with Chinese 

hermeneutical frameworks of religious hybridity, I aim to enrich our understanding as 

Western scholars of multiple religious belonging by looking at it through the 

hermeneutic lens of China.  

Multiple religious belonging is not only a hermeneutical problem, however, but 

also a normative one. Critical theory has a long tradition of pointing out how research 

standpoints are not only different, but also not normatively neutral. Multiple religious 

belonging is a question related to the position from where you speak, and by making 

those positions explicit, hidden power dynamics can become visible. I will start from 

the feminist and postcolonial critiques on multiple religious belonging and will apply 

French critical theory later on.  

Initially, multiple religious belonging has mostly been studied from the 

perspective of Christian theology. In religious studies, however, we witness an 

increased attention for hybrid forms of religiosity. These disciplines use different 

presuppositions and hermeneutical frameworks to approach these phenomena. The 

discourse on multiple religious belonging has been developed in interreligious studies 

and theology of religions. The (various types of the) phenomenon itself, however, has 

been noticed and studied from within different academic fields: Christian theology83, 
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religious studies and social sciences, such as anthropology of religion84, sociology of 

religion85, intercultural philosophy86, feminist theology, and postcolonial theology.87  

I will give an overview of the hermeneutical approaches towards multiple 

religious belonging in these various disciplines, to show how complex these 

phenomena are and how different it looks from the perspective of various disciplinary 

perspectives. In Christian theology, multiple religious belonging has often been 

described as a challenge.88 The question of justification of multiple religious belonging 

from Christian perspectives plays a crucial role here. In sociology, researchers are 

searching for alternative models to explain why fewer people in Western societies 

affiliate with one religious tradition.89 Multiple religious belonging has been proposed 

as an alternative framework to exclusive religious belonging. Anthropologists such as 

Meredith McGuire note that many people do not exclusively belong to a religion, but 

that varieties of religious practices exist and are mixed. 90  Feminist thinkers have 

emphasized how religious institutions are organized in a patriarchal way, and therefore 

women do not always have an equal voice in the organisation of religion. 91 They 

suggest that a large percentage of individuals with a medium and soft multiple religious 
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belonging are women,92 and that this might be interpreted as a strategy to subvert these 

patriarchal structures.93 Postcolonial theorists have furthermore suggested that there is 

an imbalance between Christianity and non-Western religiosities, which has also 

engendered forms of multiple religious belonging in the Global South.94 Therefore they 

recognize power relations between Christianity and “other religions”. The respondents 

of  Berghuijs testify to feeling “trapped” in the boxes of “religions”.95 They feel these 

“religions” are projecting a top-down exclusionary power on the “common believers”. 

Forms of multiple religious belonging can become a strategy for individuals to break 

free from these religious boxes and boundaries. 

An intercultural approach can show how in Eastern societies, religions are often 

not institutions of popular “belonging”. Rather, they offer practices and life 

philosophies to which individuals can relate to or use to greater or lesser degrees.96 

Furthermore, multiple traditions are not mutually exclusive. Instead, many philosophies 

or religions seem to complement each other. 

If we look at hermeneutical models for religious diversity in East Asia, this will 

give us new perspectives on the (perceived) emergence of multiple religious belonging 

in the West. In China, people had to negotiate their religious practices in a diverse 

religious ecology, in which exclusive commitment to one religious tradition has not 

been defining for religious belonging. China has been characterized by the existing of 

different “religious teachings”, namely Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism; but in 

the daily lives of most common Chinese people throughout history, this distinction was 

not very important. They would just practice religious rituals in their local temples, 

which were more often than not, not defined by either of these religious traditions. 

There is a certain “natural” form of multiple religious belonging present in East Asia, 

where multiple religious traditions have influenced the lives of people throughout its 

history. More important than commitment to a religion has been the practicality and 

efficacy of rituals from different religious traditions. Paul Hedges, a scholar of religion, 

has recently attempted to remodel multiple religious belonging by means of referring 
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to it as “strategic participation in a shared religious landscape”,97 borrowing from the 

Chinese situation in which a complicated “religious ecology” makes it necessary for 

individuals to associate and dissociate with various religious traditions and practices in 

a strategic way. 

Some scholars have suggested that multiple religious belonging is a 

phenomenon that exemplifies how religion in Western countries is becoming more 

similar to religion in East Asia.98 In the West, religious belonging has become strongly 

attached to the world religions paradigm. It appears that this paradigm favours 

exclusivism over flexible belongings. It is characterized by the understanding of 

“religious belonging as belonging exclusively to one religion. Most religious people 

indeed strongly identify with one religious tradition, in these sense that we could say 

that they “belong” to that religion. This dissertation has as its subject the large group of 

people in Western Europe and the U.S. whose religious belonging extends beyond the 

boundaries of religious traditions. Some scholars and theologians have suggested that 

multiple religious belonging in the West mimics forms of being religious that have been 

predominant in East Asia. Cornille for example states: “The idea of belonging to only 

one religion has been more or less alien to most of the religious history of China and 

Japan, and in India and Nepal individuals visit shrines and temples and pray for 

blessings regardless of which religion a particular saint or temple might belong to.”99  

Colin Campbell, a sociologist, has argued that hybrid religiosity in the West 

could be understood as an “Easternization”100 of religion. Campbell defines two “ideal 

types” of religiosity: Western and Eastern: the Eastern, or Oriental type is according to 

him inherently more syncretistic. The occurrence of multiple religious belonging in the 

West can therefore be regarded as an expression of this Easternization. Schmidt-Leukel 

believes that religion in China is closer to theological pluralism than the Abrahamic 

religions (and some exclusivist tendencies in Hinduism and Buddhism outside of 

China). He states that “[w]hile perhaps we might not find too many examples of a full-

blown religious pluralism, China’s long tradition of admitting multi-religious 
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allegiances and of conceptualizing a harmonious unity among different faiths may 

indeed point in this direction.”101 

The Western sociological model of identifying religious belonging by means of 

assessing to which religion an individual belongs, has often resulted in puzzling results 

when applied to the East Asian context. In Japan, for instance, out of a population of 

126 million, the number of adherents to Shinto are estimated at 100 million by the 

Japanese government, whereas the number of Buddhists is estimated at 95 million.102 

These numbers do not even give an account of the substantial number of Christians in 

Japan, let alone of the non-believers. From this, Jan Van Bragt argues that it might very 

well be possible that multiple religious belonging is actually the norm in Japan, as 

opposed to the monotheistic rigidity in the West. In China, the situation is even more 

puzzling. While about 47% of the Chinese population responds in a survey on religious 

affiliation to be “convinced atheists”103, as much as 85% of the same population appears 

to be engaged in religious practices such as ancestor worship and participation in 

religious festivals.104 

How can we explain these apparent contradictions in the religious affiliation of 

people in the East? Do we have to conclude that multiple religious belonging is in fact 

the predominant model for religiosity in East Asia and does multiple religious 

belonging in the West progressively shift toward the same model? Or do we have to 

assume that the very notion of religious belonging in East Asia is different from 

religious belonging in Western religious traditions?  

The context of globalization does not only mean that religious traditions have 

come into increased contact with each other and might therefore be the cause of 

multiple religious belonging in its different forms. On the crossroads of different 

religious traditions, people naturally adapt to different religious beliefs and practices, 

depending on the cultural context. Also, different hermeneutical understandings of 

religious diversity and belonging are engaging into an ever-increasing dialogue. When 

we look at East Asia, we will see different models of religious diversity that can 

elucidate multiple religious belongings in the West. The exclusive understanding of 
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religious truth in monotheistic religions emphasizes difference. In the East, however, 

religious traditions appear to have more manoeuvring space to interact with each other 

and to foster multi-religious identities. 

 

Outline of the dissertation 

I will advance my argument in four chapters. In the first chapter I will explore how 

multiple religious belonging has been discussed in theological and empirical research 

literature. This exploration has two dimensions. First: what is the terminological scope 

of the phenomenon of multiple religious belonging? Second: which hermeneutics are 

used to describe this phenomenon?  

In Christian theology, theologians such as Cornille 105  D’Costa, 106  and 

Dupuis,107 among others, discuss multiple religious belonging from their own particular 

religious tradition. 108  Other theologians, such as Schmidt-Leukel, 109  Knitter, 110 

Clooney,111 and Panikkar,112 take a pluralistic approach. Knitter and Panikkar might 

consider multiple religious belonging a way to transcend religious differences. 

Schmidt-Leukel and Clooney might not draw such far-reaching conclusions, but 

nevertheless emphasize the enrichment of interreligious dialogue and the inherent value 

of multiple religious belonging. From feminist and postcolonial theologies, the 

framework of religious diversity of different religions has been questioned. Feminist 

theologians such as Voss Roberts have argued that the idea of “multiple religious 

belonging” is too strongly embedded in a framework of religious traditions.113 Instead, 

feminist theologians such as Jeannine Hill Fletcher, Kwok Pui Lan, Chung Hyun Kyung 

and Kalsky argue we should consider religious identity as something inherently hybrid, 

with a possibility of flexibility towards other religious identities. They plead for the 
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embrace of religious differences.114 They underline the necessity to analyse the power 

relations that are at work within and among the different religious traditions.115 

Multiple religious belonging has also been studied in the social sciences: 

anthropology and sociology of religion, though it is not always named this way. Some 

social scientists try to find ways to model how people can belong to various religions. 

Others, such as McGuire however argue that the focus on religious traditions obscures 

the fact that religious boundaries are always blurry and that many people are in between 

religious traditions.116 

I will argue that there are two hermeneutics that run parallel to each other in the 

discussion on multiple religious belonging: a hermeneutic of multiple religions and a 

hermeneutic of religiosity. Hard multiple religious belonging is usually understood 

through a hermeneutic of multiple religions, which understands religious traditions as 

clearly delineated. Soft multiple religious belonging is usually understood through a 

hermeneutic of religiosity, in which the religious encompasses a wide variety of 

phenomena, which are even always clearly identifiable as part of religious traditions. 

The discussion on medium forms of multiple religious belonging shows how these two 

hermeneutics are combined by both emphasizing the primacy of belonging to a primary 

religious tradition and the practice of religious elements outside this primary religious 

tradition. Some theologians, such as Marianne Moyaert and John Thatamanil, have in 

this context suggested to speak of interreligious ritual participation or multiple religious 

participation instead of multiple religious belonging.117 This points at a “practical turn” 

in theology, which not only emphasises the lived character of religion but also avoids 

discussions regarding doctrinal purity. Interreligious participation can function as a 

more innocent form of interreligious dialogue, without the theological questions 

regarding the permissibility of multiple belonging. 

In the second chapter, I will engage with the conceptual structure of the concepts 

religious multiplicity, religion, and religious belonging from the perspective of this 
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division of a hermeneutic of multiple religions and a hermeneutic of religiosity. What 

is the origin and structure of the concepts of “religion”, “religious belonging”, and 

“religious multiplicity” in the study of religion? What can we learn from this about the 

concept of religious belonging in the critical study of multiple religious belonging? In 

recent decades, scholars of religion have increasingly emphasized how the term 

“religion” is the result of a particular Western history.118 Not only is the world religions 

paradigm much more contingent than is commonly thought, also the idea of religious 

belonging as exclusive commitment to one of these world religions is a relatively recent 

hermeneutical development, and mostly limited to Western thought. Multiple religious 

belonging, understood as the dual belonging to two religious traditions, could only have 

emerged in a hermeneutic of multiple religions. Hard multiple religious belonging is a 

contingent phenomenon which is dependent on this Western genealogy. A soft multiple 

religious belonging, which does not emphasize belonging as identification with 

religious traditions, nor a religious multiplicity understood as religious traditions, 

emerges as an alternative phenomenon to the predominant hermeneutic. By tracing the 

origins of the concept of “religion”, it becomes clear how these competing 

understandings of religious belonging emerged historically and geographically, and 

why multiple religious belonging has different forms of expression. How did we come 

to think about religion and its diverse understandings the way we did? What particular 

Western history of scholarship produced the hermeneutical frameworks on religious 

diversity that enabled us to think about multiple religious belonging in the first place? 

To uncover the differences between the two hermeneutics I will focus more on the 

genealogy of religion and the way how the different understandings of religious 

multiplicity and religious belonging emerged from this genealogy.  

The term “religion” is the result of a highly contested history, which ultimately 

gave rise to the dominance of the Protestantism influenced concept of various 

“religions” which exist side by side, are different in terms of belief, and are mutually 

exclusive.119 Opposed to this concept, there is also an understanding of “religion” as a 
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domain of human culture separate from politics.120 Both these concepts play a role in 

how scholars think about and conceptualize religion. This is related to the idea of 

religious diversity. Originally, there was no religious diversity: only true religion and 

false religion. In a second stage, religions came to be seen as various equal expressions 

of belief.121 Today, many religious studies scholars do not focus on multiple religions 

as bounded religious traditions but describe the wide variety and multiplicity of 

religious phenomena, which together constitute “religion”.  

In the second chapter I will also discuss the concept of religious belonging and 

some possible interpretations of it in the context of multiple religious belonging. It has 

often been noted that the term “belonging” is not appropriate to describe the sort of 

engagement people with a multiple religious belonging have with religion.122 I will 

argue that hard, medium and soft multiple religious belonging should not be considered 

as different levels of engagement with religion, as a quantitative gauge, but rather that 

hard and soft multiple religious belonging are two different kinds of religious 

belonging. Hard multiple religious belonging refers to a belonging to religious 

traditions; soft multiple religious belonging is a sense of belonging beyond religious 

traditions. Religious belonging has a specific origin.123 Originally, religious belonging 

was something which individuals where born with. In a second stage, however, 

religious belonging has become something voluntary. Since the Reformation, 

individuals can choose which religion they belong to. Today, religious belonging has 

become even more fluid. Many individuals do not see religious belonging as a strong 

exclusive identity. Their religious affiliation has become something much looser and 

more flexible. The cause of different hermeneutics of religious belonging, in which a 

particular idea of multiple religious belonging – as belonging to two or more of several 

world religions - could emerge is the result of a particular history of Western 

scholarship. Our understanding of multiple religious belonging is contingent. Different 

interpretations are possible. 
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When Western scholars study religion, they are always looking into their own 

prejudices, which originate from a specific Christian-European context about what 

religion is, how religion  should be distinguished from the state and from human culture 

in general, what its purpose is, or how we think about the “sacred”. Multiple religious 

belonging - both as a phenomenon and as a specific way of looking at the phenomenon 

it addresses – appears to be the result of these Western presuppositions, which have 

gained a universal application. My response to this situation is to compare “multiple 

religious belonging” with Eastern, Asian, or specifically, with Chinese understandings 

of religion, because I want to surpass some of the Western presuppositions by looking 

at these understandings of religious belonging from the perspective of Chinese culture.  

In the third chapter, I will focus on China as a case study for another point of 

departure to approach religious multiplicity and religious belonging, one which I hope 

will deepen our understanding of the religious belonging of multiple religious 

belonging. As I mentioned, it has sometimes been noted that multiple religious 

belonging is not really a new phenomenon, but has been the normal expression of 

religiosity in the Global East.124 I will use this idea to see how a Chinese hermeneutic 

of religious diversity can be fruitful to come to new understandings about multiple 

religious belonging in the West. The comparison of multiple religious belonging with 

Asian interpretations of religious affiliations or belonging serves as a new perspective 

on the phenomenon in areas where exclusive religious belonging has formerly been the 

norm.  

When we look at religion in China,125 the first thing we can note is that the 

concept of “religion” has a relatively short history, and is mainly associated with the 

Western hermeneutic of multiple religions. 126  In China, there has always been an 

emphasis on the existence of different “teachings” (教 jiao), the most prominent of 

which are Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism.127 These teachings are considered as 

different toolboxes of rituals and ethical rules, which do not form exclusive religions. 

It appears that it is not considered likely for common people to “belong” to them in the 

exclusive sense of the word. Does this mean that multiple religious belonging has been 
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a naturally occurring phenomenon in the East-Asian context? Or is multiple religious 

belonging in the West maybe even the result of a particular encounter with Eastern 

forms of religiosity? How do different hermeneutical models on religious multiplicity 

in the West and the East engender multiple religious belonging? This chapter introduces 

a comparative approach into the hermeneutical inquiry. We will inquire how religious 

diversity and multiple religious belonging has been conceptualized in East Asia, in 

particular China. I take China as a case study, and a method of widening the 

hermeneutical horizon, because the hermeneutic of religious diversity in China appear 

to have been highly influential in other parts of East Asia as well. 

A fruitful way to consider religious diversity in China is as a religious landscape 

or “religious ecology”, in which various religious traditions, both native and foreign, as 

well as folk religious practices, ethnic minorities, but also state ideology, each play 

their distinct roles. For most Chinese people, it is not necessary to identify with or 

belong to one of the religious traditions active in the religious ontology. It is, however, 

as Hedges puts it, a matter of strategic adaptation and negotiation with the different 

traditions and rituals present in this religious ecology. Multiple religious belonging is 

both the natural way for Chinese to negotiate religious diversity and a possible 

misnomer in the Chinese context. What we rather see is that although we can 

distinguish different “religious traditions”, in the sense of religious teachings, religious 

belonging appears to be something more “diffused” (as C.K. Yang has put it). This does 

not mean that there is more than one belonging: Chinese people know very well to what 

clan, village, ancestral lineage, province and nation they belong. Also, they know what 

ritual duties are expected of them, both to each other, to their gods, bodhisattvas and 

politicians, and to each other. In this sense, they do not have a multiple belonging, in 

the sense of a belonging to multiple teachings, but their belonging is constituted of a 

multiplicity of cultural and religious rituals, forms, and duties.  

I will use these Chinese forms of religious belonging to introduce, in the fourth 

chapter, an intercultural and rhizomatic approach of multiple religious belonging, for 

scholars of religion. As I will explain, from a “rhizomatic” perspective, religions are 

not seen as bounded entities, but rather as networks or assemblages of elements which 

sometimes group together to form larger networks, sometimes, exclude other structures, 

but are often connected in many ways to other religious segments of society. What is 

imagined as “Buddhism” or “Christianity” in a hermeneutic of multiple religions, 

should better be described as networks of religious “words, things, gestures, powers, 
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sounds, silences, smells, sensations, shapes, colours, affects and effects”. This 

description is closer to the lived experience of religiosity. On the one hand these 

networks have a gravity towards unification and exclusivity, resulting in the “reified 

imaginative formations” which we call “religions”;128 on the other hand these networks 

are fundamentally open, inclusive, connected, and transformative. For individuals, it is 

the challenge to navigate within this, what some Chinese scholars have called, religious 

ecology – the coexistence in one society of various official and unofficial religious and 

spiritual organisations and groups.  

I will further develop the idea of the religious belonging of multiple religious 

belonging as rhizomatic belonging, following the work of Gilles Deleuze and Félix 

Guattari, philosophers.129 Thus far I have described hard, medium and soft multiple 

religious belonging as different phenomena. I will argue that a hermeneutic of 

religiosity and the hermeneutic of religion in China can together be understood as 

paving the way for an understanding of religious belonging as rhizomatic belonging. 

This concept will connect the community dimension of belonging and the 

understanding of belonging as longing for a home, with the infinite multiplicity of 

religious forms. The Deleuzian concepts of the rhizome and assemblage will serve as 

metaphors and a lynchpin to show how religious traditions and religiosity emerge from 

an interconnected immanent frame. 130  We have defined hard, medium, and soft 

multiple religious belonging by means of the identification with more than one, one, or 

no religious traditions respectively. This way, I will open the possibility to approach 

multiple religious belonging not as a hermeneutical framework which relates to world 

religions, but rather as a dynamic, multifaceted and multi-affective forms of life, which 

constitutes a religious belonging which is multiple. I will show how multiple religious 

belonging transforms the scholarly concept of religious belonging, because it 

challenges the scholar to imagine how we can think multiplicity and belonging together. 
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Chapter 1 

Multiple religious belonging: a hermeneutical problem 

Perspectives from theology and social sciences 

 

“Everyone carries a history of contamination; purity is not an option.” – Anna 

L. Tsing, The Mushroom at the End of the World 

 

When we start our explorations into the nature of multiple religious belonging it is 

important to make a distinction between the phenomenon and the discourse surrounding 

it. On the one hand, “multiple religious belonging” refers to a certain kind of social 

phenomenon: individual people combining (elements of) various religions in their life. 

On the other hand, “multiple religious belonging” is also a hermeneutical framework, 

in as far as it frames and interprets these phenomena in a certain way. The objective of 

this study is to clarify this distinction and to enhance the hermeneutical framework we 

as scholars of religion can use to discuss the social phenomenon. Until now, there have 

been several different discourses used to discuss multiple religious belonging. The 

phenomenon of multiple religious belonging, however, is not clearly demarcated in 

itself. There is a range of phenomena, which together could be referred to as forms of 

multiple religious belonging. When I talk about multiple religious belonging as a social 

phenomenon, I will use this term in the broadest possible sense. This means that 

multiple religious belonging, in this study, might refer to individuals who themselves 

claim to belong to two or more religions, individuals who are observed to belong to two 

or more religions, individuals who combine elements from a variety of religious 

sources, individuals who have a hybrid religious identity and individuals who have a 

primary religious identity but also relate to teachings or practices from other religious 

sources. “Multiple religious belonging” as a term has almost exclusively been used 

within Christian theology. In the social sciences, the phenomena that we as our research 

team indicate with the term “multiple religious belonging”, have been studied 

extensively as well. Within our project on multiple religious belonging, Berghuijs has 

employed multiple religious belonging or meervoudig religious (“multiply religious”) 

as an empirical term for social scientific research. 

In this chapter, my aim is twofold. I want to present a critical overview of the 

proposed terminology for those social phenomena that we could call “multiple religious 
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belonging”. I will show that these terms are different ways to refer to a range of 

phenomena, which are also qualitatively different. My second aim is to show how these 

phenomena, all different forms of what we will comprehensively call “multiple 

religious belonging”, are being discussed differently in theology and social sciences, as 

I have already hinted at in the introduction. 

Common in theology and sociology is a framework which focuses on the 

existence of various religious traditions. In theology, the interpretation of the 

relationship between various religious traditions is called theology of religions. 

Similarly, in religious studies, the most common understanding of religious diversity is 

the idea of multiple religions. In both disciplines, there is a line of thought which 

focuses on religious traditions as monolithic entities. This view has however been 

criticized by feminist and postcolonial theologians and has also come under pressure in 

Western anthropology. We will see that feminist theologians attempt to overcome the 

dichotomy between difference and sameness in relation to religious diversity, by 

showing how religious differences can be made productive. Furthermore, in 

anthropology and sociology, several scholars dispute the focus on religious traditions 

as well. In the sociological methodology called “lived religion”, less emphasis is put on 

the boundaries between religious traditions. These boundaries are perceived not to be 

very important for religious people in their daily lives but tend to blur easily. 

Theologians as well as anthropologists and sociologists of religion have 

reflected on those phenomena we call hard, medium, and soft forms of multiple 

religious belonging.131 Many scholars of multiple religious belonging do not regard soft 

multiple religious belonging as a form of “multiple religious belonging”. Most 

theologians will separate what they consider to be forms of genuine multiple religious 

belonging, self-identification with two or more religious traditions, from superficial 

“bricolage” or “spiritual shopping” which is not considered multiple religious 

belonging. Why? 

 

1.1 Multiple religious belonging from the perspective of theology 

When the term “multiple religious belonging” is used to discuss the phenomenon 

multiple religious belonging, this happens primarily within the context of the so-called 

theology of religions. In this field, multiple religious belonging is primarily used to 
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refer to what we have called “hard” and “medium” multiple religious belonging. The 

discourses that use “multiple religious belonging” have been primarily defined by 

theologians. In our research project, we have decided to extend the term beyond the 

scope and interest of the theology of religions. We argue that “multiple religious 

belonging” extends beyond the understanding of a dual identification with two religious 

traditions. It is however important to take account of the hermeneutical field in which 

the academic discussion on multiple religious belonging emerged. 

Theology of religions is a research area in Christian theology, which focuses on 

understanding religious diversity from a Christian perspective.132 It is an attempt to 

evaluate the existence of other religions from within the Christian tradition. Alan Race 

is known for his classic threefold typology in the theology of religions. He distinguished 

three positions: exclusivism, inclusivism, and pluralism.133 In his typology, exclusivism 

denotes the claim that salvation is only possible through the explicit acknowledgement 

of Christ as the saviour; inclusivism denotes the claim that although salvation is only 

possible through Christ, this salvation might be attained through other religious 

traditions; pluralism denotes the claim that more than one (or all) of the religious 

traditions are equally valid, yet distinct ways to reach salvation. 134  This threefold 

typology has later been criticized and expanded by other theologians, for expressing a 

too strong pluralistic bias. Some theologians do not recognize themselves in the label 

“exclusivism” but want to engage with religious differences from within their own 

religious tradition. They reject the threefold typology because it pays insufficient 

attention to the irreducible particularity of religious traditions. Knitter has attempted to 

extend the threefold typology, in order to accommodate such critics, into a four-way 

typology.135 The first way is the Replacement Model, which similar to exclusivism 

holds that there is only one true religion (Christianity). The second is the Fulfilment 

Model, which is comparable to inclusivism. Knitter argues that the Replacement Model 

has historically been the position of Christianity towards other religions, and that it is 
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still dominant in evangelical and fundamentalist groups. The Fulfilment Model, he 

argues is a correction of the Replacement Model and is currently the mainline 

perspective in most moderate churches. In this model, Christianity is not seen as a 

religion which has to “replace” other religions, but other religions are seen to find their 

fulfilment in Christianity. This model signifies a tension between openness towards 

other religions and the limits to what is possible through such openness. Knitter 

observes that this model became the mainstream in the Catholic Church after the 

Second Vatican Council. Knitter’s third model is the Mutuality Model, which is similar 

to pluralism in Race’s typology. Similar to pluralism is the acknowledgement that all 

religious traditions contain a certain amount of truth. However, it also states that 

religions can contain errors as well. Therefore, an open stance towards religious 

difference is important to acquire deeper insight into religious truths. The most 

important contribution of Knitter is however the inclusion of what he calls the 

Acceptance Model. This “acceptance” refers to the acceptance of religious diversity, 

and of the existence of other religious traditions, without the possibility of knowing 

which religious tradition is ultimately right and which is ultimately wrong. This model 

can be seen as part of what some have called a “postmodern” worldview, in which the 

value of a religion is dependent on the situatedness of the individual, and which 

measures religions by a pragmatic norms, i.e. by evaluating whether a certain religion 

“works” for the individual or not. 

The extension of Knitter’s model shows in an important way how complicated 

reflection in theology of religions has become. Some theologians have argued that they 

did not recognize themselves in the original typology of Race, which was seen to favour 

pluralism over exclusivism and inclusivism. Knitter’s approach is not only an attempt 

to correct the hierarchical organization of Race’s model, but it also adds a fourth 

position - the Acceptance Model - which emphasizes (at least in some versions of it) 

the incomparability of religious traditions. Hedges has rebranded this four-fold 

typology of Knitter to fit in with Race’s three-fold typology.136 Similar to Race, he 

distinguishes between exclusivism, inclusivism and pluralism. He adds a fourth 

category to the typology: “particularities”, and representatives of this position he calls 

“particularists”. Some representatives of particularism in Hedges’ classification reject 
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this term however, seeing it as too postmodern.137 Particularism is, according to Hedges, 

defined by a rejection of pluralism, inclusivism, and exclusivism: it rejects pluralism, 

which it understands as talking about religious diversity in too universal terms. It also 

rejects inclusivism, because it argues that it is incoherent to understand other religions 

as part of your own. Finally, it rejects exclusivism, because it argues that there can 

never be certainty that one religion will lead to salvation.138 

From the perspective of exclusivism, it is hard to see how hard multiple 

religious belonging can be theologically permissible. If only one religious tradition is 

true, and if exclusive commitment to this tradition is required, religious belonging 

across the boundaries of traditions is theologically forbidden.  In the recent edited book 

on dual belonging by D’Costa and Thompson, evangelical theologian Daniel Strange139 

takes the position that it is a form of religious idolatry, and there can be only one true 

religion. As we have seen, the topic of dual belonging and multiple religious belonging 

arose in Christian-Buddhist studies and studies in interreligious dialogue. Theologians 

and “religious virtuosos” such as Panikkar and Habito who are involved in 

interreligious dialogue have encountered fellow Christians who also refer to themselves 

as having a Buddhist or other religious belonging. An awareness has arisen that this 

phenomenon has to be addressed theologically.  

 

1.1.1 Terminological diversity in theology 

“Multiple religious belonging” is just one of many terms or frameworks which have 

been proposed to refer to this phenomenon. In their recent publication on multiple 

religious belonging, Rajkumar and Dayam quote Voss Roberts when they say that 

multiple religious belonging is “a phenomenon in which people of faith engage in the 

communities and practices of more than one religious tradition”140. All proposed terms 

frame the phenomenon in different ways and highlight certain aspects of it while hiding 

others. With these terminologies, theologians attempt to understand religious belonging 

in a context in which an increasing number of people in the West no longer affiliate 

exclusively with traditional church institutions. 
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138 Ibid. 

139 Strange, “There Can Be Only One,” 71-87. 

140 Rajkumar and Dayam, Many yet One, 1. 
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I will show the variety of terms which have been used for the phenomenon of 

multiple religious belonging in theology. The intention of this overview is to indicate 

the complexity of multiple religious belonging, by showing the diversity of conceptual 

frames used to address it. Multiple religious belonging is related to the discussions 

about syncretism. Syncretism in theology has a history in which it was considered with 

suspicion. The term was given a pejorative connotation by theologians at the end of the 

Reformation.141 These theologians used syncretism to refer to the addition of foreign 

religious elements to the purity of the Christian teachings and practices. Reinhold 

Bernhardt, a German-Swiss theologian, notes that as a result of theological polemics in 

the 17th century, syncretism became a “theological curse word”, referring to the 

unpermitted admission of essentially different elements in one’s own tradition or a mix-

up with other traditions.142 

The phrase multiple religious belonging became more widely used as a result 

of the engagement with it by Cornille, to investigate how Christian theologians with a 

Christian identity could understand the claim made by some people that they belong to 

more than one religious tradition. She states: “… [t]he expression ‘multiple religious 

belonging’ […] refers to various kinds and degrees of belonging to more than one 

religion”.143 In theology, the question how to understand new and multiple religious 

affiliations from a theological perspective had been raised. 

In Christian theology, the focus in the discussion of dual and multiple religious 

belonging was on the so-called “Great Pioneers”144,  in the words of Voss Roberts, or 

the “religious virtuosos”145, in the words of Bernhardt and Schmidt-Leukel. Religious 

virtuosos are described by them as “highly reflexive examples of multireligious 

identity”.146 These “case studies” of multiple religious belonging are seen as highly 

intellectual elites, who devoted large parts of their time to immersing themselves in 

more than one religious tradition. Religious virtuosos often mentioned in the context of 

multiple religious belonging include Aloysius Pieris, 147  Oblate Michael Rodrigo, 
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142  Reinhold Bernhardt, ““Synkretismus” als Deutekategorie multireligiöser Identitätsbildungen,” in 

Bernhardt and Schmidt-Leukel, Multiple religiöse Identität, 169. 

143 Catherine Cornille, “Multiple Religious Belonging and Interreligious Dialogue,” 4-8. 

144 Voss Roberts, “Religious Belonging,” 47. 

145 Bernhardt and Schmidt-Leukel, Multiple religiöse Identität, 11. 

146 Ibid. 

147 Aloysius Pieris (1934), a Sri Lankan Jesuit theologian who immersed himself in Buddhism, sees the 

different expressions of religious traditions as different and “mutually corrective instincts of the human 

spirit”.  Pieris observes a difference between his Western Christian tradition, which he understands as 

focusing on agape or redemptive love, and the Eastern Buddhist tradition, which focuses on gnosis or 
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Panikkar,148 Le Saux (Abhishiktananda),149 Knitter, Roger Corless,150 Habito, Bede 

Griffith, Sallie King, Schuon and Chung.151  

The occurrence of such a great number of religious virtuosos who attested to 

their strong connection to two or more religious traditions, has drawn the attention of 

theology. It is these religious virtuosos which are initially referred to when “multiple 

religious belonging” is discussed. It is clear that there are many people inspired by 

various religious traditions, including those who mix elements from these various 

traditions, but also certain individuals who appear to indicate that they even belong to 

two (or even more) religious traditions, such as Christian-Hindus and Jewish Buddhists. 

These religious virtuosos have become the subject of heated debates, especially in 

theology.  

Three questions in particular appear to be important in the discussions of 

scholars in the Christian theology of religions. The first question concerns the 

possibility of multiple religious belonging from a theological standpoint, taken into 

account the doctrines on multiple religious belonging by any respective faith 

 

liberative knowledge.  He argues that religions should neither become syncretic nor synthesized, but that 
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148 Raimon Panikkar (1918 – 2010) was a Roman Catholic theologian from Barcelona. His mother was 
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149 Henri Le Saux (1910 – 1973) was a French monk who acquired a thorough experience in Indian 

spirituality and Advaita Vedanta, later becoming known as Swami Abhishiktananda. His understanding 

of advaita, or non-duality, led him to overcome the tensions between his own Christian traditions and 

the Hindu traditions, with which he had become intimately acquainted. Discussing his experiences with 

inter-religious dialogue and integration, he notes that: “For a fruitful dialogue it is necessary that I reach, 

as it were, in the very depth of myself to the experience of my brother, freeing my own experience from 

all accretions, so that my brother can recognize in me his own experience of his own depth.” 

150 Roger Corless (1938 – 2007) was an American nationalized British scholar of religion who strongly 

focused on interfaith dialogue and was publicly known for practicing both Christianity and Buddhism. 

He is one of the interviewees in Rose Drew’s Buddhist and Christian? Both as a researcher and a 

practitioner of two traditions, Roman Catholicism and Tibetan Buddhism, he reflected on the possibility 

of dual practice and dual belonging. About this, he stated: “I think that someone with dual practice should 

try to be authentically in each tradition”. See for more on Corless: Henry N. Smith, “Beyond Dual 

Religious Belonging: Roger Corless and Explorations in Buddhist-Christian Identity,” Buddhist-

Christian Studies 17 (1997): 161-77. For his own reflections on multiple religious belonging see: Roger 
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community. If multiple religious belonging is understood as not completely impossible 

from the perspective of a respective faith community, the second question poses 

concerns whether it is possible to fully and equally belong to two or more religious 

traditions at the same time. A third question is whether it is possible to even belong to 

more than two religious traditions, which would enable us to speak of a genuine 

“multiple religious belonging”. Even many of the more liberal theologians, such as 

Schmidt-Leukel, will limit the possibility of multiple religious belonging to two 

religious traditions. They appear to be sensitive to the argument that belonging can only 

be considered a term to express exclusive religious commitment. Out of these questions 

came a whole range of studies talking first about “double belonging”, 152  “double 

simultaneous belonging”, 153  “double religious belonging”, 154  later on “dual 

belonging”155 or “dual religious belonging”156 and finally also on “double religious 

identity.”157  Also, some people have used the term “hyphenated Christians” 158  for 

Christian-Buddhist159, or “hyphenated religious identity”.160 

The focus on dual belonging led mainly to the study of people with a double 

belonging, specifically Christian-Buddhist. The dual-tradition approaches attempt to 

transcend cross-cultural differences between religious traditions by exploring the 

possibilities to integrate these traditions in search of similarities. Dual-tradition 

approaches are often inspired by pluralist theology, which supposes that all religious 

traditions are different cultural expressions of one ultimate religious truth. The 

combination of two cultural traditions is often evaluated as possible, although very 

hard.161 The scholars of dual belonging assume that it is important to consider both the 
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elements that make two religious traditions distinct, but also on what topics religious 

traditions meet.162 

Dual belonging has often been used almost interchangeably with multiple 

religious belonging.163 The phrase “multiple religious belonging” has proven to be a 

successful classification which was used by many theologians, but it has also received 

criticism from several scholars.164 When the term was first introduced in 2002, it was 

used to describe the rise of “religious creatives” from the perspective of the Christian 

tradition. The central question, which was addressed in Many Mansions? is whether 

multiple religious belonging is possible from a “tradition specific”165 perspective, and 

if so, how? Multiple religious belonging in this book is by most authors in it approached 

from a particularistic perspective.166 It was argued that we need a “tradition specific” 

perspective on theology of religions, which neither rejects the truth claims of other 

religious traditions, nor embraces them in a pluralistic model. Theological questions in 

relation to other religious traditions, particularists argue, should always start from the 

embeddedness in the own tradition.167 This initial question about multiple religious 

belonging assumed that full religious belonging to more than one tradition would be 

highly unlikely, but the addition of elements from other religious traditions to 

Christianity was, to some particularistic theologians, considered theologically 

permissible.168 

Cornille and other theologians have argued that multiple religious belonging in 

the full meaning of the word, namely belonging to two or more traditions in full, is 

close to impossible.169 Some pluralistically oriented theologians have therefore argued 

against using the phrase multiple religious belonging. They argue that it would be better 
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to speak about “multiple religious identity”,170 “religious multi-identity”,171 or multi-

religious identity172 instead. Other references include “double religious identity”,173 

and “religious hybrid identity”.174 Bagus Laksana proposes speaking of a “complex 

religio-cultural identity”, because of the “overwhelming reality of complex religious 

and cultural interactions among people of different religious traditions”.175 Also Karla 

Suomala talks about “complex religious identity”.176 Although it is not possible to fully 

belong to different religions, the argument goes, it could nevertheless be possible to 

identify with more than one religion. Multiple religious identity has been compared to 

the proficiency of multiple languages,177 which could all be part of your identity, but 

do not express explicit belonging. All these attempts to replace “belonging” with 

“identity” appear to be suggesting the presupposition that belonging can only be used 

as a term to refer to a bounded tradition. 

Abraham Vélez de Cea, a theologian, has suggested the term “interreligious 

belonging”.178 Like theologians before him, Vélez de Cea argues that full belonging to 

two religious traditions is a logical impossibility, but that it could be argued that 

someone is “interreligiously belonging” to two traditions, if he or she meets the 

requirements the religious traditions themselves have defined for membership. 

More recently, multiple religious belonging has been studied from the 

perspective of multiple religious participation.179 The question raises whether religious 

affiliation is actually a question of either “identity” or “belonging”, of something that 

you are. It might be that religious affiliation is something that you do. Interreligious 
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practices and interreligious participation are studied as a way to avoid complicated 

theological questions concerning either belonging or identity. From an intercultural 

perspective it has been questioned whether Western reflection on religion doesn’t focus 

too strongly on belief as the key discriminator to identity something as “religious”. 

Therefore, terms were introduced which refer to this participatory dimension. As we 

have already seen, “belonging without believing”180 could be understood as a matter of 

participation as opposed to religious belief. More recently, we have been able to 

observe the introduction of “multireligious participation”, 181 “multiple religious 

participation”, 182  and “multireligious practice”. 183  Some have spoken of “multiple 

religious orientation”.184 

Schmidt-Leukel uses the term “patchwork religion”.  He says that “patchwork 

religion”, on the personal level, is unavoidable, because religion always has an 

individual dimension.185 A religious tradition is a complex network of practices and 

beliefs, and it is highly implausible for anybody to exemplify a religious tradition in 

full, says Schmidt-Leukel. Anybody who is confronted with other religious traditions 

will probably adopt certain beliefs or practices in his or her individual religious identity. 

This process will result in an identity built up of patches of different religious 

inspirations on the personal level.186 

Schmidt-Leukel believes, however, that it is very likely that this consumptive 

religious disposition is not only a trait of postmodern individualistic economic societies 

but occurs in traditional believers as well. He even argues that multiple religious 

believers are much more conscious in their choice of a certain set of religious “patches”, 

because they genuinely choose the beliefs and practices that suit their religious desires. 

Schmidt-Leukel believes the danger of patchwork religiosity is not the multitude of 

religions that is on offer, but the tendency of people to be religious from a consumptive 

perspective only.187 
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Kalsky expresses multiple religiosity in terms such as “religious flexibility” and 

“flexible believers”. 188 Although the term had been at first associated with “multiple 

religious identity”, “religious flexibility” expresses the fact that religiosity is dependent 

on context and can also change as a function of this context. Therefore, the multiplicity 

of flexibility is not part of somebody’s undivided identity, nor a new form of belonging, 

but it hints to the ability to embrace multiple religious tropes in different contexts. 

Bernhardt and Schmidt-Leukel refer in the introduction of their publication on 

multiple religious identity to a study from the University of Hohenheim, which states 

that traditional Christians are increasingly being replaced by “religious creatives”189 

who use different religious fragments and rely on their individual reflection on religious 

ideas. These ideas can come from various religious traditions. 

Ordinary people who mix elements from different religious sources in their daily lives, 

without necessarily describing themselves as belonging to any of those traditions, are 

seen as superficial and opposed to “religious virtuosos”. While “religious virtuosos” 

appear to be able to combine a deep sense of belonging to two or more religions, and 

are therefore the subject of intense theological debates, the mixing of elements from 

various religious sources is considered by many Christian theologians as not very 

“serious”. Cornille, for example, makes a distinction between genuine multiple 

religious belonging and non-committal forms of “New Age religiosity.” “While it may 

be understood as multiple religious belonging in the broadest sense of the term, it would 

be more appropriate to speak here of a complete absence of religious belonging.”190 

Schmidt-Leukel and Bernhardt also distinguish the “religious virtuosos” from the 

“religious creatives”. They note, that “[t]hese new identity forms are often constructed 

with little reflection and almost without any control.”191 Voss Roberts is, however, one 

scholar who breaks this trend. She refers to the “popular practice” of multiple religious 

belonging. She quotes John Berthrong who prefers to speak of “multiple religious 

participation” and describes it as “the conscious (and sometimes even unconscious) use 

of religious ideas, practices, symbols, meditations, prayers, chants, and sensibilities 

 

188  Kalsky, “Religiöse Flexibilität,” 219–42; Manuela Kalsky & Frieda Pruim, Flexibel geloven. 

Zingeving voorbij de grenzen van religies (Skandalon, Vught 2014). 

189 Bernhardt and Schmidt-Leukel, Multiple religiöse Identität, 7. 

190 Cornille, Many Mansions, 3. 

191 Bernhardt and Schmidt-Leukel, Multiple religiöse Identität, 7. 
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derived from one tradition by a member of another community of faith for their own 

purposes.”192  

 

1.1.2 Pluralism and particularism 

The theologians who discuss multiple religious belonging can be distinguished by 

means of the typology of the theology of religions as mapped out by Race and by 

Knitter. This can be further specified. I agree with Jenny Daggers, a feminist 

theologian, who argues that the theological debate on multiple religious belonging 

centres on an axis between pluralists and particularists.193 Daggers does not have the 

same understanding as Hedges of particularism. She also includes feminist and 

postcolonial critiques on pluralism. According to her, particularistic approaches to the 

theology of religion have emerged from the discontent with the hegemony of more 

pluralist theories. 194  Most commonly pluralists believe that religions are various 

expressions of one religious core, while for some particularists each religious tradition 

has its own religious specificity.195 As a result, some particularists tend to focus more 

on differences between religious traditions, while pluralists are more interested in 

similarities. This has consequences for how both approach multiple religious 

belonging. Some particularists address the question by looking at the norms as they are 

defined within religious traditions themselves. Since religious traditions are considered 

incomparable, multiple religious belonging can only be evaluated from within the 

religious tradition.196 They accept the existence of other religious traditions but take an 

agnostic stance regarding their value. 

 

1.1.2.1 Multiple religious belonging from a pluralistic perspective 

First, there are a number of theologians who take a pluralist perspective on multiple 

religious belonging. 197  Although they recognize the difference and uniqueness of 

religious traditions, they search for commonalities in order to investigate how the 
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encounter between religious traditions in one individual might enrich their religious 

experience. Pluralists have a positive evaluation of religious diversity.198 

These theologians argue that at least some religious traditions are possibly equal 

ways to salvation.199 One of the most influential forms of pluralism was formulated by 

John Hick. He developed the hypothesis that there exists an ultimate reality, the Real, 

that exists beyond the different religious traditions.200 He argues that religions can only 

make claims about God as it appears to them (the phenomenal God) and not about God 

in itself (the noumenal God). 

The book Multiple religiöse Identität: Aus verschiedenen religiösen 

Traditionen schöpfen, 201  edited by Schmidt-Leukel and Bernhardt, is a strong 

contribution to the discussion on multiple religious belonging in the German-speaking 

world. Most authors in this volume have a pluralistic take on the issue, which is 

different from Catherine Cornille’s Many Mansions, which could be said to be more 

particularistic, because it emphasizes how multiple religious belonging should be 

approached from a specific tradition. Schmidt-Leukel and Bernhardt put the emphasis 

on religious identity instead on religious belonging. 

Karl Baier argues that participation in other religions might lead to a form of 

“patchwork-religion” which is not necessarily superficial. Kalsky in her contribution 

notes it is understandable that for curious people, different worldviews might become 

mixed. This leads to flexible and trans-religious identities.202 Schmidt-Leukel argues 

nobody can exemplify a full religious tradition. Therefore, “patchwork-religion” 

emerges when individuals encounter various religious traditions.  The result is a sort of 

kilt constituting of elements from various religious traditions, resulting in a religious 

multi-identity. 203  Bernhardt compares multireligious identities to syncretism. He is 

aware of the negative connotations of “syncretism” in theology but argues to see 

multireligious identities as a form of syncretism of the individual. Furthermore, he calls 
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people with such identities “bridge people” (“Brückenmenschen”). 204  In his 

contribution, Michael von Brück says that a Christian theology on multiple religious 

identity would start from the acknowledgement of the internal plurality which is present 

in every religious tradition.205 

Tatjana Schnell contends that plural religiosity is not a marginal phenomenon. 

She explains how religious identity is formed as a result of complex individual 

processes of meaning-making.206 Christopher Bochinger talks in his contribution about 

multiple religious identity in the West. He says that for people in the West with a 

multiple religious identity there is a tension between the understanding of religious 

belonging held by the traditions, and the individual perspective, which allows for more 

flexibility.207 Joachim Gentz, a German sinologist, discusses religious identity in East 

Asia. In some sense, Gentz argues, we can say that all religions in East Asia are part of 

the same religion. 208  In chapter three, I will thoroughly explore this idea and see 

whether it can advance our understanding of multiple religious belonging. 

In his own contribution to this book, Schmidt-Leukel209 agrees with theologians 

who argue from a more particularistic perspective on multiple religious belonging, such 

as Cornille, that full belonging to two traditions is not really possible, because of the 

mutual recognition between the tradition and the believer. Belonging is a two-way 

street. The individual has to confess to belong to the tradition, and the tradition has to 

accept her as part of the tradition. Instead, he focuses on the individual’s religious 

identity, and argues that this identity can be inspired by multiple religious traditions. 

Has “belonging” maybe been influenced by a “Catholic” perspective in theology? The 

idea of religious belonging as community appears to be paramount for theologians 

preferring this term. The idea that belonging should be exclusive is closely related to 

this bias. Is “identity” maybe more a “Protestant” term, emphasizing the individual 

relation to God of the religious person? It is maybe not surprising that multiple religious 

identities are less contested than multiple religious belonging.  

 “Multiple religious identity”, according to Schmidt-Leukel and Bernhardt, 

catches the phenomenon more strongly. In the introduction, the editors describe how, 
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in a context of increasing patchwork religion and religious bricolage, we can also see 

that there are several theologically trained specialists who draw from various traditions 

to construct a multi-religious identity both consciously and reflexively.210 These can be 

regarded as pioneers of interreligious dialogue, and include “religious virtuosos” such 

as Panikkar, who was raised bi-religiously, and Le Saux, who was part of two religious 

institutions at the same time.  

Schmidt-Leukel argues that the question whether multiple religious identities 

are theologically possible or not comes down whether it is possible to have different 

identities on the same categorical level. In this approach, multiple religious identities 

are similar to, for example, having two nationalities.211 Religious identities can be, 

according to Schmidt-Leukel, contextual. In a Christian context, a person has a 

Christian identity, but that same person can have a Buddhist identity in a Buddhist 

context. This does not in itself pose any conflict. Multiple religious identities, however, 

become a problem for theology if someone admits that they belong to multiple religious 

traditions in the same context.212 

Within theology, Schmidt-Leukel observes a tension between the obligation 

towards the primary tradition, and openness towards a new tradition. Religious 

belonging implies loyalty to a group, so that experiencing openness toward other groups 

could lead to tensions that have to be theologically understood and resolved. 213 

Schmidt-Leukel believes that religious belonging should not be understood as a lifelong 

obligation towards a religion. Similar to Hick, he believes that religious belonging is 

ultimately belonging to a transcendent reality, which underlies all religious traditions. 

To this, he adds that if religious belonging is understood only as a commitment to a 

specific tradition, the perspective of belonging to an ultimate reality might be lost. 

Drew did a thorough investigation of the possibilities of hard multiple religious 

belonging from a pluralist perspective. Drew interviewed people with a dual belonging 

to Christianity and Buddhism and questioned them about their experiences of 

integrating different doctrinal positions into their religious belonging. The question 

whether there could be an ultimate reality beyond the teachings of Christianity and 

Buddhism, and whether Christianity and Buddhism affirms or denies such a reality, is 
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leading. She argues: “In both traditions we find the affirmation that there is one ultimate 

reality upon which salvation or liberation depends and the affirmation that this reality 

transcends all that can be thought and said about It/Him/Her.” 214  This is called a 

“monocentric” interpretation of religious diversity. She argues that in Mahayana 

Buddhism religious teachings and doctrines are considered “fingers that point at the 

moon”, that is to say relative to the ultimate reality. In Christianity too, she argues, it is 

said that God is absolute and transcends human comprehension.215 

However, not all of her interviewees are certain whether all traditions point to 

the same religious truth, and do not want to lose sight of the differences between 

religious traditions. Habito, for example, says:  

 

“if the moon in this metaphor is that which refers to Mystery with a capital ‘M’, is that the same 

Mystery that the Buddhists refer to as the Christians? Well, they certainly have different 

conceptual frameworks in referring to it. So, if you look at their fingers, they may be pointing 

to different directions but, somehow, it's that which is beyond the finger, which the finger tries 

to point to, that is important. So, in that sense, is it the same [or] is it different? ... I am not able 

to answer with decisiveness here.”216 

 

One of the central conclusions of Drew is therefore that dual belonging is confronted 

with two challenges. In the first place, those attempting dual belonging have to pay 

regard to the ultimate reality behind religious traditions and integrate their Christian 

and their Buddhist beliefs in a coherent worldview. But on the other hand, each 

religious tradition comes with a unique character, insight and integrity. It is a 

theological challenge to preserve the integrity of each tradition within the dialogue.217 

Drew argues that this twofold challenge should lead to a sustainable integration of the 

differences between the two traditions and also to the preservation of the distinctiveness 

of each. 

 

1.1.2.2 Multiple religious belonging from a particularistic perspective 

Particularistic theologians have expressed criticism of the pluralist understanding of 

multiple religious belonging. They include for example theologians like D’Costa, 
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George Lindbeck, Rowan Williams, Kevin Vanhoozer, Lesslie Newbigin, Joseph 

DiNoia, John Milbank, and Alister McGrath.218 I also include Cornille, Grant, and 

Homrighausen. Scholars such as Cobb,219 Dupuis, and Jeanrond start from their own 

Christian tradition in an attempt to evaluate the value of multiple religious belonging 

for Christian identity. Often, particularists will enable dialogues with representatives 

from other religious traditions - frequently Buddhism and sometimes Hinduism - to 

examine the differences in how they reflect on multiple religious belonging. They argue 

that multiple religious belonging from a Christian theological perspective is not really 

possible. Instead, they explore the possibility of theologically arguing for a “medium 

multiple religious belonging”, in which somebody with a Christian identity can allow 

him- or herself to be transformed by other religious traditions.  

From a particularistic perspective, it is only possible to start understanding 

multiple religious belonging from within a specific tradition. Theologians who study 

multiple religious belonging from within the Christian tradition, investigate whether it 

can be a way to strengthen Christian identity.220 “Particularists” have been described 

by Hedges as part of a conservative, post-liberal or postmodern worldview,221 in which 

religious traditions are often understood as incommensurable. The term “religion” as 

something which denotes a variety of religious traditions, which are all expressions of 

a deeper religious core, is rejected from particularistic perspectives. 

The title of the book Many Mansions? edited by Catherine Cornille, questions 

the possibility of inhabiting various “mansions”. The metaphor of the “mansion” in the 

title refers to religious traditions, which are understood as buildings. The question mark 

in the title signals the theologically explorative nature of her study. Cornille notes that 

exclusive belonging to one religious tradition is no longer the rule, and as a result of 

the availability of choice between a multiplicity of religious traditions, individuals have 

the possibility of combining religious elements. 222  She believes that this poses 

significant philosophical, theological and doctrinal questions, and tries to investigate if 

and how multiple religious belonging is possible from a theological perspective.223 One 

of the main theological problems is that other traditions, when they are confronted with 
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Christianity, will have to accommodate their truth claims to Christianity to be 

theologically acceptable. Also, many other religions require the same unique 

commitment to their religion as Christianity does. Cornille thinks that this total 

commitment or surrender is often only possible to one religious symbol, person or 

ritual. But since religious truth is not understood in absolute terms anymore, multiple 

religious belonging has become a possible option for individuals.224 Nevertheless, this 

shift will lead to ever-greater tensions for religious authorities and theologies with a 

classical understanding of religious truth. 

Cornille says that belonging “implies the acceptance, on faith, of a particular 

truth revealed and transmitted outside of the immediate experience of the individual 

and expressed in a particular body of teachings and practices”.225 To her, New Age 

spirituality, for example, should be considered as the absence of religious belonging, 

because full commitment to one tradition is necessary to understand it as belonging.226 

But Cornille does believe that multiple religious belonging might be possible as 

the result of a sincere dialogue from a primary tradition with a religious ‘Other’. Within 

such a dialogue, one can be open to ideas and symbols from the other tradition through 

a process of acculturation, in which elements that are not in contradiction with the 

Christian faith could be added to the primary Christian conviction. When a Christian 

comes in contact with the Buddhist concept of “compassion”, they might understand 

their own Christian faith in a new light. But Cornille points out that this process has its 

limitations. If multiple religious belonging implies the endorsement in full of the 

worldview of the ‘religious other’ in interreligious dialogue, Cornille thinks that such 

types of multiple religious belonging will be “often deeply confusing and spiritually 

unsettling”.227 

In addition, Cornille suspects even more tensions are possible as a result of 

multiple religious belonging. Although she embraces the possible value of a sincere 

dialogue of religious traditions, she notes that multiple religious belonging might lead 

to an inhibition of spiritual growth. Before multiple religious belonging can be 

acceptable from a theological perspective, Cornille believes these tensions have to be 

relieved. 
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Cornille argues there are three options for theology to do this. The first option 

is to focus on an ultimate religious experience, which is supposed to be at the basis of 

all religious traditions. But Cornille questions this option, because she is doubtful 

whether such shared experiences exist. The second option would be to remain faithful 

to the symbolic system of the primary religion, while adopting the hermeneutical 

framework of the other. Within this process of acculturation, someone does not have to 

leave the apparent traits of religion but can add another interpretation of the symbolism 

to it. The final option, which is also defended by Dupuis,228 would be the acceptance of 

religions as complementary systems, with an asymmetrical difference from one 

another. This position enables us to adopt other elements as complementary to our own 

tradition.229 

Cornille endorses this final option as the only real possibility for multiple 

religious belonging from a theological perspective. Therefore, she understands multiple 

religious belonging through the theological approach of inclusivism, which remains 

within the boundaries of religious traditions. This position is shared by theologians such 

as Phan230 and Dupuis.231 Phan agrees with Cornille that multiple religious belonging 

is challenging for Christian theology, because it goes beyond the mere acculturation of 

interreligious dialogue.232 In this case, someone does not merely understand their own 

faith in a new light (for example by gaining a new insight through the concept of 

compassion) but is challenged, on a deeper level, to become in part an adherent of the 

other faith. Phan defends a model of inclusive pluralism to understand multiple 

religious belonging, which tries to accommodate other religious traditions to 

Christianity, without losing a primary identification as Christian. He argues that since 

religious pluralism is gaining widespread attention in the theology of religions, it is no 

surprise that “multiple religious belonging is not only possible but also desirable”.233 

Other contributions in Many Mansions? discuss multiple religious belonging 

from the standpoint of how encounters with other religions can be beneficial for 

Christian identity. Identity is here understood from a particularistic perspective: from 

the perspective of being a Christian. Some of these authors point to the possibility of 
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strengthening Christian identity. Cobb argues that the voluntary character of religious 

self-identification has increased. Therefore, he understands why there is multiple 

religious belonging, but does not find it desirable in itself. However, he does believe 

that the encounter with other religions can transform one’s own.234  

O’Leary sees in the dual belonging of Buddhist-Christians the possibility to 

strengthen one’s understanding of the Christian truth.235 For Dupuis, the emergence of 

multiple religious belonging is proof that there is a complementarity between 

Christianity and other religions, and that there is also a convergence towards 

Christianity. For him, the “Spirit of God” might be at work in all religious traditions. 

Although he describes double belonging as a “hard ascetism”, he thinks that these 

individuals might benefit from a deepening of their own faith.236 The idea of a Christian 

spirit found at work in many religions is also seen in the article of Geffré, which 

distinguishes between multiple belonging and dual belonging, saying that the former is 

a “typically Western situation”, 237  while double belonging refers to the encounter 

between Christianity and non-Western cultures. For Geffré, individuals do not 

necessarily need to belong to a church to be “members of the kingdom of God”. He 

sees Christianity as a highly original religion, defined by its spirit. Jeanrond also 

emphasizes the ultimate belonging to Christianity. He calls multiple belonging a 

“necessary predicament to Christian existence”. He makes a distinction between 

necessary belonging and ultimate belonging, arguing that necessary belonging is 

religious belonging, which is situated in a particular time, space and society to a 

religious tradition, while ultimate belonging is “belonging to God and one another in 

Christ”.238 Panikkar, who belongs to multiple religions himself, - his mother was a 

Roman Catholic, while his father was a Hindu - argues that the question of Christian 

identity should be answered “pluralistic”. By this he means that the divine Spirit 

pervades all, and he says to “have little to object” to the statement that that would mean 

that then “everybody is a Christian”.239 He states: “I confess to belonging to the human 

race.” 
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D’Costa is a Catholic theologian who addresses religious diversity from a 

“tradition specific” perspective. 240  He distinguishes three types of dual religious 

belonging.241 The first type is “interior double belonging”, someone who considers 

herself to be of two religious traditions, but does not need recognition from either 

tradition to belong to both. The second type is the “single community exterior dual 

belonging”, which is somebody who belongs to one religious community, but is also 

influenced by another religious belonging, although he does not need to be recognized 

by that tradition. The third type D’Costa calls “double community exterior dual 

belonging” – which implies full religious recognition as belonging by both religious 

traditions. D’Costa’s approach focuses on this latter type, and he investigates whether 

such a double belonging would be permissible from the Roman Catholic perspective. 

D’Costa concludes that a “double community exterior dual belonging” is not 

permissible if we follow the magisterial teachings of the Roman Catholic church. He 

does see, however the possibility for a “single community exterior dual belonging”; 

somebody who belongs to the Catholic Church by identification and by recognition but 

is also influenced by another religious tradition does not appear to be in contradiction 

with the magisterial teachings.242 

Several theologians have tried to show how multiple religious belonging is a 

form of religious polyglotism.243 This metaphor demonstrates several things about the 

possibility of multiple religious commitments. According to Von Brück, religious 

belonging is the result of early processes of socialization, similar to acquiring a 

language. He believes that we first need to “become fluent” in one religious tradition 

to become able to acquire any more. Nevertheless, there will always be a primary 

religious tradition to which other religious traditions are added. Grant has used the 

concept of “fluency” to describe the different possible degrees of religious belonging. 

Homrighausen refers to dual religious belonging as being “spiritually bilingual”. He 

argues that, as with the acquisition of any language, the more fluent you become in a 

new language, the more you become able to differentiate between the different religious 

traditions and combine them in your daily life. 
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There are some important differences in the ways that pluralists and 

particularists talk about religion, religious belonging, and religious multiplicity. 

Particularists focus on belonging to a religious tradition. For them, different religions 

are not really comparable, and can only be judged from within specific traditions. 

Pluralists are not ignorant about the differences between religious traditions. However, 

some of them consider many religions to be valid and equal expressions of one ultimate 

religious truth. Pluralists such as Panikkar say that one cannot belong to two different 

religious traditions, because ultimately one cannot belong to any religious tradition. 

Religious belonging is in their view reserved for a belonging to the ultimate reality. In 

as far as there is religious multiplicity, pluralists such as Schmidt Leukel locate this on 

the level of individual identity. Because of the perceived equality of religious traditions, 

multiple religious belonging is considered a positive phenomenon, in which individuals 

experiment with the integration of different expressions of the ultimate truth. 

 

1.1.3 Critiques of theology of religions 

Within Christian theology, both positions on multiple religious belonging – 

particularism and pluralism – have been criticized by feminist and by postcolonial 

theologians, such as Fletcher, Helene Egnell, Rita Gross, Kalsky, Laura Donaldson, 

Kwok and Chung. These theologians argue that in the theology of religions, the idea is 

maintained that religious traditions are monolithic entities. 244  They argue that we 

should recognize that religious traditions are always hybrid and never constitute 

ultimate closed communities of exclusive religious belonging. They show that 

commonly held notions of religious identity have often been ways for religious elites 

in patriarchal culture to exert power over individuals. Sociologists and anthropologists 

have been equally critical of the emphasis on religious traditions. 245 These critical 

scholars focus on religious hybridity, flexibility and the experience of individuals in 

their everyday experience of religion.246 

Most of the feminist approaches to multiple religious belonging fit under the 

position of pluralism but use at the same time feminist tropes to problematize the idea 

of religious traditions as a whole with fixed boundaries and a core identity. Gross, a 
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Buddhist scholar, calls religious diversity the normal mode of religious expression.247 

She criticizes what she calls a “tradition-based theology”, because a focus on religious 

traditions often leads to seeing religious diversity as a problem. Such a focus, according 

to Gross, might cause unnecessary conflict between these traditions. She argues that 

from the perspective of any religious tradition it is often claimed that their doctrinal 

beliefs have universal relevance. But even if the plurality of religious traditions is 

acknowledged, Gross thinks that the idea still often exists that individuals have to 

choose one religious path to become liberated. We have seen this idea expressed by 

Cornille, who says that “[i]n the end, most religious traditions expect a total and unique 

commitment, if not from their followers at large, at least from their specialists or 

spiritual elite.”248 

Gross argues that we should reject the idea that salvation can only come as a 

result of a unique commitment to one religious tradition. Furthermore, she rejects the 

idea that religious traditions need to protect their specific truth claims. In her view, 

Buddhism never made any specific truth claim and has always acted in a multi-religious 

context. Gross thinks that in order to be able to accept religious diversity as the normal 

way things are, we should focus on religions as spiritual methods, instead of doctrinal 

beliefs. Instead of focusing on whether religious traditions are true, Gross argues that 

the only litmus test to evaluate religion should be the question: does it promote decency 

and kindness? She believes that if we understand religions as different methods, which 

all ultimately lead to the same ineffable truth or wisdom, many conflicts will evaporate.  

Ursula King, together with other feminist theologians, has argued that feminist 

perspectives are the missing link when interpreting religious diversity. 249  In the 

encounter between religious traditions, women’s perspectives have often been ignored, 

due to the male oriented dominance in leadership positions. Scholars in both gender 

studies and postcolonial studies have argued that religious pluralism and multiple 

religious belonging is not just a theoretical and theological problem but a vivid part of 

the religious life and experiences of many women and subaltern, for a long time. 

Furthermore, the emergence of new forms of spiritualities can be credited to women, 
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as Linda Woodhead and Eeva Sointu show.250 Both sociologists of religion argue that 

new spiritualities enable women to express their identities in ways that would be 

impossible in traditional religious contexts. These feminist perspectives encourage to 

think religious belonging in a more open and hybrid way. 

Particularly interesting is the approach to multiple religious belonging by  

Fletcher. According to her, both perspectives on religious diversity - one of which 

focuses too strongly on religious difference (particularism), and one of which focuses 

on religious diversity, and emphasizes sameness (pluralism) - miss the point. Instead 

she asks questions about how theologians can make the differences between religious 

traditions more productive. Theologians, she argues, have “constructed religious 

identity as a static feature shared among members of a community in distinction to non-

members.”251 Fletcher says that when we understand “identity” as a key distinguishing 

feature among all members of a group, such as to say that all Christians follow Jesus 

Christ, this obfuscates the fact that religious identities are constructed from far more 

elements, and that even within the group of Christians, no two Christians are alike. One 

Christian might pray regularly, another will often read the Bible, while yet another will 

call herself a Christian when asked, although this does not reflect much in her daily life. 

Identity itself, we might say is not a unitary concept, but is hybrid in itself. 

Kalsky makes a similar point when she criticises the “Reinerhaltung” of 

Christan truth- and identity politics. She pleads for an open and fluid process of 

relational identity making, a search for meaning and truth together with people from 

different worldviews. This relational identity approach “can dispense with the 

contrasting logic of ‘we and the others’.”252 Kalsky thinks that in a pluralist Europe 

religious identities will become increasingly flexible.253 She observes how people adopt 

narrative identities, which are multi-vocal, fluid, flexible and mixed.254 In her opinion, 

religious diversity enriches theology, religion and society, because it goes beyond the 

dualistic thinking between ‘us’ and ‘them’. Similar to Fletcher, Kalsky wants to make 
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religious differences of people more productive. The connection of differences forms 

in her work the basis of new ways of belonging in plural societies. These new religious 

connections can develop by means of mutual interest and practice, curiosity and the 

encounter with ‘others’. 255  Different religious traditions reveal the richness of the 

relationship between humanity and the divine in more fullness than any single religion 

can. Kalsky does not believe in religious identities as fixed entities. She argues that 

every single story people tell about good and bad in their lives can change one’s own 

identity and open one’s eyes to contextual limitations and bias.256 In her view, religious 

hybridity and soft multiple religious belonging is an answer of the emancipated 

individual to religiosity in a plural society.  

Voss Roberts observes three models of individuals engaging in multiple 

religious traditions, reflected in scholarship on the issue: dogmatic reflections of 

religious elites, popular ritual participation and hybrid identities of communities on the 

border of cultures.257 The first model refers to dogmatic reflections of religious elites 

that are also referred to by Voss Roberts as the “Great Pioneers”, which is similar to 

the “religious virtuosos”. 258  These “Great Pioneers” are reflected in the work of 

Christian theological reflection on multiple religious belonging. These highly reflective 

individuals, discussed earlier, form a case study for Christian theology and spark 

debates on whether religious belonging can be extended outside Christianity. Voss 

Roberts’ second model, that of popular practice and ritual participation, focuses on 

ordinary practitioners of religion, not highly dogmatically reflective religious elites. 

Borrowing from John Berthrong, Voss Roberts argues it would be best to speak here of 

“multiple religious participation”. Belonging here is only understood in as far as the 

rituals are practiced in a community. This popular practice or multiple religious 

participation focuses more on ritual than on doctrine as a key to understand religious 

belonging. As a third model, Voss Roberts aims our attention at what she calls “the 

hybrid”. Opposed to the Great Pioneers and popular practice, hybrids fit neither in the 

category of religious elites, nor in the category of popular practices. Voss Roberts calls 
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these hybrids’ commitments “both double and partial”, by which she means that they 

acknowledge a multiplicity of different religious realities, but do not fully commit to 

any. In the words of Voss Roberts: “The hybrid does not so much synthesize and resolve 

tensions between traditions as mark a place of difference within traditions, or a 

boundary in between traditions.”259 Voss Roberts evokes the thought of Homi Bhabha, 

who emphasizes a move away from understanding the world as binary, with an “inside” 

and an “outside” of religious traditions, and a focus on religion in everyday life.260 

 

Feminist theologians, have argued how identities are hybrid, layered and intersectional 

and how our belongings are flexible.261 They are hybrid in the sense that they might 

include belonging to various groups. Sometimes this sense of belonging is not even 

attached to any groups. Identities are also layered in the sense that various elements are 

part of the specific construction of the individual identity. Furthermore, identities are 

intersectional: it includes religious identity, ethnic identity, gender identity, class 

identity etc. A person’s sense of belonging can change over time and is therefore 

flexible. As a result of this flexibility, also belonging becomes hybrid and layered. 

In a recent blog for Feminist Studies in Religion by Voss Roberts, she suggests 

we should “queer” the current discourse on multiple religious belonging. She refers to 

an incident at a conference on multiple religious belonging organized by the World 

Council of Churches. For the announcement of her presentation, the pastor noted that 

“some of you have thanked me for not outing you as closet Buddhists.”262 The analogy 

with “being inside the closet” as a Christian-Buddhist or a multiple religious belonging, 

within Christian churches, could be seen as an invitation to use queer theory for the 

discourse on multiple religious belonging. 

Queer theory developed as an answer to the struggle of gay and lesbian theory 

with notions of “identity”, and was heavily influenced by the work of Michel 

Foucault.263 Instead of considering social categories such as “male” and “female” or 
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“homosexual” or “heterosexual” as natural, queer theorists argue that these categories 

are all social constructs. From a queer theoretical perspective, we must see multiple 

religious belonging not as a new category of religious belonging, but instead as a way 

to subvert the social construction of religious identities. Similar to gender difference, 

the difference between religious traditions forces people to “choose” between one of 

several options: are you a Christian? A Buddhist? A Muslim? Or are you perhaps 

nonreligious? For many people, this “choice” between various religious flavours feels 

unnatural, because their individual feeling or context of religious identity is not clear. 

In her ground-breaking book Gender Trouble, Judith Butler has suggested to 

think of identity in terms of performance.264 Identity is not something that you “are”, 

but it is the result of an embodied performed practice. In the words of Butler: 

 

“[A]cts, gestures, and desire produce the effect of an internal core or substance, but produce this 

on the surface of the body, through the play of signifying absences that suggest, but never reveal, 

the organizing principle of identity as a cause. Such acts, gestures, enactments, generally 

construed, are performative in the sense that the essence or identity that they otherwise purport to 

express are fabrications manufactured and sustained through corporeal signs and other discursive 

means. That the gendered body is performative suggests that it has no ontological status apart 

from the various acts which constitute its reality.”265 

 

Butler argues that gender is not essential to beings but is always a matter of “doing”. 

Identity is the result of embodied acts: “Such acts, gestures, enactments, generally 

construed, are performative in the sense that the essence or identity that they otherwise 

purport to express are fabrications manufactured and sustained through corporeal signs 

and other discursive means.”266 Religious belonging can also be seen as a form of 

performativity. Belonging to a religion is, similar to gender identity, the result of 

various embodied “acts, gestures and enactments”. 

Multiple religious belonging is also interpretable as a form of cross-dressing. If 

religious identity is indeed strongly determined by religious performativity,267 it makes 

sense that you can “fit” the “dress” of a tradition which is not “your own”. Participation 

in the rituals of a different religious tradition can have a transformative effect. The 

boundary between “acting” religiously and “being” religiously is challenged here as 
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well. Also, to see multiple religious belonging as a form of cross-dressing challenges 

us to think about what we mean when we think about authenticity. 

Voss Roberts notes that we should be careful not to see multiple religious 

belonging as a new ideal type: a new essential “box”, so to speak. Rather, multiple 

religious belonging shows how our religious identities are always socially constructed 

and the result of performance and enactment, more than a natural and fixed identity. 

Voss Roberts concludes: “Queer perspectives on gender remind us that the seams 

between performances—the ones that do not quite “pass”—reveal religious identity, 

too, as anything but natural.”268 

 

The feminist and postcolonial critiques of the model of theology of religions challenge 

the concept of religious traditions as monolithic entities with fixed borders. This 

understanding does not always take into account the fact that religious traditions also 

have internal diversity, and that it is therefore impossible to speak from the perspective 

of a religious tradition as a whole. Also, these critiques point to the fact that identities 

are always complex and that individuals always move at the intersection of different 

identities, for example by being a Christian woman born in an Asian country. Religious 

belonging might be better understood as a kind of “gut-feeling”, in the words of Chung, 

or in relation with the religious other, in the interpretation of Kalsky. 

Kwok develops a particular Asian feminist theology, in which we can recognize 

a form of multiple religious belonging as well. She shows that feminist theologians in 

Asia often acknowledge being influenced by various religious roots and represent 

various religious traditions, which can be seen as a “fluid adaptation and interplay” 

between traditions. 269  Like Fletcher and Kalsky, Kwok believes that religious 

differences, and the variety of religious sources that individuals embody, should be 

made productive for theology. Furthermore, the power relations between religious 

traditions have to be taken into account according to Kwok. Christianity in Asia can 

never be completely detached from its colonial history, in which local traditions have 

often been suppressed. These subtle power balances between, for instance, Christianity, 

Buddhism or Shamanism, are relevant for theology. Kwok therefore proposes not to 

develop a theology of religions but a “postcolonial theology of religious difference”. 
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She says: “The issue before us is not religious diversity, but religious difference as it is 

constituted and produced in concrete situations, often with significant power 

differentials.”270 

Chung looks at multiple religious belonging from the perspective of economic, 

cultural and gender antagonisms; the inequality between rich and poor, the West and 

‘the rest’. From her experience she realizes that the academic study of theology only 

favours rich, white and privileged males, while the religious experience of the poor, 

female and under-privileged have largely remained unstudied and unacknowledged. 

From this insight she follows Elisabeth Schüssler Firorenza’s feminist hermeneutic of 

suspicion 271  as a reaction against the colonialist tendencies she recognizes in the 

establishment of theology. Chung aims for a theology of solidarity: an Asian women’s 

liberation theology, which does account for the experience of underprivileged third 

world women. 

This hybrid theology of solidarity – Chung calls it ‘survival-liberation centred 

syncretism’ - mixes the gut-feeling in the experience of these women, with their 

understanding of the symbols of Jesus and Mary in a Christian context, and with the 

clear goal of the liberation and empowerment of the underprivileged.272 She believes 

that theology should be understood as God-praxis instead of God-talk, an embodied 

critical reflection to avoid the violence of theoretical abstraction and an emphasis on 

the Vision Quest, which will help women to overcome the impasse or hardship they 

find themselves in.273 She believes that multiple religious belonging already begins 

from the experience of the underprivileged, which will lead to a liberation religiosity 

with an emphasis on the collective, inclusivity, storytelling of the experiences of 

women and the embodiment of the truth, which entails a development from no-body to 

become some-body.274 

Chung rejects the idea of religions as closed entities, such as Christianity, 

Buddhism, Shamanism or Confucianism. Rather, she understands the various religious 

life worlds as closely and intimately entangled. They are connected in a synergetic 
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dance, which enables liberation and healing.275 We shouldn’t look for God in theology, 

but in the messiness of life itself. Furthermore, she rejects the pluralist approach to 

religious diversity, which she considers too academic, too Western and too male-

centred. She understands the model of religions as clearly demarcated categories as 

something only applicable to institutionalized religions, which fear for the purity of 

their teachings. 

 

1.2 Multiple religious belonging in the social scientific study of religion 

In the social sciences, although hybrid religiosity is widely discussed, it is rarely 

referred to as “multiple religious belonging”. In this dissertation, I attempt to lift 

multiple religious belonging out of its theological “cradle”, so to say, and discuss its 

hermeneutic from a religious studies perspective. As part of our NWO project on 

multiple religious belonging, Joantine Berghuijs has studied the empirical reality of this 

phenomenon, in the end referring to it as “being multiply religious”.276 Many other 

terms have been used in social sciences. 

 

1.2.1 Terminological diversity in the social scientific study of religion 

In the light of secularization, social scientists of religion and religious studies scholars 

have struggled to conceptualize the changes of religion in modern society. Our research 

project aims to contribute to this project. In the social sciences, it has been noted that 

every year, less people in Western Europe attend church services or are registered as 

church members.277 Church-leavers are understood to have become “detached” from 

religion, and scholars speak of the rise of the religious “nones”.278  

Many individuals go further than indicating that they are no longer religious, 

with researchers describing them as having become detached from religious traditions. 

Secularization and individualization can be most clearly noted if we look at the decline 

in membership figures of organized church institutions in the past decades. Woodhead 

has referred to this movement as the rise of “no-religion” or the “religious nones”.279 
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A distinction can also be made between the membership of churches and the 

attendance of mass.280 Grace Davie argues that if we look at church attendance, we 

should conclude that it has diminished to a point where it is hard to say that these 

religious members still actually “belong” to these communities. On the other hand, 

there is the tendency of people to obtain strength from the belief in either a super-being, 

or in supernatural phenomena. Davie concludes there is a privatization of religion in 

modern society.281 While formerly religion was a visible part of public life, she believes 

that today religion has shifted to the private sphere. In this context she coins the 

expression “believing without belonging”, by which she means that although people do 

not take part in organized church celebrations anymore, they have retreated their belief 

to the private sphere.  

Another term that has been used is “unaffiliated spirituals”,282 a category to 

describe those people who are not religiously affiliated, nor completely non-religious 

or humanistic in their philosophy of life. Also associated with this term is “floating 

believers”.283 Dutch sociologist Joep De Hart observes that people are still looking for 

spirituality, even though they do no longer organize themselves in church 

institutions.284 Because many of these people still indicate a belief in “something”, De 

Hart refers to these people as “floating believers”, which he uses in reference to the 

emergence of “floating voters” (swing voters) in Dutch parliamentary elections.285 De 

Hart argues that there is a distinction between religion and spirituality: more people 

seem to identify themselves as “spiritual” than as “religious”.286 He thinks that this is a 

result of the suspicions that have been raised in society against religious institutions in 

the past decades. De Hart believes that nobody has been able to discipline the exodus 
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of church members, while religious institutions decreased in social relevance at the 

same time. Therefore, De Hart argues that although “floating believers” still have a 

belief or spiritual conviction, they do not aspire to be a member of institutions which 

promote their beliefs. 

These religious “nones”, however, have increasingly been attested to be 

influenced by various religious sources, giving rise to new spiritualities and hybrid 

forms of religiosity. They combine elements from various religious traditions, and their 

religious affiliations are more flexible and change over time.287 According to Berghuijs, 

45% of the religious “nones” in the Netherlands is engaged in religion in some way.288 

This can also be seen as syncretistic behaviour of the individual, or a bricolage of 

elements from various religious traditions. 

 

1.2.1.1 Syncretism 

Syncretism has also been used as a term in the social sciences of religion and religious 

studies.289 In religious studies “syncretism” generally refers to the blending of different 

religious traditions and has also been called “religious fusion” in anthropology and 

archaeology.290 Etymologically, the term originates from the Greek and refers to the 

coalition of the Cretans (sun-: together, Cres: Cretan) against a foreign enemy.291 The 

Cretans decided to overcome their internal differences for the time being to stand united 

against external threats. André Droogers, an anthropologist, concludes from this 

etymology that syncretism refers to “a process in which seemingly contrasting 

tendencies merge into a new consensus”. 292  McGuire defines syncretism more 

generally as referring to “the mixing of elements from two or more cultures into a 

combination that is different […] from any of the donor cultures.”293 Peter Beyer is 

quoted by McGuire, saying that “[p]ure [cultural and religious] forms are but previous 

and legitimated syncretizations and purity is an argument which seeks to protect its self-
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evidence and thereby disguise the contingency of important social forms such as 

cultures and religions.”294  

Anthropologists and social scientists use syncretism in a neutral and descriptive 

way. Syncretism is a concept to study how different religions merge into a new one. 

Droogers analyses that there are distinct ways to use syncretism as a conceptual tool. 

He mentions for example that syncretism can either focus on the process or on the result 

of encountering traditions. Also, there can be a hierarchy between two traditions, or 

they could meet as peers. Finally, Droogers distinguishes between a functional and a 

substantial understanding of syncretism. “The first asks what syncretism does, the 

second what syncretism is.”295 

The term syncretism, like its counterpart “religious fusion”, describes how 

religious traditions can merge following an initial encounter. It is however used less in 

the context of individual religious blending. The Bahá’í religion for example uses 

elements from different religious traditions and could thus be considered a syncretic 

religion, although they also acknowledge other religions as valid ways to salvation. The 

result is a new religious tradition, and followers of the Bahá’í faith cannot be considered 

to have a “complex religious identity”. 296 They simply belong to a new faith, which 

presents itself as comprehensive, though it purports to include all religions. Cultural 

encounters and interreligious dialogue can sometimes lead to the formation of a new 

religious synthesis, but very often the exchange is only collateral, without leading to 

sustainable changes within traditions.297 

Anthropologists of religion, such as McGuire, have argued that syncretic 

processes have been the rule in the formation of what we call religious traditions.298 

Therefore, it is questionable if syncretism actually denotes a distinct phenomenon. 

According to Droogers, some people have argued to abolish the term “syncretism” 

altogether. This is because “the phenomenon of the mixing of traditions is so 

widespread that the term is not specific enough of any use.”299 Syncretic processes 
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appear to be essential to the formation of cultures. Therefore, anthropologists Rosalind 

Shaw and Charles Stewart believe that we should not question syncretism, but we 

should question why some religious groups criticize the syncretism of others. 300 

Furthermore, it is also noteworthy that adherents of so-called syncretic religions never 

call their own religion a syncretism. 301  Finally, there is a tendency to evaluate 

syncretism as the result of power relations.302 McGuire notes that syncretism is the 

result of “boundary-drawing contests” between different religious cultures303. 

 

1.2.1.2 Spiritual, but not religious 

In the American context, reference emerged to the so-called “spiritual but not 

religious.” 304  These people reject “religious belonging” because of the negative 

connotations of “religion”. Rather, they describe themselves as “spiritual”, which often 

implies the combination of various spiritual ideas and practices.  

Also, in response to “believing without belonging”,305 some researchers have 

pointed at the phenomenon of “belonging without believing”. 306  In contemporary 

Christianity in Europe, we see that many people still attend church and are part of 

church communities, although they very often do not believe in most doctrines their 

churches propagate. This reversed term signals that religious identity might be less 

connected to beliefs and more to a sense of belonging. 

Early on in the study of the increasing numbers of people detaching themselves 

from traditional religious institutions, sociologists referred to this phenomenon as a new 

religious movement. In the 90’s, one of the most important descriptions of this 

movement became “the New Age movement”307 referring to the belief in the coming 

of a new age of spirituality, professed by many of its followers. The New Age 
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movement has been described as a secular type of religion, in which religious 

symbolism has become a private affair.308 

In the late 90’s, sociologists also observed that there was a New Age movement 

in Japan, although here it was more connected to the tradition of Shinto and was 

generally referred to as the “World of the spiritual”.309 Therefore, doubts have been 

raised if “New Age movement” would be the most appropriate term for this sociological 

phenomenon, and “New Spirituality”310 has been offered as an alternative. This term 

has received much recognition. Other suggestions during the same period include 

“Alternative spirituality”.311 More recently, “New Age Spirituality”312 has been the 

most common term. 

Whatever term is used for these new spirituals, it has functioned as an attempt 

to describe a new social phenomenon with respect to religious belonging and 

commitment. Before, the religious belonging of individuals in Western Europe was 

defined by the (usually) Christian denominational church institution they were part of. 

Religious belonging and church commitment were identical. After the Second World 

War however, both church attendance and commitment started to decline, an evolution 

which continues until today. The rise of new religious or spiritual movements shows a 

first shift of religious belonging in the second half of the twentieth century. Many 

individuals no longer belong to organized religious institutions but are associated 

religiously in a much more loose and distributed way.  

 

1.2.1.3 From patchwork to hybridity 

Many of these terms emphasize the inherent hybridity of religious beliefs and practices, 

and the possibility to subverting the interest of religious traditions in guarding their 

boundaries. Instead, these terms are a way of expressing an understanding of multiple 

religious belonging as an individual mix of elements from various religious sources. 

Furthermore, emphasis is put on the fact that all belonging and identity can never be 
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considered detached from other identity markers, such as ethnicity, gender, social class 

and so on.  

Anthropologists sometimes refer to “religious bricolage”.313 “Bricolage” was 

first coined by the famous French anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss, in his works on 

the mythological thought of people in primitive societies. He recognized that 

individuals combine many different elements of knowledge and practices, which he 

called “bricolage”, supposedly because there was not much coherence or a genuine 

sense of belonging to a tradition. As McGuire argues: 

 

“Bricolage is a social practice by which an individual constructs a creative assembly by 

eclectically pasting together seemingly disparate, pre-existing bits and pieces of meaning and 

practice. Those pieces may appear disparate to the outsider observer, but they are not 

nonsensical to the person engaging in such creative synthesis, which make sense and are 

effective in his or her world of meaning and experience. Religious hybridity is often a result of 

the practice of bricolage, because individuals’ blended elements can become culturally shared 

elements for future individual or group synthesis.”314 

 

For Lévi-Strauss, the bricoleur is someone who will work with whatever appears at 

hand. As a result of this, cultures are constituted out of assemblages of different 

symbols, tropes and concepts. The bricoleur finds remains and debris of events and 

rejects the idea that anything of this debris can be meaningless.315 For Lévi-Strauss, this 

shows a desire in human beings to pursue objective knowledge. He believes that it is a 

misunderstanding that in primitive societies, which did not develop a scientific method, 

this thirst for knowledge was absent. Therefore, he introduces the concept of bricolage 

to denote the structuring tendency of our minds, which try to construct meaningful 

assemblies from whatever they encounter. 

The French sociologist Danièle Hervieu-Léger has analysed the applicability 

for the concept of “bricolage” on the tinkering of individuals to create belief systems. 

She rejects the idea of a tendency towards a complete “atomization” of belief. Instead 
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she argues that “bricolage” in the West is already limited by certain constraints, which 

makes it impossible to combine certain religious elements with each other.316 

The term “patchwork religion”, as we have seen it used by theologians Baier 

and Schmidt-Leukel is also used by sociologists such as Robert Wuthnow.317 The 

metaphor of the patchwork is used to let us imagine religious identity as attached 

patches from different sources. The term was introduced as the result of the observation 

in sociology that exclusive religious affiliation is on the decline, and that religious 

commitment has become a matter of individual choice. “Patchwork religion” in this 

sense is opposed to religious commitment, which accepts a religious tradition as a 

coherent whole that cannot be submitted to subjective taste. Wuthnow writes on 

patchwork religion in America that, “growing numbers of Americans piece together 

their faith like a patchwork quilt. Spirituality has become a vastly complex quest in 

which each person seeks in his or her own way.”318 

Other terms in this cluster which also carry this critique are for instance 

“religious poaching”319 and “religion à la carte”.320 In his work The Divine Deli,321 

Berthrong pleads for more acceptance by Christians of a multifaith world, in which a 

mosaic of cultural forms together shapes the identities of people in North-America. 

The term “hybrid religiosity” is derived from the biological concept “hybridity”, 

which was originally used to refer to the offspring of two animals of two distinct 

species. Now it has become generically used to refer to any combination of distinct 

elements.322 Other terms which use “hybridity” include “religious hybridity”323 and 

“religious hybrid identity”.324 In her research on hybrid religiosity in the Netherlands, 
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Berghuijs refers to individuals who combine elements from various religious traditions, 

without necessarily belonging to either as “combiners”.325 

 

1.2.2 Approaches to multiple religious belonging in social sciences 

Similar to theology, in the sociology of religion the idea of religious traditions is the 

dominant way to look at religious diversity. Many inquiries into contemporary religion 

in sociology assume the various world religions such as Christianity, Islam, Buddhism 

and so on to which individuals exclusively “belong” or “have their identity in”. 

“Belonging” to a religion from the perspective of social scientists is often measured by 

church membership or self-identification. Over the past decades, social scientists have 

consistently reported both declining church membership and religious self-

identification in the Western world, especially Western Europe. This gave rise to the 

so-called “secularisation thesis”, which states that as societies advance and become 

more modern, religion will automatically decline in relevance to the people in these 

societies.326 Sociologists such as Davie also observe that the decline of affiliations with 

church institutions does not necessarily entail the absence of religious belief, religious 

practice or spirituality altogether. This, however, is often framed as the absence of 

religious belonging: Davie has described how people in Britain increasingly left church 

institutions but continued to believe in Christianity.327  

Various recent social studies about the state of religion in the Netherlands attest 

to the fact that a growing number of people has a transcendent spiritual orientation, 

which does not conform to any doctrines. 328  They describe these people as 

emancipated, empathic, focused on harmony and trusting on their own intuition. 

“Unaffiliated spirituals” have no formal affiliation towards any institutionalized 

religion, which according to the authors leads to less emphasis on religious rules, and a 

stronger reliance on their own capabilities. As has been described by Ursula 

Goodenough, we might say that these individuals express a form of horizontal 

transcendence.329 
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Similar to theologians, religious studies scholars have tried to conceptualize 

religious pluralism and how the proximity of religious traditions leads to hybridization. 

Arvind Sharma, a scholar of comparative religion, and Kathleen Dugan, scholar of 

religious studies, argue that when religious traditions meet, these traditions often merge 

into a new synthesis.330 In their study on religious pluralism, Sharma and Dugan talk 

about the “salad bowl” model of spirituality, in which “vegetables” from various 

religious traditions are mixed.331 They distinguish four possible outcomes as the result 

of the encounter of different religious traditions.332 The first is the “melting pot model”, 

which describes how differences between religions are muted or erased in the interest 

of a common identity. The “salad-bowl model” describes encounters in which each 

religion is used within different contexts in an individual’s life. In the “stir-fry model” 

the identity of each religion remains but gets affected by the proximity of other 

religions. In the final model, the mosaic model, religions are understood as different 

tiles of one human “dining hall”, as different expressions and perspectives on one 

common truth.333 The starting point for Sharma and Dugan is a hermeneutic of multiple 

religions, while the proximity and interaction between religious traditions can 

progressively give rise to more hybrid forms of religiosity. 

 

1.2.2.1 Lived religion 

From the late 20th century onwards, there has been increased attention to the study of 

religion from the perspective of “lived religion” in the social sciences. “Lived religion” 

is a practice-oriented perspective on religion, which focuses on the expression of 

religiosity in the daily lives of people. The framework of lived religion, as it was used 

by Robert Orsi and David Hall,334 examines how individuals practice their religion 

from day to day. The framework does not focus on religious traditions or institutions, 

but instead on how religious practices are expressed in everyday social contexts. “Lived 

religion” can be used as a perspective to study people who are more or less exclusively 

part of a religious tradition. However, many anthropologists have noted that the 
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boundaries between religious traditions, such as they have been traditionally defined, 

often do not have much meaning for people in the expression of religiosity in their daily 

lives. In the lived reality of people these boundaries can be surpassed if the context 

changes, if different religious cultures encounter each other or exist in proximity to one 

another. At these edges, the boundaries between religious traditions blur easily, leading 

to various kinds of hybrid religiosity. From the perspective of “lived religion”, scholars 

do not look at the history of religious elites who represent a certain religious tradition, 

such as priests but also theologians (and even scholars of religion), but at religious 

practices of people on the micro level, and how these are connected to their beliefs. The 

lived religion approach focuses on the way actual people ‘do’ religion, much more than 

on what they ‘believe’. 

Ammerman observes the waning importance of Christianity in contemporary 

American society and the rise of the so called “spiritual but not religious”. She notes 

that church attendance is decreasing, as is the orthodoxy of belief and the possibility of 

enforcing religious norms by institutions. But she also observes how in the everyday 

lives of people, religion appears to be as present as ever. According to her, this presence 

goes hand in hand with the emergence of new forms of spirituality. This also signals a 

turn in scholarly attention: “[t]here are still identifiable traditional religious institutions 

to be studied, but many scholars have turned their attention to what they see as a larger 

spiritual milieu that overlaps those institutions but may be developing its own 

organisational field.”335 It is this paradoxical simultaneity of the absence and presence 

of religion in contemporary society that needs to be explained. 336  For her, the 

framework of lived or everyday religion is a method to move beyond this paradox. 

In the study of lived religion, Ammerman observes people who combine 

elements from different traditions. According to her, the sociology of religion should 

not pass value judgments on these people. She asserts that “neither do we assume that 

people who choose or who mix and match are inherently “less” religious than those 

whose lives are shaped by a single religious trajectory in a homogeneous religious 

community”. 337  Therefore, we could say that according to Ammerman, multiple 

religious belonging is a fact of life, which demonstrates the presence of the spiritual in 
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society and is as such independent from the judgment of religious traditions. But the 

phenomenon of people who combine elements from different traditions introduces a 

new distinction between traditional believers and hybrid believers. Ammerman refers 

to this as the distinction between “seekers and loyalists, dabblers and full-time 

devotees”.338 

Another important representative of the lived religion approach is McGuire. Her 

approach in anthropology has led her to question the idea of religions as single entities 

to which individuals can exclusively commit. She writes: “when we focus on religion 

as lived, we discover that religion - rather than being a single entity - is made up of 

diverse, complex and ever-changing mixtures of beliefs and practices, as well as 

relationships, experiences, and commitments.” She questions whether the emphasis on 

boundaries between religious traditions is the best way to describe religious 

phenomena. She states for example that “[w]e seem to have uncritically accepted 

definitional boundaries that distinguish religious practices from one religious group 

from another’s, viewing them as mutually exclusive”. 339  Instead, from an 

anthropological perspective, hybrid religiosity appears to be the norm.  

Therefore, she even questions why scholars often consider “syncretism” as a 

problem in need of explanation. Instead, the question might be why some religious 

traditions explicitly imagine themselves as “orthodox” or anti-syncretic, emphasizing a 

pure religious tradition.340 McGuire thinks many religious scholars have abandoned 

understanding religion by means of traditions. She observes that “anthropologists no 

longer expect to find enduring traditions. Rather they see people as ‘wrestling with an 

adventitious present’”.341 

Several of the respondents of Berghuijs’ research testify to such a form of 

individual religious belonging. Some respondents testify they belong to all religions, 

which could for example be called an “inter-spiritual belonging”.342 Such a religious 

belonging appears to be qualitatively different from religious belonging to religious 

traditions.  Respondent Ineke writes: “I am connected to all […] religions. […] At the 

same time, I also stand for that sort of new communal universal way.”343 Respondent 
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Henny puts it differently: “I consider myself religious. […] I never call myself a 

Buddhist. I do not consider myself a Christian either, because that doesn’t fit anymore. 

[…] If I should give a name to myself maybe a Buddhist Christian. […] However, I do 

not feel it fits, it’s not right.”344 According to Berghuijs, Henny is also influenced by 

Hinduism which is part of her religious expressions. As Berghuijs testifies, Henny does 

call herself having a multiple religious belonging, though Henny adds that “multiple” 

might not accurately describe her religious belonging; she is just belonging 

religiously.345 

 

1.3 Hermeneutic of multiple religions and hermeneutic of religiosity 

In the first part of this chapter, I have attempted to give an overview of the terminologies 

and discussions of multiple religious belonging in theology. In the second part I have 

looked at the terminologies and discussions of analogous phenomena from the 

perspective of religious studies. 

The decline of church-membership in the Western world, next to globalization 

and migration has caused a complex field of interpretations and evaluations in theology 

and religious studies. Both in feminist and postcolonial theology, and in the sociology 

and anthropology of religion, we witness an increased questioning of the idea of 

“religious traditions” and a growing emphasis on religiosity. From the perspective of 

multiple religions, the phenomenon of multiple religious belonging appears as a 

deviation from the norm of exclusive adherence to religious traditions. From a 

perspective of religiosity, however, it becomes much clearer that “pure religious 

traditions” might not empirically exist outside of the minds of people. Ordinary people 

might hold various beliefs and engage in various practices, and the question of where 

the dividing lines between religious traditions are situated is not as important for them 

as for religious leaders. From a lived religion perspective on multiple religious 

belonging, the actual religious practices of human beings are emphasized. These 

practices are part of a day-to-day lived reality and are therefore closely connected to 

other forms of culture. Religious practices might be part of a larger religious framework 

or tradition, but could also consist of religious codes and practices, which are 

accidentally combined together. Anthropologists of religion and feminist and 

postcolonial theologians have since long observed that many religious practices do not 
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neatly fit within religious boundaries. From the perspective of lived religion on multiple 

religious belonging, it is observed that these boundaries are blurring, and where this 

happens, new forms and combinations of religiosity appear. 

As we have seen, soft multiple religious belonging describes individuals who 

do not belong to one or two or more religious traditions in the sense of identification, 

but they do however practice elements from multiple religious traditions or sources. 

We have already seen that for several theologians, soft multiple religious belonging 

should be regarded as the absence of religious belonging. Cornille for example writes: 

“While this may be understood as religious belonging in the broadest sense of the term, 

it would be more appropriate here to speak of a complete absence of religious 

belonging.”346 Feminist theologians such as Fletcher and Voss Roberts, however, have 

attempted to accommodate soft multiple religious belonging theologically as well. 

I aim to argue that we should consider soft multiple religious belonging as, 

nonetheless, a form of religious belonging. The research of Berghuijs indicates that soft 

multiple religious belonging together with medium multiple religious belonging 

constitutes a significant portion of the Dutch society.347 This shows that a significant 

part of contemporary religious engagement in Western countries happens outside of the 

boundaries of religions or religious traditions. This constitutes a feeling of religious 

belonging outside of religious traditions. This, however, must be a form of religious 

belonging that is imagined differently in a qualitative sense from belonging to one of 

multiple religions. 

On the one hand, multiple religious belonging could be interpreted as a 

spectrum, ranging from hard, medium, and soft in the sense that it describes the level 

of engagement with religious traditions. In such an interpretation, hard multiple 

religious belonging refers to a strong level of engagement with religious traditions, 

while in the case of soft multiple religious belonging, this engagement is less 

pronounced. But on the other hand, I interpret hard, medium, and soft multiple religious 

belonging differently as describing qualitatively different engagements with religion. 

When I follow the categorization hard, medium, and soft multiple religious belonging, 

this means: hard multiple religious belonging engages with bounded religions. Such a 

religious belonging is a belonging to more than one tradition. People with a medium 

multiple religious belonging identify with one religious tradition, despite their 
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engagement with other religious forms. And people with a soft multiple religious 

belonging do not identify with any religious tradition, although they can be said to have 

integrated a multiplicity of religious elements into a feeling of religious belonging of 

their own. 

The crucial problem of “multiple religious belonging” is the issue of belonging. 

In developing this research, countless times I have been recommended to discard the 

concept of belonging (by religious studies scholars) or allow it to be only used for 

exclusive belonging (by theologians). I remained, however, unconvinced. The concept 

of belonging expresses a dimension of “longing”, of desire, which to me appeared very 

closely connected to some core feature of religion. Wouldn’t we be far better off 

unearthing this other dimension of the concept of “belonging”, not as a term that marks 

categorization or exclusive commitment, but instead highlights the affective dimension 

of religiosity? Is that not the reason why in China, as we will see in chapter three, there 

was never the need to define “religious belonging” in terms of belonging to the 

teachings of Buddhism, Daoism and Confucianism, since belonging had a significance 

beyond mere “religions”? The question then becomes: how can we imagine a religious 

belonging which does justice to this phenomenon of multiple religious belonging? 

The distinction between “religious virtuosos” (hard multiple religious 

belonging) and “religious creatives” (soft multiple religious belonging) is often 

employed in a normative separation between authentic and derivative religious 

practices. In the theology of religions, the focus has been on how to distinguish genuine 

multiple religious belonging from superficial religious poaching or shopping. Due to a 

strong idea of multiple religious traditions, many theologians, sociologists and 

anthropologists do not use the label “multiple religious belonging” for religious 

creatives. It is, however, only a small number of people in Western Europe that strongly 

identifies with two (or more) religions in the sense of hard multiple religious 

belonging.348  

 

1.4 Conclusion 

In the introduction, I have presented the division between hard, medium, and soft 

multiple religious belonging. Hard, medium, and soft multiple religious belonging can 
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be either understood as quantitatively or qualitatively different. When they are seen as 

quantitatively different, religious belonging to more than one tradition is very strong in 

the case of hard multiple religious belonging and weaker in the case of soft multiple 

religious belonging. There is however also the possibility of a qualitative difference 

between hard, medium, and soft multiple religious belonging. In this case, what we 

mean by “religious belonging” is not the same in either of the three cases. When we 

consider hard multiple religious belonging, this would mean a simultaneous and equal 

belonging to two religious traditions. Medium religious belonging would mean a 

religious belonging to one religious tradition and a subsequent engagement in practices 

of another religious tradition. But soft multiple religious belonging might be a different 

kind of religious belonging altogether. As many have argued, it would make more sense 

to consider soft multiple religious belonging as no religious belonging, since their 

engagement within religious traditions is almost absent, and religious communities do 

not recognize them. However, the prevalence of “medium” and “soft multiple religious 

belonging” appears to be much higher than hard multiple religious belonging.349  

Many approaches to multiple religious belonging, both in the theology of 

religions and in religious studies, are characterized by a dominant hermeneutic of 

multiple religions. This hermeneutic assumes that there are “religions”, and that these 

religions are comprehensive and well-defined systems of belief. The question which 

hard multiple religious belonging opens up is whether an individual can belong to two 

religions at the same time. Among religious studies scholars and in critical theories, the 

existence of religions as bounded wholes became questioned, and the focus has shifted 

towards religious flexibility, hybridity, creativity and movement. Such scholars have 

argued that religiosity never fits neatly within religious boundaries. Religious 

belonging is understood by feminist and postcolonial theologians as something very 

physical and very fluent, open to change, personal but always in connection to others. 

The same emphasis on the daily life of religious actors and the malleability of religious 

boundaries has been put on multiple religious belonging from the sociological and 

anthropological perspective of lived religion. The phenomenon of soft multiple 

religious belonging is an expression of religiosity which subverts the dominant 

hermeneutic of multiple religions. As a reaction to the hermeneutic of multiple 

religions, these feminist and postcolonial theologians and anthropologists and 
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sociologists of religion worked with a hermeneutic of religiosity. 

The hermeneutic of multiple religions and the hermeneutic of religiosity appear 

to be two different ways of looking at these phenomena. The cause of this is largely 

that there is a fundamentally different approach towards the understanding of the key 

concepts surrounding this phenomenon. “Religion” in the first hermeneutic appears to 

refer to “religious traditions”, whereas “religion” is a comparative term for a whole 

group of phenomena from the perspective of hybrid religiosity in the social sciences. 

“Religious diversity” is therefore either interpreted as a multiplicity of religiosity and 

religious elements, or as multiple religions. Finally, “religious belonging” is often 

discarded from within the hermeneutic of religiosity, while in the hermeneutic of 

multiple religions, belonging to a religion is an important issue. 

It should however be expected that a more thorough investigation into this 

distinction between these two hermeneutics will show us more about multiple religious 

belonging. In a hermeneutic of multiple religions, the idea that “religions” are socially 

constructed as bounded wholes which benefit certain actors within these traditions, 

remains obscured. However, a hermeneutic of religiosity might ignore that the idea of 

the existence of religious traditions has a very strong imaginative force, which 

constitutes religious realities. 

In the next chapter I will search for the structure of these two hermeneutics of 

multiple religious belonging, and the difference between “hard” and “medium” and 

“soft multiple religious belonging”. In the first part, I will focus on the concept of 

“religious multiplicity” both as multiple religions and as religious multiplicity. In the 

second part I will discuss the emergence of the Western notion of “religion”, and the 

emergence of the world religions paradigm. Finally, I will look into the concept of 

“religious belonging”, introducing the difference between “belonging to a religion” and 

“religious belonging”. As I will explore, I believe we must understand “hard multiple 

religious belonging” and “soft multiple religious belonging” as embedded in different 

hermeneutical perspectives on religious diversity. “Multiple religious belonging” is the 

result of an interference of these two different hermeneutical perspectives. The cause 

of the variety of different forms of multiple religious belonging lies in different 

understandings of religious diversity in the world. 
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Chapter 2 

Conceptual analysis of religious multiplicity, religion, and religious 

belonging 

 

“The moral […] is not that religion cannot be defined, but that it can be defined, 

with greater or lesser success, more than fifty ways.” – Jonathan Z. Smith350 

 

A great number of sociological studies have attested to the decline of church 

membership in Western societies.351 This secularization of society has usually been 

described as a decline in the relevance of religion in contemporary Western societies. 

However, church membership should not be the only way to assess religious belonging. 

Religion appears to remain important in contemporary societies, though it does not 

express itself anymore by means of church adherence. Charles Taylor has argued that 

religious belonging in the past used to be of a different kind than religious belonging 

today. In the past, he argues, religious belonging was simply a matter of being born into 

a religion. Since the Reformation, religious belonging became a matter of choice. 

“Religions” expressed different options of faith to which either individuals or whole 

societies could adhere. The question to which religion an individual belongs, had begun 

to make sense. In the contemporary era, however, the meaning of religious belonging 

has shifted once again. Religious belonging is no longer seen as a choice between 

different “flavours”, but instead an expression of individual engagement with 

transcendent realities or the divine.352 

Multiple religious belonging is one of the forms of expression of religion in 

contemporary Western society. Individuals are neither born into one religious tradition, 

nor do you have to make exclusive commitments to one of several religious options. 

Instead, the individual can express her religious desires by combining elements from 

several religious traditions and claim to belong to one, several or no religious tradition 

at the same time. 
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Multiple religious belonging encompasses a range of phenomena. In our 

perception of these phenomena, the approach of “religious multiplicity” and “religious 

belonging” is different. This is in particular visible in different approaches on two 

levels: (1) emic versus etic perspectives on (multiple) religious belonging, and (2) 

descriptive versus normative perspectives on religious belonging. (1) We  have defined 

hard multiple religious belonging in emic terms; those individuals themselves identify 

with two religious traditions have a multiple religious belonging; on the other hand, 

soft multiple religious belonging is defined by the absence of self-identification with 

religious traditions, but is expressed by the practice of elements from various religious 

sources. Is religious belonging something which is fundamentally defined by the 

individual or by the scholar of religion? (2) For sociologists, multiple religious 

belonging is solely a descriptive matter; the question is what criteria should be defined 

to consider an individual to have a multiple religious belonging. For theologians, 

however, multiple religious belonging also emerges as a normative problem; is it 

permissible for individuals to belong multi-religiously? Is religious belonging 

something which starts from the individual or which is also dependent on an 

acknowledgement from the perspective of the religious tradition? 

In the first chapter, I have argued that religious diversity is approached by two 

different hermeneutics on religious diversity. In a hermeneutic of multiple religions, 

religious belonging refers to the adherence or membership to one of the religious 

traditions. Religious belonging means belonging to Islam or belonging to Christianity, 

for example. As we have seen in chapter one, critics of multiple religious belonging 

often point out that it is difficult or even impossible to belong to more than one religious 

tradition. As we have also discussed, proponents of dual belonging might understand 

their religious belonging as similar to “dual citizenship”. Etymologically, however, the 

word belonging is also connected to an understanding of desire or “longing”. I have 

argued that if we understand belonging as a feeling of desire, religious belonging does 

not necessarily mean belonging to a religious tradition. Instead, religious belonging 

refers to the desire or connection to a deeper religious truth. In a hermeneutic of 

religiosity, religious belonging does not refer to the belonging to religious traditions, 

but to a feeling or desire for religious belonging that goes beyond the phenomenological 

“religious traditions”. 
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2.1 The Multiple 

The two hermeneutics of religious diversity can be distinguished by a different 

understanding of the multiple. In a hermeneutic of multiple religions, multiple religious 

belonging refers to individuals who belong to more than one religion (of many different 

religions). In a hermeneutic of religiosity, this multiplicity does not refer to multiple 

religions but to a multiplicity of phenomena that we call religious. An individual does 

not belong to multiple religions but has one religious belonging which is multiple in 

itself in the sense that it is constituted of many different elements. Let us look into this 

difference a bit deeper. 

One of the pre-understandings of the concept of “religion” is that there are 

several “flavours”: religions such as Christianity, Islam etc.: this is the hermeneutic of 

multiple religions. In this understanding, an individual “belongs to” one of these 

religious traditions. This is true for both emic and etic perspectives on religious 

belonging. From an emic perspective, a Hindu understands herself to “belong” to 

Hinduism. From an etic perspective, a social scientist could take either this self-

understanding or perceived behaviour of the individual as a ground to mark somebody 

as “belonging to” a religious tradition as well. Multiple religious belonging expressed 

itself first and foremost as an issue to Christian theology, which starts from an emic 

perspective of what it means to belong to a religious tradition. From this emic 

perspective, the question is not only whether an individual belongs to a religious 

tradition, but also what the norms are for allowing somebody to be part of a community. 

Religious belonging from an emic perspective of religious traditions is a matter of 

inclusion and exclusion. Therefore, multiple religious belonging does present itself not 

as a descriptive question (What do people with a multiple religious belonging belong 

to?) but as a normative question (Under which conditions can individuals be allowed 

to have a multiple belonging, if they also want to claim a Christian belonging?).  

A hermeneutic of multiple religions has been a successful and popular way of 

describing religious diversity. However, as a result of globalization and a culture in 

which authentic individual choices are strongly valued, the model of multiple religions 

has opened up the possibility to understand oneself as belonging to several religious 

traditions at the same time. For people who think in defence of the self-understanding 

of religious traditions, multiple religious belonging is seen as problematic. 
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But isn’t the whole idea that there are bounded and mutually exclusive religious 

traditions, which can be understood from a perspective of self-understanding, in itself 

inherently flawed? The hermeneutic of multiple religions has been so successful, 

because it protects those who need strong religious self-identification and it also helps 

social scientists to make sense of a chaotic world. Furthermore, it serves to grant credit 

to people who want to understand religious traditions from an “insider” perspective, as 

opposed to an outsider perspective. 

The hermeneutic of multiple religions and the differentiation between insider 

and outsider perspectives on religious traditions has, however, come under increased 

attack. Are bounded and mutually exclusive religious traditions really natural 

phenomena, which have been historically inherited? Is it really possible to speak from 

“within” a religious tradition? And, just as much, is it really possible to ever take a 

perspective from outside religious traditions? Is the idea of “multiple religions” not the 

result of a particular Protestant and Western history of religious diversity? And, even 

more radical, do bounded and mutually exclusive religions in fact exist, outside of the 

minds of those who express to adhere to them? 

As I have argued in the first chapter, another approach to religious diversity 

does not take religious traditions as a starting point. Rather, this hermeneutic of 

religiosity perceives religion as a complex of amalgams and assemblages of a wide 

variety of elements which we could give the adjective “religious”. Rituals can be 

religious. People can be religious. Actions can be religious. Beliefs can be religious. 

Smells can be religious. Affects can be religious. All these religious elements can 

cluster at certain moments to form something, which we could call a religious 

assemblage. Participants in these religious assemblages could feel they belong. 

However, this does not mean that these assemblages form “religions” which will 

perpetuate through time, nor that religious assemblages cannot interact with other 

elements to transform to new religious assemblages. In chapter four I will look more 

closely into the concept of “assemblage” as it was developed by Deleuze and Guattari 

to see how we can use this concept to connect the hermeneutic of multiple religions 

with a hermeneutic of religiosity. 

Multiple religious belonging in such a hermeneutic is not a belonging to 

multiple religions. Rather, it is a feeling of religious belonging, which is constituted of 

multiple religious elements. Religious belonging is not a feature of religious traditions, 

but a feature of individuals who follow a trajectory or path of transformation throughout 
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their lives. Their encounters with religious and cultural expressions are multiple, but 

their religious belonging is one. We could think of this kind of religious belonging as a 

narrative. In stories, many different things happen, one after the other, but all these 

events are part of one and the same story. For individuals, these stories make sense 

because they are organized as subsequent events. Former events are being stored in 

memory and therefore have an impact on present events. This does not mean that there 

are multiple stories, only that the story has a plurality of different facets. 

Both hermeneutics are differentiated by a different answer to the question of what one 

belongs to when one belongs religiously, and a different answer to the question of what 

is multiple in religious diversity.353 These two understandings of the multiple can be 

found in the work of the French philosopher Henri Bergson. As I will explain more 

fully later, he differentiates between two understandings of multiplicity: a spatial 

multiplicity and a temporal multiplicity.354 Applied to religious diversity, a spatial 

interpretation of religious multiplicity understands “religions” as distinct traditions, and 

a temporal interpretation looks at religiosity as a multiplicity of cultural phenomena in 

itself. These two understandings of multiplicity are present throughout the history of 

the concept of religion.355 The spatial understanding of religious multiplicity, however, 

has become the dominant hermeneutic for understanding religion. I will elaborate on 

this below. 

 

2.1.1 Two hermeneutics, two understandings of religious multiplicity 

Central to the complexity of the hermeneutic of multiple religious belonging is the idea 

of religious multiplicity. Multiple religious belonging in itself can be understood in two 

distinct ways. First, multiple religious belonging can mean that there is a belonging to 

multiple religions. This kind of multiplicity is seen in the phenomenon of hard multiple 

religious belonging and in the hermeneutic of multiple religions. Second, multiple 

religious belonging can also mean that there is one religious belonging which is 

multiple in character. The life of any individual doesn’t always follow a straightforward 
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355 See for example: Mark J. Lazenby, “On “Spirituality,” “Religion,” and “Religions”: A Concept 
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path. Throughout life, individuals will engage in many different activities, have many 

different social functions, will develop several professional roles and might take an 

interest in several hobbies. It would, however, be peculiar to consider such a person 

consisting of multiple persons. The same goes for soft multiple religious belonging. 

Individuals might engage in various forms of religious practice and connect to different 

kind of groups. These groups might change or merge. However, it is still the same 

individual or continuous lifeline, which experiences all this religious multiplicity. This 

does not mean that their religious identity is split into two or even more traditions. 

Against the background of a plurality of practices and personalities, the person might 

still feel as if all these multiplicities are interconnected. This is what differentiates soft 

multiple religious belonging from hard multiple religious belonging. 

To understand the meaning of this multiplicity, we need to explore the question 

of how “religious belonging” could be multiple. The standard interpretation of 

multiplicity assumes that an individual simultaneously belongs to one religion and to 

another religion. For example, an individual could add one religious affiliation to 

another and assert she belongs to Christianity and she belongs to Buddhism, thus having 

a multiple religious belonging. In this section I will explore the origins of both 

understandings of multiplicity. 

Hent de Vries notes that “religion” is not only a general concept or notion, but 

that it could also refer to a multiplicity of singular instances and instantiations. 356 

Religion is not only a class concept with several instances (such as: Christianity, 

Sikhism, Islam, etc.) but also refers to a certain kind of cultural phenomena. This could 

be communities, buildings, rituals, texts, actions, gestures etc. Religion can manifest 

itself as assemblages of various of these religious elements, without giving rise to the 

concept of a self-enclosed “religion”. This understanding shifts our attention from 

multiple religions to a multiplicity of the religious.  

Voss Roberts deconstructs the phrase multiple religious belonging and she 

questions the multiple in particular. 357  She proposes an alternative hermeneutic of 

multiplicity, drawing on Deleuzian concepts such as fluids, the rhizome and the hybrid. 

The multi-religious involvements of individual people are too complex to describe by 

means of a multiplicity of religions. What we need to subvert is the idea of multiplicity, 

which wants to reduce all multiplicity again to one category: different religions. The 
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idea of belonging to religions, Voss Roberts argues, is not how we should approach 

complex multi-religious engagements.  

Within the reflections of Aloysius Pieris, a Sri Lankan Jesuit theologian, on his 

own “hybrid identity”,358 he argues that religious traditions are never singular to begin 

with. In his interpretation, multiplicity becomes a central concept, and might even 

become a new “norm”, with singularity being the deviation. Our religious engagements 

are always multiple, and only in hindsight do we reduce all this multiplicity to 

belonging to one religious tradition. 

In philosophy, there are several thinkers who have tried to theorize the multiple. 

In chapter four, this will become a key in reinterpreting the religious belonging of 

multiple religious belonging. In a short study by Deleuze on Bergson, he explains how 

Bergson has talked about two sources of multiplicity. According to Deleuze, Bergson 

argues there are two distinct meanings of multiplicity: a spatial and a temporal. Bergson 

has argued that the metaphysical categories “space” and “time” lead to two different 

kinds of our understanding of the multiple.359 The first kind of multiplicity is derived 

from the concept of “space”. This “spatial” form of multiplicity is actual, quantitative, 

discrete and homogenous. Spatial or actual multiplicity describes discrete differentiated 

categories. The second kind of multiplicity is derived from the concept of “time”. It is 

opposed to spatial multiplicity. The “temporal” form of multiplicity is characterized by 

being virtual, qualitative, heterogeneous and continuous.360 

The aim of Deleuze in his engagement with Bergson’s theory of multiplicity is 

to subvert a concept of multiplicity that ultimately wants to reduce it to a prior unity.361 

Multiplicity should not be seen as the result of a scattered unity. We should think of 

multiplicity not as a multiplicity of things (multiple religious traditions), but as a 

substantive in itself (a religious multiplicity). Religion is always already multiple. 

As I said before, the distinction between a hermeneutic of multiple religions and 

a hermeneutic of religiosity is a different understanding of multiplicity. The 

hermeneutic of multiple religions uses an understanding of multiplicity in the adjective 

and spatial form: religion is a category with many different instances. Religions are 

 

358 Aloysius Pieris, who we could consider having a multiple religious belonging, refused to refer to 

himself using this phrase. 

359 Gilles Deleuze, Bergsonism, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara Habberiam (New York: Zone 

Books), 85. 

360 Deleuze, Bergsonism, 85. 

361 Adrian Parr, The Deleuze Dictionary (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2010), 181. 
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seen as multiple flavours of one overarching category. The hermeneutic of religiosity 

uses the Deleuzian understanding of multiplicity: as a substantive in itself. Religion is 

seen as a religious multiplicity. It consists of assemblages of various elements that are 

not reducible to a single category or origin. 

 

Both types of multiplicity, multiplicity of religions versus religious multiplicity, also 

lead to different origins of the meaning of religious belonging. Voss Roberts rejects the 

idea of belonging, because it is too strongly associated with ownership, as if religious 

traditions can claim their members as their own.362 Instead she argues in favour of a 

Deleuzian understanding of multiplicity, to be able to discard the term religious 

belonging. I argue, however, that we need to understand these as different kinds of 

belonging, similar to the different understandings of multiplicity. With a spatial 

understanding of multiplicity, multiple religious belonging means a belonging to 

religions or religious traditions. The word “religious” now refers to religions. In this 

interpretation, the religious traditions exist simultaneously and next to each other. With 

a spatial multiplicity, religions are spatial entities, which can be pointed out on a map. 

With respect to multiple religious belonging, this implies that when people add different 

religious affiliations, it is as if they combine a belonging to different countries. As we 

discussed before, multiple religious belonging can be seen as inhabiting different 

countries or as a sort of dual citizenship. The phenomenon of hard multiple religious 

belonging or dual belonging is best described by this kind of spatial multiplicity. 

But we can also interpret multiple religious belonging in its temporal meaning. 

The virtual meaning of multiplicity implies an interpretation of the religious as 

something which is heterogeneous, and which develops over time. With a temporal 

multiplicity, the religious is something continuous and can be understood as a process. 

A temporal multiplicity of the religious implies qualitative differences within the 

religious. This also means that the religious is different at the end from how it was at 

the beginning. With a temporal multiplicity of religious belonging, there is a new 

qualitative character at each moment of the religious as it manifests itself in the 

consciousness of the individual. There is a lived duration of the religious, in which the 

religious unfolds itself. This implies also that religious belonging means a belonging to 

a religious continuum, which is multiple in character. The qualitative aspects of the 

 

362 Voss Roberts, “Religious belonging,” 54. 
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religious are changing continuously and could take on many different forms. There 

could never be an actual realization of the religious, because the religious is an 

unfolding spectrum of possibilities. In this way, religious multiplicity is used and 

understood in the hermeneutic of religiosity. 

From the perspective of lived religion, we see the shift from the question what 

people “are”– which is a spatial understanding of religious multiplicity – to how they 

practice and live the religious – which is a temporal understanding of religious 

multiplicity. Feminist and postcolonial theologians have also put into question the 

spatial religious multiplicity and the boundaries between religious traditions. These 

theologians have argued we should rather understand the religious flexibility of 

individuals and the openness toward other religious forms. Also, some feminist and 

postcolonial theologians have argued for a more lived and embodied theology, which 

takes into account the complexity of life, which does not always fit neatly within the 

boundaries of religious traditions. From this perspective, it is perceived that individuals 

have a personal development which requires them to adapt to different religious 

contexts at different times. In what follows below, I will further elaborate on spatial 

versus temporal multiplicity, and their implications for religious hermeneutics. 

 

2.1.2 Spatial multiplicity: hermeneutic of multiple religions 

Hard multiple religious belonging or dual religious belonging is embedded in a spatial 

understanding of what religions or religious traditions are. A “single religious 

belonging” is the default state in which individuals belong to one religion. The idea of 

multiple religious belonging enumerates belonging. There is no longer one belonging, 

but two or even more belongings to multiple distinct entities – religious traditions.  

As we have seen, Drew for example talks about “dual belonging”, which also 

uses a spatial multiplicity. Religions can be seen as different “countries”. The common 

understanding is that individuals have a single citizenship to one of these countries. 

With a dual belonging, individuals belong to several of these countries. Many 

comparative theologians argue that it is very challenging,363 if not impossible to have a 

“dual belonging” to religions, similar to having a dual citizenship. 364  For some 

 

363 Peter Feldmeier, “Perils and Possibilities of Multiple Religious Belonging: Test Case in Roman 

Catholicism,” Open Theology 3, (2017): 73-89. 

364  This comparison has two sides. It could be argued that dual citizenship is not as normatively 

challenging as dual religious belonging, since we indeed can observe many people who 
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Christian theologians, the spirit of Christianity is at work in many religious traditions. 

They do not see hard multiple religious belonging as something which is really 

possible: ultimately, there is only one religious belonging to Christ and therefore to one 

religious tradition. If individuals have an openness to other religious traditions, this 

could only be considered valid as what can be called a medium multiple religious 

belonging. The individual identifies with one religious tradition, but combines this with 

elements from other religious traditions as well. From a spatial understanding of 

multiple religious belonging, we could argue that there are indeed multiple options of 

religious belonging: single religious belonging, dual religious belonging and / or 

multiple religious belonging, with the latter indicating either two or more than two 

religious traditions. 

Multiple religious belonging can be understood as a complication of the 

common sociological situation in which individuals belong to only one (or no) religious 

tradition. While most people have a single religious belonging, some might have a 

multiple religious belonging. The single religious belonging is the norm, while multiple 

religious belonging is a deviation.365 But the underlying assumption is that multiple 

religious belonging means that individuals belong to multiple religions at the same 

time. This interpretation implies that multiple religious belonging is possible, although 

not common. 

The theology of religions engages in theological inquiry into the question of the 

plurality of religious traditions and the engagement with the religious other. 

Exclusivism and inclusivism are attempts to reduce the apparent diversity of religious 

traditions back to the unity of religion.366  For exclusivists, “belonging to the home 

religion is necessary for salvation”367 . In as far as there are other religions368 , no 

salvation is possible if one does belong to those. Some inclusivists do not see conscious 

and explicit belonging to the home religion as a necessary requirement to religious 

salvation. Instead, the participation or belonging to another religion can also lead to 

salvation, because these people are seen to participate or belong to the home religion in 

 

unproblematically hold dual nationality. A country such as the Netherlands, however, does however 

strongly restrict dual nationalities, precisely because it is argued that national loyalty cannot be divided.  

365 Berghuijs, “Exploring single,” 18-48. 

366 Inclusivism is not only a perspective of Christian Identity. There is for example also “Buddhist 

Inclusivism”. See for example Kristin Beise Kiblinger, Buddhist Inclusivism: Attitudes Towards 

Religious Others (England; Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2005). 

367 Paul J. Griffiths, Problems of Religious Diversity (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2001), 150. 

368 Griffiths calls these “alien religions”. 
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an implicit way. Both perspectives fundamentally reject any genuine multiplicity of 

religions, even in the spatial way. The unity of truth or religion cannot be fragmented. 

Therefore, hard multiple religious belonging is not possible. 369  Pluralists and 

particularists engage with religious diversity in a different way. Both perspectives 

acknowledge a multiplicity of religious traditions (which refers to a spatial 

understanding of multiple religions). Pluralisms account for the plurality of religious 

traditions. For some pluralists, many religions are ultimately reducible to one religious 

message, such as the golden rule: “treat others as you would wish them to treat you” or 

“do not treat others as you would not wish them to treat you”.370 The pre-understanding 

of pluralism is an understanding of multiplicity in its spatial form: religious traditions 

are different instances of one overarching category: religions. The discourse on multiple 

religious belonging has arisen from the pluralistic worldview. Individuals who 

understand the world to be divided up in several religions or religious traditions, feel 

connected to more than one of these religious traditions and do not see a necessary 

contradiction between religious traditions, have come out of the closet and testified to 

belonging to more than one religious tradition, thus claiming a multiple religious 

belonging. For pluralists, religious traditions are still understood as distinct entities. For 

individuals with a multiple religious belonging, it is possible to move from one religious 

tradition to another. In this movement, it could be said that someone belongs to both 

traditions. In her exploration of dual belonging, Drew expresses this as follows: “The 

distinctions between the traditions mean that faithfulness to each of them still requires 

some oscillation between Buddhist and Christian ways of thinking and being”.371 Drew 

assumes boundaries between religious traditions. She implies a spatial multiplicity and 

looks at how boundaries between religious traditions can be crossed, to enable an 

understanding in which individuals can belong to two or more religious traditions 

simultaneously. 

 

369 Not everybody is convinced that “particularism” really adds something to Race’s model. In a less 

generous interpretation, particularism, either in the way described by Hedges or by Daggers does not 

cover anything distinct from inclusivism. Particularists see themselves as rejecting the label of 

inclusivism, precisely because they want to show they have a positive evaluation of religious difference. 

This is a complicated discussion, and I believe it might be possible that a completely neutral typology is 

impossible. 

370 This understanding of reducing religious diversity to religious unity is most famously associated with 

John Hick. See: John Hick and Paul F. Knitter. The Myth of Christian Uniqueness: Toward a Pluralistic 

Theology of Religions (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1987); John Hick, Dennis L. Okholm, and 

Timothy R. Phillips. Four Views on Salvation in a Pluralistic World (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Pub. 

House, 1996). 

371 Drew, Buddhist and Christian, 20. 
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As discussed in chapter one, particularistic positions on religious diversity have 

emerged from dissatisfaction with pluralism. 372  Particularists reject the idea that 

“religion” is a cross-cultural universal category.373 Instead they want to engage with 

religious diversity from within a religious tradition. These positions are not the same as 

exclusivism, because they do not deny that people in other religious traditions can find 

salvation, nor are they the same as inclusivism, which also holds to religions ultimately 

leading to the same goal. Whereas pluralists often welcomed the idea of multiple 

religious belonging, particularists want to approach it from within each religious 

tradition separately. It is important to note that particularists want to understand the 

other religious traditions, from the perspective of their own religious tradition, without 

assuming similarity or unity between religious traditions. 

Particularists want to understand multiple religious belonging from within their 

own religious tradition – usually Christianity. They also want to be able to make 

normative judgments on multiple religious belonging, again from the perspective of the 

religious traditions. They do not assume that there is an inherent contradiction between 

religious traditions, nor is there necessarily common ground between them. The strong 

emergence of the discussion on multiple religious belonging can be seen as 

particularistic responses to pluralistic pre-understandings about religious diversity. 

Religious traditions and religious belonging have a strong importance for 

religious particularists. Particularists understand us as situated within a tradition, from 

which we reflect on the world. Other people might have other perspectives, but it is a 

prerequisite to stand firmly in the home tradition to gain some understanding about 

other traditions. Belonging for a particularist is something inherently spatial: everyone 

stands within a religious tradition from which they perceive and understand the 

diversity around them. Religious multiplicity should not be reduced to one, but there is 

always only one perspective from which to engage with religious diversity, which is the 

home perspective. 

The understanding of religious multiplicity as spatial, the presumed existence 

of multiple religions, is not limited to pluralistic theologians. In comparative religious 

studies, the existence of several world religions is often assumed without critical 

evaluation. Questions such as “how many people belong to each religion?” and “what 

religions are there in a certain country?” are understood in sociology and religious 

 

372 Theologians such as Gavin D’Costa, Catherine Cornille and George Lindbeck, among others. 

373 Hedges, “Particularities,” 1. 
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studies as intelligible and relevant questions. An understanding of religious diversity as 

multiple (world) religions to which people belong is seen as natural and intelligible.  

 

2.1.3 Temporal multiplicity: hermeneutic of religiosity 

In the feminist and postcolonial approaches to multiple religious belonging, a certain 

understanding of “religious traditions” and what it means to belong to any is criticized. 

Boundaries between religious traditions are not neutral markers of different beliefs. 

Instead, these boundaries are the result of power struggles between religious authorities 

who decide who belongs to a religion and who is excluded. The norms for religious 

inclusion or exclusion are not defined by practitioners. Feminist and postcolonial 

approaches to religious diversity attempt to identify these power imbalances. For 

feminist scholars, religious belonging is something which depends on context. Because 

there is a plurality of contexts, there is also multiple religious belonging. 

Spatial multiplicity is easier to imagine than temporal multiplicity. Therefore, 

some scholars have argued that to imagine multiplicity we should find new metaphors 

to subvert the dominant spatial multiplicity on multiple religious belonging. Voss 

Roberts believes that all theology is metaphorical, because it is an expression of what 

we value. She believes that metaphors such as “King”, “Father” and even “God” are 

part of a worldview in which men suppress women. Therefore, she suggests we should 

introduce new “feminist” metaphors to express the multiple. Not only are these 

metaphors necessary to theorise the complexities of multiple religious involvements, 

they should also function to circumvent the problems of essentialism, theological 

exclusivity and institutional elites.374 

 Voss Roberts draws on the Deleuzian/Bergsonian understanding of temporal 

multiplicity. The first metaphor she points to is the hybrid. She believes that this term 

subverts singular concepts of religious identity and belonging. Roberts argues that 

religions need to be understood as communities with an internal diversity as well. 

Furthermore, these hybrid religious identities should not be understood as a threat to 

non-hybrid religiosity. In fact, just as De Vries, she believes that we are in fact all 

hybrids. Recognizing this could lead to exciting creative connections between people 

with a different religious network. 

 

374 Voss Roberts, “Religious Belonging,” 59. 
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The second metaphor she introduces for multiplicity is the rhizome. The 

rhizome is a term used by Deleuze and is derived from biology to describe the 

dissemination of fungi. The rhizome is a way to subvert what she calls the logic of the 

One. The metaphor of the rhizome emphasizes the connection between people, instead 

of the differences. Also, it emphasizes equality instead of hierarchy. The rhizome is a 

way to imagine people as nodes in a network. There is no centre within the network, 

which determines their (religious) identity. Religions are therefore clusters within a 

rhizomatic generation, consisting of loose and tight connection but also of connections 

to different networks. In chapter four, I will look more closely at the metaphor of the 

rhizome. Despite Voss Roberts’s own intuition, I think that the concept of the rhizome 

might allow us to think together “religious belonging” and “multiplicity”. 

The third metaphor Voss Roberts introduces to conceptualise the multiple is 

fluidity, which also subverts the logic of the One. If religious multiplicity is understood 

as fluid streams, there could be no way to ultimately distinguish between traditions, and 

it would be impossible for any religion to claim supremacy over the others. In the same 

way, no one drop in the river could claim to be the river, although there would be no 

river if there would be no drops of water. Also, the metaphor of fluidity expresses 

continuous change. Finally, fluidity also points at the permeability of religious 

boundaries. 

The metaphor of fluidity and its semantic neighbours, “streams” and “water” 

express the multiple in its temporal meaning. When Thomas Tweed talks about 

religions, he understands these in the sense of flows or confluences. 375  We can 

recognize the same terminology in the reflections of Pieris, who is called an 

“unremarkable hybrid” by Premawardhana.376 Although Pieris is often cited as a model 

for multiple religious belonging, he himself does not give any special attention to the 

phenomenon. One of the main reasons for this, is that he interprets the multiple in the 

phrase “multiple religious belonging” as spatial multiplicity, while in his own 

reflections he gives much more attention to multiplicity in the temporal sense. Although 

 

375  Thomas A. Tweed, Crossing and Dwelling: A Theory of Religion (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 2006), 54. With regards to his use of the plural “religions”, Tweed notes: “Readers will 

notice that in my definition I shift from the singular to the plural, marking the boundaries of religions, 

not religion. That’s not because I want to resist talk about the field’s constitutive term, as I hope I’ve 

made clear, but rather to emphasize that interpreters— even armchair theorists — never encounter 

religion-in-general.” I argue that Tweed does not refers to multiple religions in the spatial sense, but in 

fact to religious multiplicity in the temporal sense. 

376 Premawardhana, “Unremarkable Hybrid,” 76. 



 99 

Pieris does not make any explicit statements on multiple religious belonging, 

Premawardhana thinks we could consider Pieris as an implicit case for it. 

For Pieris, multiplicity is something which exists within traditions. Therefore, 

his views are removed from a spatial multiplicity, which looks at boundaries between 

traditions. Instead, he comes closer to Deleuze’s temporal understanding of religious 

multiplicity. Pieris also uses metaphors similar to Voss Roberts with regards to the fluid 

nature of religious multiplicity. The formerly called “traditions” are interpreted by 

Pieris as different streams of consciousness, which were originally divided only by 

linguistic boundaries. According to Pieris, one could for instance speak about Semitic, 

Indian and Chinese religious streams of consciousness. It is a misunderstanding to make 

a distinction between these religious streams other than on linguistic grounds, because 

these religious streams represent aspects of the religious, which are present in any 

human being. The borders between the religious traditions are becoming more 

permeable, since the linguistic boundaries have lost their rigidity, as a result of 

globalized culture. We could also say that Pieris’ thought shows that the streams of 

religious consciousness are flowing together, because there were no rigid boundaries 

between them in the first place. 

In sociology, there has been an enormous interest in an approach to religion 

from the perspective of lived religion.377  Instead of looking at meaning, belief and 

doctrine of religions, a lived religions approach looks at how people actually live 

religion in their daily lives and in what actions this is expressed. The focus is on the 

everyday experience of people and their religious practices. 

It has been regularly observed that the spatial model of religious multiplicity, 

which assumes boundaries between religions is not always the best way of 

understanding religious participation. Instead, multiple religious participation is often 

observed as a fact of life. Anthropologists and social scientists try to analyse what 

people actually do concerning the religious. They observe a wide variety of practices, 

which are qualitative differences within a religious continuum. Ammerman writes in 

the introduction to Everyday Religion: “Religiosities - plural - is, we would argue, the 

right word, wherever one is observing. Paying attention to everyday experience quickly 

 

377 The list of scholars who approach religion from the perspective of lived religion includes but is not 

limited by people such as Robert Orsi, Danièle Hervieu-Léger, Nancy Ammerman, Meredith McGuire, 

Michael McNally, David Hall, Peggy Levitt, Rebecca Gould, R. Marie Griffith, Michael McNally, 

Cheryl Forbes, Stephan Prothero, Leigh Eric Schmidt and Anne Brown. 
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explodes any assumption that religion is always (or ever) one thing, either for 

individuals or for groups.”378 

In temporal interpretations of religious belonging it is understood as something 

which develops over time. Even within one tradition, the individual experiences a 

development of his religious belonging. For example, a Christian who takes 

communion experiences another sense of religious belonging than when he requests the 

last sacraments. In this sense, every religious belonging is multiple. A temporal 

interpretation of religious belonging can leave behind the boundaries between religious 

traditions. Because life and religious belonging are understood as a sequence of events, 

someone could hold or perform a wide variety of religious beliefs, practices and rituals 

over the course of a lifetime. 

The “divine” has often been presented as something with infinite attributes. De 

Vries has pointed out that Aristotle believes that the infinite is always just 

potentiality.379 This means that there is an inherent virtual aspect within the religious. 

De Vries even says that “there is no one: every multiple is a multiple of multiplicities”, 

by which he seems to refer to the inherent multiplicity of the religious in opposition to 

religious truth as one and indivisible. Because the individual can think in an infinite 

number of ways, according to De Vries, we also have an infinite number of directions 

we can act in. Therefore, our intention towards what we as subjects consider as the 

divine can also manifest itself in an infinite number of ways. It therefore does not make 

much sense to understand religion in its materialized form, because it is always a finite 

representation of an infinite concern. De Vries suggests that we should understand the 

multiplicity of the religious as an open-ended series of “words, things, gestures, powers, 

sounds, silences, smells, sensations, shapes, colors, affects and effects”. An analysis of 

religious multiplicity should look at this open-ended series, which is more or less 

associated with what we formerly understood as “religion”.380 Religion then becomes 

“infinite thought, inflected by historical and contemporary legacies and contexts”.381 

After having looked at how the spatial and temporal types of multiplicity 

influence our notion of religion, I will now delve further into the historical genesis of 

our current understandings of religion and religiosity. 

 

378 Ammerman, Everyday Religion, 6. 

379 Vries, Religion, 19. 

380 This primacy of the multiple over the “One” is, according to De Vries, the condition for a truly modern 

or “post-theological” ontology in the absence of any one beyond being. 

381 Vries, Religion, 24. 
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2.2 Religion 

In the past few decades, within the academic study of religion, the concept has come 

under increased criticism.382 Scholars such as William Cantwell Smith, Jonathan Z. 

Smith, Talal Asad, Tomoko Masuzawa, Timothy Fitzgerald and Russell McCutcheon 

have been playing an important role in scholarly efforts to historicize the concept of 

religion. Already in 1962, William Cantwell Smith showed three things about the 

concept of religion in his book The Meaning and End of Religion:383 First, the meaning 

of the modern English word “religion” does not appear to have natural counterparts in 

most other languages. Second, the idea that religion refers to many “religions”, as we 

have seen in the hermeneutic of multiple religions, is a relatively recent development. 

And third, scholarly endeavours in the 19th century to identify religious traditions such 

as Buddhism and Hinduism have greatly helped to define and develop these traditions 

in themselves. 

The Western pre-understandings of religion, religious multiplicity and religious 

belonging are the result of a contested history.384 In this chapter I will outline the history 

of these scholarly concepts. How did these particular understandings of religious 

diversity emerge? At what moment in history was the concept of religion introduced 

and how did its meaning change over time? It is through this genealogy that we can see 

how we have arrived at the specific pre-understandings of religious diversity we have 

today.  

The theological discourse on multiple religious belonging must be seen against 

the background of the development of this particular discourse on religious diversity. 

This discourse appears to be so natural that it is only very rarely questioned. Already 

the attempt to forge “interreligious dialogue” explicitly rests on the assumption that 

there are religious traditions in the first place. Furthermore, the phenomenon of multiple 

religious belonging in the West might have been a direct result from the particular 

Western concept concerning religious diversity, namely that there are various 

“religions”.  

 

382 Michael Bergunder, “What Is Religion? The Unexplained Subject Matter of Religious Studies,” 

Method and Theory in the Study of Religion 26 (2014): 246-86; Martin D. Stringer, Contemporary 

Western Ethnography and the Definition of Religion (Continuum, 2008). 

383  Paul Hedges, “Deconstructing Religion: Some Thoughts on Where We Go from Here - a 

Hermeneutical Proposal,” Exchange (2017): 1-13. 

384 For a brilliant overview of the history of religion until the so-called Axial Age, I refer to Robert N. 

Bellah, Religion in Human Evolution: From the Paleolithic to the Axial Age (Belknap Harvard, 2017). 
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Also, scholars of religion who have expressed criticism to the concept of 

religion as referring to “religious traditions”, might use other ways in order not to 

discard the term religion in itself. Some have argued that we should rather use 

“religion” as a special kind of social and cultural phenomena distinct from other 

phenomena.385 “Religion” then refers to those phenomena that are related to the sacred, 

or that mediate the transcendent. Finally, this has also led some exponents of critical 

religion to denounce the concept of religion for scholarly use. They argue that 

“religion” does not refer to any socially or culturally distinct reality. 

Our contemporary understanding of the concept of religion, religious diversity 

and the religious is the result of a complex history. Although the concept has beyond 

any doubt consolidated itself in our critical reflection on reality, the meaning of the 

concept has been the subject of a continuous change, so that we could even question 

why we appear to understand so univocally what religion is. Religion, we could say in 

the words of philosopher Walter Gallie, is an essentially contested concept.386 In the 

past few decades, several scholars have attempted to tell the history of the concept of 

religion and show how it is possible that we understand “religion” as a natural concept, 

though it appears to be anything but.387 

In the preceding chapters I have argued that not only can we distinguish between 

several phenomena when talk about multiple religious belonging (hard, medium, and 

soft) but also that there are two hermeneutics at work: a hermeneutic of multiple 

religions and a hermeneutic of religiosity. Both hermeneutics are informed by 

presuppositions about the nature of religion in the natural world. A hermeneutic of 

multiple religions draws heavenly on what Hedges has called the world religions 

paradigm, which implies mutually exclusive bounded territories of religious 

 

385 Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, trans. Willard R. Trask (Harper 

Torchbooks, New York, 1961). 

386 Walter B. Gallie, “Essentially Contested Concepts,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 6 (1956): 

167-98. 

387 There are many relevant studies to refer to when discussing the historization and deconstruction of 

“religion”. Most noteworthy are Smith, The Meaning and End; Richard King, Orientalism and Religion: 

Post-Colonial Theory, India and ‘the Mystic East’ (London: Routledge, 1999); Nongbri,  Before 

Religion; Jonathan Z. Smith, Imagining Religion: From Babylon to Jonestown (Chicago: The University 

of Chicago Press, 2013) and “Religion, religions, religious,”; McCutcheon, Manufacturing Religion; 

Timothy Fitzgerald, The Ideology of Religious Studies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003); Russell 

T. McCutcheon, The Discipline of Religion: Structure, Meaning, Rhetoric (Taylor & Francis, 2003); 

Daniel Dubuisson, The Western Construction of Religion: Myths, Knowledge, and Ideology (Baltimore: 

Johns Hopkins University Press, 2003); Hans G. Kippenberg, Discovering Religious History in the 

Modern Age (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002); Tomoko Masuzawa, The Invention of World 

Religions: Or, how European Universalism was preserved in the language of pluralism (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2005). 



 103 

belonging.388 A hermeneutic of religiosity considers religion to be a cross-cultural 

universal concept and as a domain distinct from the non-religious or the secular. 

These are the common modern assumptions about the meaning of religion: it is, 

as religion scholar Brent Nongbri puts it, “a universal human phenomenon, a part of 

the “natural” human experience that is essentially the same across cultures and 

throughout history” 389 . This assumption, however, has been projected onto late 

antiquity and the period in which Christianity emerged, Nongbri argues. In ancient 

languages, there is often no concept of religion. In China, a concept similar to our 

contemporary concept of religion is only introduced in the 19th century. In the ancient 

cultures of Mesoamerica, the texts reveal no word for religion. Very often, the word 

religion is even inserted in translations of ancient texts, a practice about which Nongbri 

concludes that it is no wonder that everybody thinks religions were present in ancient 

cultures.390 

 

2.2.1 Historical overview of the concept of “religion” 

In the antique world, a distinction between a private sphere of “religion” and a public 

or “secular” sphere was not yet present. In ancient empires such as ancient Egypt, the 

Persian empire, ancient Greece and the Roman empire, religious practices were 

strongly interwoven with everyday culture. There was as yet no conceptual difference 

between the sphere of the secular and the sphere of the religious in these cultures. Any 

discussion about “ancient religion” should therefore be regarded as a modern projection 

onto antiquity. 

The word “religion” first appeared in the Roman world. The word “religion” is 

etymologically derived from the Latin word “religio”. Originally, this word is used to 

mean “scruples”. Later it becomes associated with the duties towards the Gods.391 

When Cicero talks about “religio” or “religiones” in De Natura Deorum, he uses it to 

refer to rituals, practices and auspices. “Religio” or “religiones” is often used in the 

plural and refers to the ritual practices of people. Religion in early Roman history was 
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understood as ritual. People did not “belong” to religions but “had” religions, meaning 

that many people have many ways of worship. This use of the concept “religion” as 

practices, however, remains present in the Christian writers of the 3rd and the 4th 

century. For the Romans, religion was strongly linked to the idea of tradition. At first, 

the Christians were described at atheists, because they refused to acknowledge the gods 

of the Roman tradition. Furthermore, they had no tradition of their own, and therefore 

could not be said to have religion.392  

The meaning of the word “religion” starts to change, however with the 

emergence of Christianity, which can also be seen as the process of the decline of 

ancient worship. According to King, the novelty of the Christian culture as opposed to 

the pagan concepts of religion in the Roman Empire, was that it did not consider itself 

as just any set of practices, which tried to connect to the divine, but that it considered 

itself as the only true way to do this. King believes that within the etymology of the 

concept of religion, most researchers have uncritically accepted the rendering of it by 

early Hellenistic Christian writers such as Lactantius. King says that according to 

Lactantius, religion is “a worship of the true; superstition of the false. And it is 

important, really, why you worship, not how you worship, or what you pray for… They 

are superstitious who worship many and false gods; but we, who supplicate to one true 

God, are religious.”393 The Christianized model of religion is characterized by the fact 

that it “emphasizes theistic belief […], exclusivity and a fundamental dualism between 

the human world, and the transcendent world of the divine to which one ‘binds’ 

(religare) oneself.”394 

In late antiquity, Christian writers started to trace back the etymology of 

“religion” to re-ligare, which means to bind back. This “rebinding” denoted a renewed 

connection between people and God. With the emergence of Christianity, also the idea 

of right and wrong religion arose. For Augustine, the concept “religion” is used to 

denote worship. Religions are the actions of individuals when they direct their prayer 

to God. Augustine differentiated between proper and improper worship: proper worship 

would be true religion and improper worship would be false religion.395 
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Today, we conceptualize the existence of different religious groups in late 

antiquity and the medieval period. These religious groups, however, did not always 

necessarily understand each other as different religions. Difference between 

communities did exist, but these groups used other ways to emphasize their 

differences.396 Nongbri notes, for example, that “[f]or some Manichaeans, “orthodox” 

Christians were simply ill-informed Manichaeans in need of better teaching. For many 

[…] Catholic writers in the medieval period, the followers of Muhammed were 

heretical Christians”.397 But the idea of religious belonging as belonging to a religion 

was absent. In antiquity, the concept of religions understood as “voluntary associations 

of people with similar ‘religious experience’” did not yet exist.398 In a quote by Peter 

Harrison, the idea of distinct religious groups is a “projection of Christian disunity onto 

the world”. In general, the concept of “religion” was generally not very important to 

scholars of late antiquity. A first reason for this is that the word hardly features in the 

Bible. A second reason is that Christians, at least in Western Europe, had little to no 

contact with people of what we today call other religions.399 

From late antiquity to early renaissance, the concept of religion to denote 

“multiple religions” was therefore of little importance in Christian Europe. Islam only 

emerged around the 7th century and was considered by Christians more as heresy than 

as a religion in its own right.400 Also Judaism was not seen as a proper religion, but 

rather as precursor to Christianity. Whenever the concept “religion” is used in medieval 

Europe, it was used to denote monastic orders. Its members and activities were called 

“religious”. Religious belonging would only mean that one would be part of a 

monastery, not that one belonged to one of several religions. Up until the renaissance, 

the idea that there are “multiple religions” had been absent. Up until the reformation, 

the idea that one has a choice between various religious options to which an individual 

could belong was absent as well.  

The idea that the emergence of religion is connected to the rise of Christianity 

has therefore become increasingly disputed in religious studies. Jonathan Z. Smith 

argues that the concept in its contemporary meaning only emerged in the 16th century. 
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Nongbri agrees with Smith on this. In his book Before Religion, he traces the concept 

of religion back in history.  

It was in the 16th and 17th century that, as a result of the Reformation and the 

encounter with other people in the New World, new ideas about religion developed that 

would lead to our contemporary concept of religion. The encounter with religious 

“others” during the era of colonisation provoked new understandings about the 

relationship of Christianity with the larger world. 

Up until the 16th century, religion had been primarily understood as “practices” 

or “ritual”. “Religion” was often used to translate the word “ritual”. As a result of the 

encounter with indigenous tribes and cultures in the newly discovered America’s, the 

Catholic conquistadores encountered other types of “rituals”. In his Carta de Relación 

(1520), Hernán Cortés writes that in the city of Tenochtitlan, he found many “mosques” 

in which “religious people” (monks) lived who dressed in black when they entered “into 

the religion” (which is, the religious order).401 

Marsilio Ficino (1433 – 1499) and Giordano Bruno (1548 – 1600) for the first 

time understand religion as a “class” with different members, of which Christianity is 

simply one. Furthermore, as a result of the fragmentation of Christianity in the 

Reformation, a shift occurs from the idea that salvation is only possible through the 

church, to the idea that salvation can only occur by professing the true religion. These 

elements lead to the first attempt to define religion in a way that is universal by Edward 

Herbert. In his “Common notions concerning religion” he furthermore understands 

religion as a collection of doctrines and dogma’s, apart from rituals and practices.402 

With some writers of the early Reformation, such as Zwingli and Calvin, we 

see a shift occur from the meaning of religion as “ritual” to “piety”. This initiates the 

gradual shift over two centuries from the inherited meaning of “ritual” into “belief” or 

“faith”, as can also be seen in the contemporary use of the word “faiths” in English, and 

the preference for “Glaube” in the German speaking world.403 

In the work of Edward Brerewood, an anthropologist, from the early 17th 

century, Enquiries Touching the Diversity of Languages and Religions through the 

Chiefe Parts of the World (1614) we see the first time when four sorts of religion are 

being distinguished: Christianity, “Mohametanism”, Judaism and “Idolatry”. He also 
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provided the first estimates to how many adherents each of these religions had. As a 

result of this classification of non-Christian religions, a renewed interest emerged in the 

question of what religion is in the first place. Samuel Purchas (1577 – 1626), an English 

cleric, discusses in Purchas His Pilgrimage; or, Relations of the World and the 

Religions Observed in All Ages and Places Discovered (1613) the nature of the “true” 

religion as opposed to other false religions. Jonathan Z. Smith notes that this is most 

likely the first widely read book, which used the plural “religions” in its title. 

Important in the development of a class concept of multiple “religions” was the 

political necessity during the Reformation to accommodate Christian communities with 

different understandings of what it means to be Christian. As a result, new political 

forms have to be developed to accommodate these differences. First is the idea that 

each sovereign state can only have one religious interpretation to accommodate one 

Christian group. Secondly, it also introduces the idea that the state should be neutral 

with respect to religious affairs.404 

With the introduction of different Christian communities from the Reformation 

onwards, religious belonging becomes tightly connected to political identity.405 Van der 

Braak, drawing on a typology of the Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor, calls this the 

“ancient régime” or AR type of religious belonging.406 Within this type of belonging 

there is, in the words of Taylor, “a close connection between church membership and 

being part of a national, but particularly local community.”407 In summary, religious 

belonging is in this type not detached from belonging to the state. In the AR-type of 

religious belonging, there is no “choice” of religious affiliation. The religious 

commitment through the church is attached to the national belonging.408 

The Reformation should not be seen as a political event, but in fact the opening 

of the possibility of the retreat of religion from the public sphere. William Cavenaugh 

argues that it is a mistake to consider the Reformation as a conflict between “religions”. 

He sees this as an anachronism. In fact, the Reformation gave rise precisely to the idea 

that religion denotes an individual set of private beliefs without political 

implications.409 We can see the first traces of a separation between “religion” and “the 
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secular” in the works of Thomas Hobbes (1588 – 1679). Hobbes made a distinction 

between “private” religion and “public” religion. 410  Hobbes writes: “There is a 

Publique, and a Private Worship. Publique, is the Worship that a Common-

wealth performed, as one Person. Private, it that which a Private person exhibited.” 

This distinction was grounded in a distinction between internal belief (fides) and 

external belief (confessio). 

John Locke (1632 – 1704) understands this also as the emergence of an 

individualized religious self. 411  In line with Hobbes, he proposes a strong 

differentiation between religion and politics. The church is defined by him as a 

voluntary assembly of men with the purpose of attaining salvation. 

In the work of the controversial early Enlightenment writer Matthew Tindal 

(1657 – 1733), Christianity As Old as the Creation; or, The Gospel, a Republication of 

the Religion of Nature, he argues that originally there is only one true religion; he uses 

the term “natural religion” to denote “the belief in the existence of God” and all the 

practical duties that follow from such a belief. He opposes natural religion to 

“tradition”, which he labels as uncertain and differing in different countries. He 

distinguishes between the “external revelation” of the religious traditions, and the 

internal revelation of natural religion. This understanding is an important step in the 

transformation of “religion” as a supernatural category, used in theology to a concept 

with a natural history, as seen in anthropology.412 

David Hume (1711 – 1776) introduces the separation between “true religion”, 

which is natural, and the political nature of religion. When religion is seen as “true 

religion”, which is as system of beliefs for the salvation of the soul, this paves the way 

for understanding religion as a private affair. Hume states: “As every enquiry, which 

regards religion, is of the utmost importance, there are two questions in particular, 

which challenge our attention, to wit, that concerning its foundation in reason, and that 

concerning its origin in human nature.”413 

This differentiation between “true religion” which is rooted in human nature, 

and politics, which is the free association of men in “churches”, led to the question, 

what is the “true religion”? According to Peter Harrison, “Following the Reformation, 
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the fragmentation of Christendom led to a change from an institutionally based 

understanding of exclusive salvation to a propositionally based understanding. 

Formerly it had been ‘no salvation outside the Church.’ Now, it had become ‘no 

salvation without the profession of the ‘true religion.’”414 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712 – 1778) also distinguishes between two kinds of 

religion: the religion of man and religion of the citizen. On this distinction, Kippenberg 

notes: “The religion of man knows no temple, no altar, no rituals, and is limited to the 

purely internal cult of the Highest God and to the eternal obligations of morality. The 

religion of the citizen, on the other hand, applies only to one country and prescribes its 

special gods to him.”415 Whereas Hobbes considers the state a safeguard for the vicious 

nature of individual humans, Rousseau actually grounds morality in the “sensibilities 

of the heart”416 of the individual man. Society is what he would call a “civil religion”.417 

Immanuel Kant (1724 – 1804) tries to reconcile the dichotomy between private 

true religion and public religion. Kant turns around the idea that ethics should be 

established through religion. Instead, he claims that particular (public) religions have 

to justify themselves by means of practical reason, which is a faculty of the individual 

rationality. He argues in favour of a religion of reason, as opposed to religion that is 

grounded in historical revelation.418 

The rejection of religious tradition by Kant in favour of its grounding in 

religious or practical reason generated also a backlash.419 Johann Gottfried Herder 

(1744 – 1803) argues that religious language is not only grounded in reason, but that 

there is also an emotional dimension to it. Religious traditions therefore serve an 

educational value, to develop these sensibilities in the human subject. The contempt for 

tradition, as expressed by the Enlightenment philosophers, is the result of a too strong 

belief in the power of the intellect.420 

According to Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768 – 1834), the nature of religion is 

found despite our misunderstanding of it. The nature of religion is not something which 

can be grounded in rationality; the meaning of religion should be actively sought. 

Religious revelation for him is not a unique historical moment but is a continuous 
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process. It is impossible to ground the infinite (God or religion) into a finite moment 

(historical revelation). Kippenberg writes about Schleiermacher: “Since there can be no 

final and obligatory revelation of the infinite, it necessarily manifests itself only in 

individual variations. This multiplicity of religions is quite different from the 

multiplicity of churches, for, in principle, experienced religion is remote from and 

opposed to organized and systematic religion.”421 

Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770 – 1831) has a view on religion which is 

in sharp opposition to Schleiermacher. He rejects the idea that feelings are the basis of 

religion. Instead he observes that in all great religious traditions, there is a split between 

spirit and nature or between subject and object. When we study the history of religion, 

we document the process in which the subject becomes increasingly conscious of 

himself.422 

For Arthur Schopenhauer (1788 – 1860), we have to look at the sources of 

religious history. By doing that, we gain insight in the development of the human race. 

To study the individual, we have to look at reason; to study humanity, we should look 

at the sources of religious history. 

The philosophers of religion of the 16th to 19th century gradually develop a 

strong split between “public” and “private” religion. “Public religion” refers to a form 

of religious belonging as belonging to the tradition. “Private religion” refers to a form 

of religious belonging which has its foundation in the individual subject. For Kant, 

religion should be grounded in practical reason. At the end of the Enlightenment, we 

see a shift to the history of religion as the source for the progress of human subjectivity 

that transcends the individual. 

The development from “public” to “private” religion engenders a new kind of 

religious belonging. According to Taylor, after the pre-modern AR-type of religious 

belonging, a new form arises. In what Taylor calls the Age of Mobilization, between 

1800 and 1960, alternative religious practices or belief systems become available. The 

result is the development of what Taylor calls the M-type of belonging, in a reference 

to “mobilization”: religious belonging has now become a private matter of individual 

choice between several options. There is a shift in emphasis of religious belonging as 
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something which is inherently connected to the belonging to the state, to a “voluntarily 

association with the denomination of one’s choice.”423 

The encounter with other cultures as a result of colonial endeavours leads to the 

construction of the idea of “religions of the East”. The Europeans focus on the ancient 

texts of the people they encounter and construct their own conception of their 

“religions”. They ignore their rituals and practices, considering these a deviation from 

the pure and authentic religions. Furthermore, in response to the arrival of Christianity, 

the native people in colonized countries develop an understanding of their own 

“religion”. 424  Religion has been consolidated in its use as an analytic category in 

academic research since the 19th century.425 The introduction of this term in scholarly 

inquiry occurred against a specific cultural background. Not only did it emerge in a 

world dominated by Western countries in the period of imperialism, but it also gained 

its prominence in the wake of the Reformation and secularizing developments in 

Christian culture. King mentions that “the concept of religion […] as we presently 

understand [it], emerged quite late in Western thought, during the Enlightenment”.426 

Religion has been introduced in the context of a worldview, which propagated the 

superiority of Western culture and was part of an ideological construction to serve 

Western interests. 

The scientific study of religion is strongly propagated by Max Müller (1823 – 

1900). He propagates the non-theological study of religion. Between 1879 and 1897, 

he publishes a monumental series of books, edited together with Sinologist James 

Legge (1815 – 1897), titled the Sacred Books of the East. According to Müller, 

believers of different religions worship what is most valuable for them427. He uses 

philology as a model for the study of religions. Müller considers language the 

distinguishing feature between animals and humans. With the linguistic view on 

religions, Müller is influenced by Von Humboldt, who argued that an authentic 

worldview is inherent to every language.428 Müller dissociates myth from religion. He 

considers religion a universal human ability to perceive infinity in a finite world. With 
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his approach, he is both a forerunner in the idea that religion is a sui generis category 

of human expression as well in the model of multiple religions. 

The ideas of Müller were developed as a result of his comparative study of 

Indian religions. Edward Burnett Tylor (1832 - 1917) takes another starting point to 

arrive at a theory of religion: primitive religion. The regnant view of his day was that 

primitive religions are some remnant of a higher culture from the past. Tylor turns this 

idea around; he sees primitive religions instead as the origin of religion. These origins 

of religion are, according to Tylor, characterized by animism.429 Inspired by the rise of 

spiritualism of his time, animism is the foundation of religion, as a form of savage 

theology.  

William Robertson Smith (1846 - 1894) starts his study of the origins of religion 

with a focus on the social practices of the so-called “positive religions”: the revelation 

religions of the Middle East. To study religious history, he argues, we should not focus 

on the competing beliefs of the religions, but on their institutions. Contrary to common 

opinion, Robertson Smith argues that beliefs and mythology find their origin in 

religious ritual, not the other way around. The participation in the ancient ritual, he 

argues, is a social obligation. The belief in the “myth” of these religions, is however at 

the discretion of the worshipper.430 Instead of studying the texts of religions, which was 

common in how Müller approached religions, we should look at the religious 

institutions. Action is more fundamental than dogma, according to Robertson Smith. 

This idea was further taken on by a group of scholars called the Cambridge Ritualists, 

with Jane Ellen Harrison as the most known representative. 

Anthropologist James George Frazer had great influence with his book The 

Golden Bough, though many of its findings where later disputed. In it, he builds on the 

theory of Wilhelm Mannhardt, who attempts to find the origins of a German religion, a 

“childhood we’ve forgotten.” Mannhardt uses several geological metaphors, referring 

to strata of religion. The old religion is seen as a barbaric cult, devoid of ethics.431 

Frazer uses these theories to differentiate between magic and religion. Magic is the 

more ancient idea that humans can influence the course of natural events. Religion is 

devoid of such pragmatic concerns and is solely directed towards worship of gods.432 
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Sociologist Émile Durkheim (1858 – 1917) calls religion “a unified system of 

beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and 

forbidden -- beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral community called 

a Church, all those who adhere to them.”433 To understand social cohesion, Durkheim 

believes we have to look at religious history. Durkheim states that individual life 

emerged from collective life – not the other way around. To understand the individual 

and his sense of belonging, we have to look at the history of religion, which is the 

driving force for social relationships.434 Durkheim is strict: “At the present time, we do 

not possess any scientific conception of what religion is.”435 For Durkheim, religion 

means social obligation. The cult of the individual, which he sees rampant in the 

modern world, can be seen as a remnant of this collectivity. Henceforth, the individual 

chooses where to belong to. 

Max Weber (1864 – 1920) considers our entire modern culture as a result of the 

history of religion. In its history, we can find the source of meaning. Religious ideas, 

according to Weber, are a strong effective force in history. For Weber, religion can be 

seen as a communal force, which connects the community through fetishes and ecstasy. 

The “raw material” for religion is an experience of power. The driving force behind the 

religious evolution from “natural” religion to “ethical” religion is the experience of the 

irrationality in the world. Weber uses comparative religious studies to show how 

different religious traditions produce different societies.436 Ultimately, pluralism of 

religions will result in an antagonism of values. 

In light of the study of Hellenistic religion, Friedrich Nietzsche (1844 – 1900) 

develops his theory of the oppositional principles of the Dionysian and the Apollonian. 

The Dionysian represents passion, embodiment, and ecstasy. Also, it represents the 

annihilation of individualism. The Apollonian represents order, idealism and the dream. 

Nietzsche is furthermore important for having developed the genealogical method to 

which this chapter is heavily indebted. He was one of the first thinkers to recognize that 

our concepts are the result of historical processes. Furthermore, he sees the construction 

of these concepts as the result of power relations. Durkheim, Weber and Nietzsche can 

be seen as approaching religion from the perspective of social and power relations.437 
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In the 20th century, this approach will become important in the work of scholars such 

as Talal Asad, Michel Foucault, Pierre Bourdieu, Judith Butler and Gayatri Spivak. 

Strongly influenced by Nietzsche, Erwin Rohde (1845 – 1898) takes on this idea 

of the Dionysian principle in religion. The ecstasy of the Dionysian principle, Rohde 

argues, is the origin of the principle of the soul and of individual immortality. For 

Rohde, it was the syncretic nature of Greek religion, with its contradictory forces, that 

gave it its particular dynamic.438 

An important approach towards religion in the late 19th and early 20th century 

was influenced by Schleiermacher and consisted of looking at a universal and 

transcultural faculty shared by all religious traditions, which was found in the idea of 

religious experience. Ernst Troeltsch (1865 – 1923), a colleague of Rohde, emphasizes 

the autonomy of religion. He understands religion as a sui generis experience: an 

experience of its own kind. For Troeltsch, religions are a autonomous historical force, 

which are processes of standardization of worldviews and morality. Religion is 

therefore not connected to a specific geographical place, time or society. With this idea, 

religion and culture become increasingly distanced from each other. 

In 1900-1901, the pragmatist philosopher William James would deliver his 

highly influential Gifford lectures in Edinburgh, which would be published as The 

Varieties of Religious Experience in 1902. In it he focuses on the individual mystical 

experience of religious “geniuses”. He argues that the great religious traditions of the 

world all try to cultivate these quintessential religious experiences in individuals. This 

enables them to see their selves beyond natural causality. 439  Therefore, religious 

experience in James functions as a transcultural element of all religions. 

Theologian and comparative religionist Rudolf Otto (1869 – 1937), who was 

strongly influenced by Schleiermacher, struggled with the implications of historicizing 

religion for theology. For him, the variety of different religions, each claiming religious 

truth, posed a dilemma. To solve this dilemma, he needed to find a principle to religion, 

which would transcend the historically evolved religious traditions. Out of the history 

of religions, he wanted to deduce the a priori elements shared by all religions. Since all 

religions had competing truth claims, truth could not be this a priori element. Instead, 

he elevated the internal religious experience to be the essence of all religion and the 

basis for religious truth. He referred to this religious experience as the holy or the 

 

438 Kippenberg, Discovering Religious History, 103. 

439 Ibid, 179. 



 115 

sacred, which he regarded as non-rational but rather as an ultimate mystical feeling: the 

mysterium tremendum or the numinous.440  Furthermore, he considered morality as 

separated from the holy. He gave priority to the religious experience, which rises anew 

in every individual, to the ethical, which is relative to religious traditions. 

A similar emphasis on experience is proposed by scholar of religion Nathan 

Söderblom (1866-1931). For him, what was most important for religion is the power of 

religion, which expressed itself in the experience of the holy. He rejected the 

importance of the divine, which he considered superfluous. But he also wanted to 

distinguish religion from culture, because this would lead to materialism. 

Scholar of religion Gerardus van der Leeuw (1890 – 1950) followed in the 

footsteps of Otto and Söderblom. Similar to Söderblom, he considered the experience 

of power as the basis of religion and he rejected the importance of God, because the 

idea only appeared in history quite late. He followed Otto in his quest for a prereligious 

origin of religion in the human being. To clarify his understanding towards the 

relationship between the religious experience and religion, he said: “In religion, man 

interprets his experience as revelation.”441 Similar to Otto and Söderblom, he rejected 

rationalism and found the basis for religions in a trans-feeling. He saw this 

understanding as the advent of a non-Christian religiosity, opposed to the atheist 

materialist culture he encountered around him. 442 

The strongest proponent of the idea of religion as experience in the 20th century 

must have been Mircea Eliade (1907 – 1986). His ideas were highly influential in 

religious studies and phenomenology of religion. His quest was to find common 

elements to all various religions. Central in his approach is a distinction between the 

sacred and the profane. A universal principle of all religions is the experience of the 

sacred. All beliefs, institutions, myths, religious practices and so on should be regarded 

as related to the experience of the sacred that these evoke in people who engage with 

them. 

 

2.2.2 Contemporary critiques of “religion” 

In 1962, Wilfred Cantwell Smith suggested, that “human history might prove more 

intelligible if we learned to think of religion and the religions as adjectives rather than 
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as nouns — that is, as secondary to persons or things rather than as things in 

themselves” 443  Asad rejects the possibility of establishing a definition of religion, 

because any such definition would be the historical product of discursive processes.444 

He argues that we should understand religious phenomena always within their cultural 

context, and avoid understanding religion as a distinct and defined category. The 

meaning of the concept of religion can better be evaluated by its use and by its 

connection to other concepts. 

In a recent publication by Stephen Bush, he argues that religious studies went 

through an interpretative turn as a result of the increased critique on the experiential 

approach as advocated by scholars such as Otto, van der Leeuw and Eliade. Building 

on the hermeneutics of illustrious philosophers such as Georg Gadamer and Paul 

Ricoeur, we see this interpretative approach towards religion most significantly 

expressed in anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1926 – 2006). For Geertz, religions are 

symbolic systems, which carry meaning. He defined religion as “(1) a system of 

symbols which acts to (2) establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and 

motivations in men by (3) formulating conceptions of a general order of existence and 

(4) clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that (5) the mood and 

motivations seem uniquely realistic.” 445  For Geertz, the religions provide the 

practitioners with a model of reality. Religious symbols are ways to engage with reality. 

Therefore, religions, according to Geertz, bring together a cognitive aspect, or 

worldview, with an emotional aspect, or ethos. By means of religious rituals, the model 

of reality and reality itself merge together.446 

In his article “Religion, Religions, Religious”, Jonathan Z. Smith points to the 

contingency of the concept religion. According to him, the use of the term before the 

16th century has little relevance for the meaning of religion today. He argues that the 

use of the concept religion has begun to expand in the 16th century and that the concept 

at the time addressed certain issues which still play a part of our present 

understanding.447 Smith mentions four of these issues. First, he believes that religion 

was not used as a “native category”. In the 16th century, the concept is used by colonists 
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to describe a cultural aspect of the Other. Second, Smith says religion is implicitly 

understood as something universal. Supposedly, religiosity is something that all human 

beings share. Third, in the development of the concept of religion as a genus, a category 

with different species – religions – the concept is always used to mean something which 

appears to be naturally so. Fourth, Smith argues that from the moment the concept 

expands, it is used as an anthropological category, to describe the culture of other 

people, not a theological one.448 

Some scholars argue that because ‘religion’ has limitations if we want to 

consider it as a neutral analytical category, we should abandon the concept altogether. 

Timothy Fitzgerald believes that the use of the concept is unjustified. He argues that 

“there is no coherent non-theological theoretical basis for the study of religion as a 

separate academic discipline” 449  According to Fitzgerald, the introduction of the 

concept of religion is part of a wider historical process of imperialism, and was meant 

to establish the naturalness of capitalist and individualist values.450 He argues that he 

object of religious studies should best come under the banner of anthropology, history 

and cultural studies, where the connection between power and ideology could be 

maintained. 

Not only, he argues, should we discard the notion of “religion” as “multiple 

religions”, but also the concept of “religiosity” is inadequate. Fitzgerald, a critical 

scholar of religion, has questioned the legitimacy of religious studies precisely because 

he criticizes the use of the concept of religion as a universal phenomenon. Fitzgerald 

rejects this notion of religion and says “religion cannot reasonably taken to be a valid 

cross-cultural analytical category since it does not pick out any distinctive cross-

cultural aspect of human life”.451 According to him, not only is there no reason why 

religion should be treated as a distinct domain from other human cultural expressions, 

he also notes that the vocabulary of religious studies is inherently vague, with 

expressions like ‘belief in the supernatural’, ‘the transcendent’ and ‘the mystical’. 

According to him, religion appears to generate different meanings for whoever comes 

in contact with it. Therefore, he thinks it is impossible to establish an objective language 

everybody can agree upon and to refer to religion as a universal phenomenon. 
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In a recent article on the de- and reconstruction452 of “religion” by Wouter 

Hanegraaff, a historian of religion, he argues that we should consider “religion” as a 

reified imaginative formation. Religion, he argues, only exists in the imagination of 

individual and collective humans. This, however, does not deny that the activities that 

we call religious, such as praying, pilgrimages, going to church etc. do not “exist”, 

Hanegraaff argues. “While the real existence of these activities is undeniable, there is 

nothing self-evident or inevitable about the mental act of categorizing them under one 

single umbrella named “religion."453 He says that this process of taking something that 

is only part of the human imagination to be something that exists in the real world is 

called reification. Hanegraaff, however, rejects claims by scholars such as Fitzgerald 

and Jonathan Smith that “there is no such thing as religion”: “it is precisely by means 

of reification that imaginary constructs become real and potent forces in the actual 

world.”454 The second problem with the concept of “religion” in religious studies, 

according to Hanegraaff, is the logic of prototype thinking. By this he means that in the 

construction of the concept of religion, (Protestant) Christianity has become the 

prototype for what counts as (a) religion. “This prototype logic caused religion to 

emerge and get consolidated as a deeply ethnocentric concept grounded in monotheist, 

more specifically Christian, and even more specifically Protestant assumptions and 

ideologies”. 455 Hanegraaff sees the emergence of the concept of “religion” as the result 

of a “crisis of comparison”, caused by the increased awareness from the 16th century 

onwards that there were more forms of belief and worship than Christianity. The 

concept of “religion” has therefore become a category to compare these different modes 

of worship, as a way to negotiate sameness and difference. But Hanegraaff also argues 

that though deconstructionists are correct in historicizing the category “religion” and 

noticing that “religion” emerged in opposition to “the secular”, he believes that they 

miss out on the fact that the divide between “religion” and the “secular” obfuscates a 

third category, namely that of the magical or superstition that has been excluded by 

both “religion” and the “secular”. Hanegraaff agrees with deconstructionists that we 

cannot continue to use “religion” as an etic category when it refers to the protestant 

Christian prototype and the world religions paradigm. But it can continue to be used as 
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a comparative category, in as far as it takes the magical and superstition into account 

as well. 

Also, the idea of religions as different languages resonates until today. Lindbeck 

for example has developed his cultural-linguistic theory of religion. He argues that we 

should not assume that cultures or languages have a single generic origin, and neither 

that religions have such a singular origin.456 Other than Müller, however, Lindbeck’s 

cultural-linguistic theory of religion is a reaction against the so called “experiential-

expressive” theory of religion, which is the assumption that there is a cross-cultural 

essence to religion. Lindbeck rather argues that “[a]dherents of different religions do 

not diversely thematize the same experience, rather they have different experiences. 

Buddhist compassion, Christian love and … French revolutionary fraternité are not 

diverse modifications of a single human awareness, emotion, attitude, or sentiment, but 

are radically (i.e., from the root) distinct ways of experiencing and being oriented 

toward self, neighbor, and cosmos.”457 

 

2.2.3. Religion as a contested concept 

Religion is a contested concept. There is no single understanding of “religion” that is 

shared by everybody. The fact that this is the case has implications for the 

understanding of religious belonging as well. Three different conclusions with regard 

to the various understandings of religion can be drawn from our short historical survey.  

First, the concept of religion in its contemporary understanding is that religion 

is a universal phenomenon, which is found in all human experience. Furthermore, it is 

supposed to have a trans-historical essence. When we discuss religion in antiquity, for 

example, everyone assumes they understand what that means. Our present concept of 

religion is supposedly transferrable to all times and ages. As we have seen, the first 

attempts to understand religion as a universal category originate in the 17th century, for 

example in the work of Herbert and will lead to the first natural histories of religion. 

According to Asad, the earliest attempts to universalize the concept of religion are of 

Christian origin. A concrete set of beliefs and practices in the Christian tradition became 

universalized.458 As we have seen, Asad rejects the possibility to identify a universal 
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essence of religion. Any such identification would be the result of contingent, historical 

developments.459 Nongbri concludes that religion is not as natural as it is assumed. The 

concept was developed out of a combination of Christian disputes, colonial expeditions 

and the emergence of nation states.460 

The idea of a cross-cultural or universal core to all religions has been especially 

clear in the studies of comparative religion and phenomenology of religion in the late 

19th and 20th century. As a result of colonization, which resulted in the encounter with 

religious others and the historicizing of religion in 19th century scholarship, scholars 

such as Schleiermacher, James and Otto started looking for a trans-religious core which 

they found in the idea of the “religious experience” or the experience of the sacred, 

which was assumed to be a faculty of the human mind and exist cross-culturally. 

Second, our scholarly concept of religion is intimately linked to the rise of the 

secular. Religion is understood as a separate domain of human activity. It is distinct 

from politics and culture, and in this sense, it is essentially something private. 

Originally, religion was not understood as distinct from public life. Historically, 

religion was seen as expressed in rituals and practices. As we have seen, King notes 

that for the Romans, religion was very much connected to tradition. The Christians, 

who both lacked tradition and denied the gods of others, were therefore considered 

atheists by the Romans.461 According to King, the rise of Christianity introduced a 

concept of monotheistic exclusivism, which divided the world in those who adhere to 

the true faith and those who did not. Early Christianity therefore rejected all other 

religious practices as barbarian and heretic. King calls this a development of 

“alterization”: the process in which a distinction becomes recognizable between those 

who believe in the one true God and those who do not: the pagans.462 In the ancient 

world religion is more connected to orthopraxy, but with the rise of Christianity religion 

has become connected to doctrine and orthodoxy. 

The process of secularization is often described as the historic developments by 

which Christianity lost its prominent position as the foundation for a collective 

symbolism of Western culture. As a result, religion gradually retreats from the public 

sphere as well. As we have seen, Christianity and the concept of religion are intimately 
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linked. The secularization thesis states that as societies progress, religion gradually 

loses its authority and will retreat from the public sphere. Nevertheless, contrary to what 

the secularization thesis predicts, we witness the blossoming of wide varieties of 

religious practices around the world. This prompts the question if either the 

secularization thesis is false, or the understanding of the concept of religion should be 

revaluated. 

With the rise of modernity and evolutionist ideas, “religion” has sometimes 

been understood as an earlier condition of human development. By the 20th century 

however, religion is be understood as a distinctive space of human practice, although 

not anymore as a less evolved kind of practice.463 According to Asad, however, if we 

understand religion as a distinctive space with its own essence, distinct from science, 

ideology or politics, for example, it “invites us to define religion as a trans-historical 

and transcultural phenomenon”.464 This will not only obscure the understanding of the 

historicity of religion, but also the connection it has for many people to everyday life. 

Asad worries whether our concept of religion has not become too detached from other 

spheres of human culture. 

But also, the idea of ‘the secular’ derives its meaning from its antagonism to 

‘religion’.465 From this perspective, religion is understood as a less advanced state of 

human evolution, while ‘the secular’ presents itself as a neutral sphere guided by 

scientific knowledge, rather than ‘superstitious ideas’. Fitzgerald suggests we should 

erase both terms from the dictionary of historic inquiry.466 He believes that both ‘the 

secular’ and ‘religion’ are ideological constructions which promote fundamental 

Western values, although they are presented as universally given. 

Third, in the contemporary understanding of the hermeneutic of multiple 

religions, the concept is understood as a class or genus. This class consists of a number 

of members or species: “religions”. McCutcheon notes, that “by means of such 

classifications, we may very well be actively presenting back to ourselves the 

taxonomies that help to establish our own contingent and inevitably provincial social 
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world as if their components were self-evident, natural, universal and necessary.”467 As 

we have seen, this idea originates in the renaissance, with Bruno and Ficino. The first 

distinction of different religions originates from the 17th century, when anthropologist 

Edward Brerewood distinguishes between “Christianity, Mohametanism, Judaism and 

Idolatry.” 468  This fourfold model would later develop into the world religions 

paradigm.  According to Jonathan Smith, in the 19th century the question arose whether 

“religion” could be considered as the highest class, or that it should be considered as 

part of an even higher class, for example “human culture”.469 

The classification of religions has of course been the consequence of the idea 

that religion is a universal phenomenon, which is shared by all human cultures. In the 

19th century, there have been attempts to construct a neutral classification for all 

religions. The search for this neutral classification has resulted in the model in which 

there are several world religions. Masuzawa notes that the coinage of the term has 

remained more or less unknown, and that the authors who first use it also expect their 

readers to understand what it means without the necessity to index it.470 As she argues, 

it is astonishing that the reception of ‘religion’ has passed so uncritically. Everybody 

seems to understand what is meant by world religion, without the need to add a 

genealogical or etymological explanation. 

This world religions paradigm is central in the hermeneutic of multiple 

religions. As Hedges has pointed out, multiple religious belonging is primarily a 

problem in the world religions paradigm.471 The world religions paradigm, according 

to Hedges, shapes the concept of “religion” as it is commonly used, and draws heavily 

on Western, often Protestant, Christian notions of religion. Hedges has identified a few 

key features of the world religions paradigm. The concept of religion in the world 

religions paradigm implies mutually exclusive bounded territories of belonging. Simply 

put, one cannot belong to both Christianity and Islam at the same time. Also, belonging 

to a religion means primarily the belief in a set of principles. Because these principles 

are perceived to be different in different religions, it follows naturally that an individual 

cannot belong to more than one religion. Finally, Hedges says, a religion is seen as “its 

own internally coherent and regulated entity”. The world religions paradigm, Hedges 
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argues, makes multiple religious belonging a theological and conceptual problem 

because it breaks with the inherited notions of how we understand what a religion is. 

Secularity is not only associated with the retreat of religion from the public 

sphere and the general diminishment of belief and religious practice, but also refers 

according to Taylor to a change in the ‘conditions of belief’ which has led to a shift 

from religion as being self-evident to something optional. From the Reformation 

onward, the possibility arises to choose between different religious denominations, and 

later even different religions. This development is followed by the option to not practice 

any religion at all. Since the 19th century, the individual is presented with a large variety 

of religious positions. As we have seen, Taylor calls this development the “Nova 

Effect”. According to Taylor, the ideal of authenticity, which became highlighted in the 

ages of Enlightenment and Romanticism, led to the need for a ‘third way’ between 

religion and no religion. 

After having discussed the historical genesis of various meanings of the term 

“religion”, we are now ready to look at the various different meanings of belonging and 

religious belonging. 
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2.3 Belonging 

In this section, I will do three things. First, I will describe the theological critique on 

using belonging for multiple religious belonging and present my proposal to reimagine 

belonging. Second, I will give an overview of different types of and conceptual 

approaches to belonging in which I will specifically discuss three semantic fields of 

belonging: possessive, membership, and locative. Third, I will discuss André van der 

Braak’s interpretation of Charles Taylor’s three ideal types of religious belonging 

connected to three historical periods. 

 

2.3.1 Theological critiques of belonging 

In the context of multiple religious belonging, the question of belonging is the most 

contested. Many scholars do not think the term “belonging” is appropriate for hybrid 

forms of religiosity, those which we have grouped as soft multiple religious 

belonging 472 . Many theologians have suggested alternatives for belonging in the 

context of multiple religious belonging. The first critique is theological. It states that 

religious belonging requires a strong, unique and mutual recognition of the individual 

religious person and the religious tradition. Therefore, hard multiple religious 

belonging is understood to be theologically impossible.473 Several options have been 

formulated to deal with this issue.  

The first option is to replace the term “belonging” with “identity”. Maybe we 

should not say that individuals “belong” to multiple religions, but that they have a 

multi-religious identity. The reasoning goes that though belonging requires a strong, 

unique and full commitment, identities can be more flexible and layered. Therefore, 

those phenomena that we refer to as multiple religious belonging should rather be seen 

as instances of multiple religious identities or multi-religious identities.  

The second option is to keep the term belonging, but only in as far as one 

religious tradition is concerned. Influences from other religious traditions are 

acknowledged and accepted, but only in as far as they build on the primary belonging. 

We have referred to this as “medium multiple religious belonging”. This option is often 

argued by Christian theologians with a particularistic understanding of their traditions, 
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who try to argue that Christian belonging should be considered different from other 

forms of religious belonging, and that the various types cannot be combined.474  

The third alternative to belonging is to replace it with participation.475 Maybe it 

is possible to practice rituals together, across the boundaries of religious traditions, 

without the need to “belong” to another religious tradition. A Christian can practice 

Buddhist meditation, without belonging to Buddhism. Multiple religious belonging 

came into use as a response to the examples of the great pioneers or the religious 

virtuosos. We have called this “hard multiple religious belonging”. However, as Roberts 

has pointed out, many “ordinary” believers also cross the boundaries between religious 

traditions, but mainly in the form of participation in various practices, neither as full 

religious belonging, nor a feeling of identity or identification. Therefore, theologians 

such as John Thatamanil have argued we should first and foremost focus on multiple 

religious participation.476  

A fourth option is to discard the term belonging altogether, and just refer to 

people who combine elements from various religious traditions as hybrid religiosity.477 

This would cover the phenomenon that I have called “soft multiple religious 

belonging”.  

As a result of the occurrence of people with a multiple religious belonging, a 

hybrid religious practice or a multi-religious identity, I propose to reimagine 

belonging. 478  Several terms have been suggested, such as “interstitiality”, 479 

“transversal” belonging, 480  and “rhizomatic belonging” 481 , showing that multiple 

religious belonging does not indicate a simultaneous belonging to two or more religious 

traditions, but rather a singular religious belonging which is multifaceted. Religious 

 

474 D’Costa “Roman Catholic,” 107-22. Catherine Cornille, “Introduction: The Dynamics of Multiple 

Belonging” in Catherine Cornille, Many Mansions? Multiple Religious Belonging and Christian Identity 

(OR: Wipf & Stock, 2010), 1-6. 

475 Holmes, “Lost in Translation,” 425-35. 

476 Thatamanil, “Eucharist Upstairs,” 5-26. 

477 Joantine Berghuis, “Multiple Religious Belonging in the Netherlands: An Empirical Approach to 

Hybrid Religiosity,” Open Theology 3 (2017), 19-37. 

478 Abby Day, Believing in Belonging (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011). 

479 Mira Niculescu, “Reading in-Betweenness Jewish Buddhist Autobiographies and the Self-Display of 

Interstitiality,” Contemporary Jewry 37 (2017): 333-47. 

480 Hwa Yol Jung, Prolegomena to a Carnal Hermeneutics (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2014); 

Bernhard Nitsche, “Raimon Panikkar. Multiple religiöse Identität Als gelebte inter-intra-religiöse 

Transversalität,” in Reinhold Bernhardt and Perry Schmidt-Leukel, eds., Multiple Religiöse Identität. 

Aus Verschiedenen Religiöse Traditionen Schöpfen (Zürich: Theologischer Verlag Zürich, 2008) 59-78. 

481 Kalsky, “Flexible believers,”; Daan F. Oostveen, “Religious Bonging in the East Asian Context: An 

Exploration of Rhizomatic Belonging.” Religions 10 (2019); Voss Roberts, “Religious Belonging,” 43-

62. 



 126 

belonging, in this line of thought, does not disappear with multiple religious belonging, 

but takes on a new form.  

The belonging of multiple religious belonging is confusing. The question that 

sceptics of the term have raised is: what do people with a multiple religious belonging 

belong to? As has become clear from sociological studies on hybrid religiosity, only a 

small minority of people actually strongly identifies and commits to two religious 

traditions, the hard multiple religious belonging, which would be proof of a multiple 

religious belonging in the strong sense of the word.482  Many people with a “single 

religious belonging” do not always strongly identify with their religious tradition either. 

But it is not necessary to discard the concept of belonging, only because it does not 

relate to religious traditions. For many people, it appears, their multi-religious identities 

or practices do entail a strong sense of belonging, though not necessarily to a religious 

tradition, but to a deeper perceived religious truth.483   The religious truth feels like 

something they feel at home. 

Cornille makes a distinction between five different types of belonging in 

multiple religious belonging: cultural belonging, family belonging, occasional 

belonging, believing without belonging and asymmetrical belonging. She states that the 

first two of these types are involuntarily, which are the result of certain external 

conditions, while latter three are more deliberate.484  

Cultural belonging refers to cultures which in and of themselves introduce 

people to a variety of different religious perspectives. Cornille notes East-Asian cases 

in which traditions such as Confucianism, Christianity and Buddhism often exist side 

by side and influence many different people. I will return to this understanding of 

multiple religious belonging in chapter three, when I look deeper into China and 

religious belonging.485  

The second form of belonging she mentions is family belonging. As a result of 

interreligious marriages, for example, many people find themselves connected to more 
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than one religious tradition. This is also what Cornille calls an involuntary form of 

religious belonging.  

The third form of belonging is occasional belonging. Occasional belonging 

arises, according to Cornille, not from a search for integrating various religious 

teachings into a multiple belonging, but as a result of the need for and efficacy of certain 

religious practices. Cornille refers to Christians in India who also visit Hindu temples, 

or Christians in South America who find benefits in the healing practices of Santeria or 

Candomble. Occasional belonging is what we have referred to as medium multiple 

religious belonging.  

The fourth form is what Cornille refers to as believing without belonging. With 

this term, she indicates everybody who is influenced by various elements from various 

religious traditions, with an “unlimited identification”, but without a belonging to any 

single religious tradition. This is what Berghuijs defines as soft multiple religious 

belonging.  

Finally, Cornille points at asymmetrical belonging. This occurs when 

individuals primarily belong to one religious tradition, but also identify with another. 

Since Berghuijs does not distinguish between belonging and identification, this could 

be seen as either hard multiple religious belonging (though the multiple religious 

belonging is not of equal level) or medium multiple religious belonging – since these 

individuals add an identification with a second religious tradition to a primary 

belonging to a first religious tradition.486 

 

2.3.2 Conceptual approaches to belonging 

The term “belonging” is not always clearly defined when it is used in research literature. 

Though “belonging” is closely connected with “identity”, there are some crucial 

differences in the use of both concepts. Whereas “identity” emphasizes what a person 

is, “belonging” refers more to the connections that the individual has with others. 

The cultural and social sciences have suffered from what has been called an 

“identity crisis” in recent years, and attempts have been made to conceptualize our 

understanding of the concept of “identity”.487 It could be argued that we can also speak 
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of a “crisis of belonging”. This crisis can be understood in a twofold way. First of all, 

there are different understandings of “belonging”. The semantic field that the concept 

occupies has been extended to include different, and often contradictory, aspects. 

Second, there seems to be an actual crisis of belonging in the West, in the sense that 

people are increasingly losing a “sense of belonging”, which used to be a distinctive 

experience. This experience might have gone unnoticed as a result of globalization, 

because this has led people to become increasingly mobile. Whereas individuals could 

formerly belong to communities that remained unchanged for nearly a lifetime, today 

individuals find themselves connecting to different communities that change often. 

The understanding of the term “belonging” becomes even more complicated 

when used to describe religious affiliation. On the one hand, religious belonging is 

understood as a form of membership, especially in the social sciences. But on the other 

hand, we have seen theologians who argue that religious belonging differs from other 

kinds of belonging.488 Cobb argued that belonging in Christianity takes precedence over 

belonging to other groups of people.489 Christian belonging is not the same as belonging 

to a “club”. It expresses a belonging to (religious) truth. Therefore, it is questioned if 

belonging is most fit to describe religious affiliation. To avoid the semantic pitfalls 

associated with belonging, we have seen in chapter one that alternatives have been 

suggested ranging from multiple religious identity 490  to multiple religious 

participation.491 

Etymologically, the term “belonging” derives from the middle English belong. 

This word “belong” is a contraction of “be” and “long”. The second part, “long”, is 

derived from the old English term “gelang”, which means either “at hand” or “together 

with”. Therefore, “belonging” also seems closely related to “going along”. “Belong” 

also has an affinity to the Dutch term “belang”, which means “interest”.492 

 There are three semantic fields in which the term is used. Because these fields 

are rather wide apart, the semantics of belonging is guaranteed to cause confusion. First, 

it can refer to possessions, for example in the phrase: “This bike belongs to me”. Voss 

Roberts has argued that the association with ownership of the term “belonging” makes 
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it unsuited for use in the context of religious affiliation. She questions: “Belonging [is] 

a term of ownership [...] Is ownership the most fitting description of engagement with 

religious traditions?493 However, as mentioned above, etymologically “belonging” does 

not derive from ownership but from “going together”. As a term of ownership, 

“belonging” is therefore less connected to ownership than for example the more 

juridical term “property”. 

The second semantic field of “belonging” is that of membership of a 

community, in the sense of “affiliation”. Such a sociological use of “belonging” 

understands individuals as members of communities, and religions as communities of 

members. Belonging as membership is predominant in social sciences. In the 

introduction of Lived Religion, Ammerman talks about membership and religious 

participation when addressing the problem of religious pluralism.494 Miriam Haar, a 

scholar in Ecumenicism, foregrounds the theological meaning of “belonging with” to 

distinguish it from the more common “belonging to”, which she associates with 

membership as well: “‘belonging to’ refers to belonging in a more structural sense, in 

the sense of membership.”495 

In the third semantic field, “belonging” is understood as “rightly placed in a 

specified position”.496 In this semantic field, “belonging” is used for something that fits 

or is located in the right place. Conversely, “not belonging” means “being out of place”. 

I will refer to this semantic field as the locative interpretation of belonging. Several 

theologians who understand Christian belonging as a form of “ultimate belonging”497 

or focus on the belonging with God or Christ498 appear to use this locative interpretation 

of belonging. In a hermeneutic of religiosity, religious belonging can be understood in 

this meaning: religious belonging is being on the right path, it is a sense of being at the 

right place, wherever you are. 

These three different semantic fields – possessive, membership and locative – 

are all used to understand “belonging” in the discussion on multiple religious 

belonging. In theology, religious belonging is often understood as a special kind of 
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membership. For Jeanrond, Christian belonging is not like any kind of belonging or 

membership, but it is rather a sort of ultimate belonging.499 Therefore, it might be best 

to understand “religious belonging” in theology as a form of locative belonging. But 

also, church members are sometimes understood to belong to religions in the possessive 

sense. All three semantic fields therefore play a role in theological perspectives. From 

particularistic perspectives, belonging is something which is dependent on the 

conditions set by religious traditions about religious belonging. From the perspective 

of religious traditions, there is often a demand for an exclusive confession, or a 

belonging – in the full sense of the word – to only one religious tradition. For pluralists, 

the belonging to a religion in terms of membership is possible, but more important is 

the ultimate belonging to a religious truth beyond the religious tradition. 

For social scientists, the concept of religious belonging is usually reserved to 

discuss religious membership. Therefore, they do not often talk about religious 

belonging with regard to people who combine elements from various religious 

traditions, but rather about hybrid religiosity. As we have seen, many feminist and 

postcolonial theologians resist the idea that individuals belong to a religious tradition 

in the possessive sense. Voss Roberts questions: “Is ownership the most fitting term of 

engagement with religious traditions? Is it a metaphor conducive to spiritual well-

being?”500  For feminist scholars like Voss Roberts, a locative belonging in which 

someone acknowledges a sense of feeling in the right place or at home is acceptable.  

The concept of belonging appears to be closely related to power. Different actors 

have different interests in the determination of which individuals “belong” to a certain 

religion and which do not. Religious belonging appears to be associated with a 

normative question: who does actually decide who belongs? There are three different 

possible answers to this question. The first answer is that traditions themselves decide 

what criteria are necessary for individuals to belong to a religious tradition. The second 

answer is that only individuals themselves can judge if they belong to any religion. The 

third answer is that only independent researchers can decide which individuals can be 

counted to belong to religion. The first two of these answers are from what is called an 

emic or descriptive perspective. The third account is from an etic perspective.501 
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Drew describes the first two answers: “there is an objective dimension as well 

as a subjective dimension to religious identity and belonging. (The subjective 

dimension of belonging concerns one’s self-identification, one’s own claim to belong; 

the objective dimension concerns that claim’s recognition by others who belong.)”502 

The subjective approach to religious belonging stresses that the individual decides to 

what religion he or she belongs. Belonging is grounded in the personal experience and 

definition of belonging.  

The objective approach to religious belonging stresses that the religious 

tradition needs to accept the individual as belonging to the tradition. Religions usually 

establish a list of conditions for individuals to be considered members. Traditions and 

individuals each have a different interest when they interpret the meaning of the term 

“belonging”. Traditions often prescribe the conditions required for belonging to a 

certain tradition. Individuals on the other hand might have a feeling of belonging that 

is not in line with these conditions, but they nevertheless count themselves as belonging 

to the tradition. Therefore, “belonging” is not a neutral term. Whoever is in power of 

determining its meaning, decides on who can be counted as part of a religious tradition 

of community. 

Nira Yuval-Davis says that we should distinguish between “belonging” and the 

“politics of belonging”.503 With “belonging” she refers to the individual’s feeling to 

belong somewhere; “belonging” refers to the emotional aspect and is connected to the 

feeling of being at home. In her definition of belonging, she therefore fits the locative 

semantic interpretation of belonging. The “politics of belonging” refers to what 

sociologist Adrian Favell calls “the dirty work of boundary maintenance”.504 Yuval-

Davis believes that if certain individuals or traditions decide who belongs and who does 

not, there will always appear a distinction between ‘us’ and ‘them’. “The politics of 

belonging involve not only the maintenance and reproduction of the boundaries of the 

community of belonging by the hegemonic political powers (within and outside the 

community) but also their contestation, challenge and resistance by other political 

agents.”505 
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In some theological reflections on multiple religious belonging, we see a 

particular way of interpreting the dynamics of “religious belonging”. Several 

theologians argue that there should be an acknowledgement of the religious tradition in 

question, in order for individuals to truly belong to that tradition. One of the central 

debates among theologians on belonging is on the tension between the subjective and 

the objective recognition of religious belonging.506 In defence of the necessity of an 

objective recognition, Cornille states: “Religious belonging implies more than a 

subjective sense of sympathy or endorsement of a selective number of beliefs and 

practices. It involves the recognition of one’s religious identity by the tradition itself 

and the disposition to submit to the conditions for membership as delineated by that 

tradition.”507  For her, the recognition by the religious tradition itself is leading in 

deciding who belongs to that tradition. Cornille understands the personal aspect of 

religious belonging as a “disposition to submission”. Furthermore, she understands 

religious belonging as being always partly outside of the individual. “Religious 

belonging in this strong sense of the term implies the acceptance, on faith, of a particular 

truth revealed and transmitted outside of the immediate experience of the individual 

and expressed in a particular body of teachings and practices.”508 

The understanding of religious belonging by Cornille gives precedence to the 

religious tradition. Drew challenges this view. She emphasizes the subjective aspect of 

religious belonging. According to her, multiple religious belonging cannot be rejected 

by the religious traditions themselves. In her discussion on dual (religious) belonging, 

she departs from the perspective of the subject. She counts among people with a dual 

belonging “people who practice within and understand themselves as belonging to [two 

traditions].”509 

Cornille and Drew have an opposite emphasis on who decides on religious 

belonging. Nevertheless, they both affirm that religious belonging is belonging to a 

tradition. By this they mean, to quote Cornille, “a particular body of teachings and 

practices”. 510  Drew states that “adopting the odd belief or practice from another 

tradition does not imply belonging to that second tradition”.511  A personal sense of 
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belonging to a body of beliefs and practices, which do not constitute a tradition is thus 

not accepted as religious belonging by Drew. Furthermore, belonging to New Age 

spirituality is considered impossible by both authors, because they believe it lacks the 

features of a religious tradition. Drew thinks that “New Age religiosity should not be 

understood as belonging”512, and Cornille even believes that “New Age religiosity is 

the absence of religious belonging”.513 

In theological discussions on multiple religious belonging, Christian belonging 

is presented as different from other kinds of belonging. For this reason, conceptual 

confusion when discussing belonging in the context of religion is likely to arise. 

Panikkar, for example, states: “Christian identity is not the same as belonging to some 

arbitrary social group”. Also, as we have seen before, Cobb asserts that religious 

belonging has a primacy over other kinds of social belonging. He explains: “The real 

Christian decides what it means to be an American as a Christian, not the other way 

around. Hence, belonging to a Christian community is a way of expressing one’s 

primary identity.”514 This understanding of religious belonging adds a surplus value to 

it, which implies that religious belonging cannot be understood from a membership 

understanding of belonging.  

According to Jeanrond, we should make a distinction between necessary 

belonging and ultimate belonging. This distinction is similar to the semantic distinction 

between locative belonging and membership belonging. An individual is, according to 

Jeanrond “necessarily belonging to a context, marked by space, time sociality and 

language, on the one hand, and ultimately belonging to God and one another in Christ 

within such a context, on the other hand.”515 From this distinction, Jeanrond concludes 

that “multiple religious belonging is a necessary predicament of Christian existence, 

though all particular forms of belonging need to be assessed against the vocation of 

ultimate belonging.” The specialty of these kinds of belonging lies in the understanding 

of Christian belonging as being a part of locative semantic field. Christian belonging is 

belonging with God, not just Christian membership. Panikkar, Cobb and Jeanrond seem 

to distinguish Christian belonging from the more common understanding of belonging 
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as mere affinity or membership. In different ways, they try to express how the semantics 

of belonging should be understood from a Christian perspective. 

Haar argues that religious belonging is a facet of Christian unity. According to 

her, Christian belonging consists of belonging to God, belonging to the community of 

believers and belonging to all of humankind and creation.516 She believes that human 

beings have an inherent tendency to desire to belong. This religious belonging should 

be understood as a journey, in which the desire to be reunited with the origins of 

humankind is expressed. In the Christian tradition this origin is the Triune God. Haar 

distinguishes between “belonging to” and “belonging with”. While the former only 

expresses a formal aspect of belonging, understanding it in terms of membership, the 

latter expresses religious belonging. “Belonging with” refers to relationships, both with 

God and with the community of believers, and it is understood as a way to realize one’s 

own being. Again, this second definition to belonging can be understood within a 

locative semantic. Haar understands “belonging with” as something which is visible 

and expressed in daily life. It is therefore impossible to “belong with” a church in 

private. Religious belonging is a relational term. Someone belongs with God and with 

the community. Furthermore, belonging is never without commitment. Also, Christian 

belonging is also a belonging to a diverse community, which is the organic unity of the 

one church, the body of Christ. Finally, Christian belonging also refers to the belonging 

with the fellowship of life in its abundance. 

Ivana Noble, another scholar in Ecumenics, argues that for a Christian, the 

primary belonging is to Christ.517  A condition to be able to say you belong to the 

community of believers is that you can say you belong to Jesus Christ. The Christian 

tradition has handed us symbols through which we can imagine our belonging. This 

belonging has priority over our understanding of this belonging. Like Haar, she notices 

that belonging is a term which should be understood as relational. Human belonging is 

not found in isolation but is relational to other beings, to nature and to God. Noble 

furthermore argues that love is the essence of belonging.  

If Christian theology indeed understands belonging in its locative meaning, in 

which religious belonging is defined as an ultimate belonging with God or Christ, 
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multiple religious belonging is understandably considered challenging to theological 

discourses. Indeed, if belonging refers to being in a specific place – e.g. with Christ – 

it is hard to imagine how anybody could be in another place at the same time. Clooney, 

for instance, says: “But we really cannot talk about the acquisition of a new, more 

complex identity unless we are also clear about our first belonging and how it functions 

in shaping our consciousness, as a limit and as a resource.”518 To Clooney, multiple 

religious belonging necessarily originated from a mono-religious starting point. 519 

Therefore, multiple religious belonging must be understood as an extended form of 

belonging. An individual must first belong to one thing, before he or she can acquire 

new forms of belonging. 

Some authors claim that the acquisition of a new belonging in the same way as 

one belongs to Christianity will necessarily have a negative influence on one’s primary 

Christian identity. Cobb writes that “belonging to a transcendental meditation group in 

this deeper sense almost inevitably subordinates one’s Christian identity to something 

else.”520  As we have seen, also Cornille considers it almost impossible to actually 

belong to more than one religious tradition in the “strong sense of the word”. What all 

these authors have in common is that they say that multiple religious belonging might 

be possible for a Christian, although not if belonging to the other religion is used in the 

same definition of belonging to Christianity. In the next section we will look at some 

conceptualization of equal belonging, in which all multiple belongings are treated 

equally. 

From the perspective of religious traditions, it is often hard to imagine how 

religious belonging to other traditions is possible in the same deep sense as people 

belong to their own tradition. Nevertheless, attempts have been made to evaluate 

different belongings equally. Drew believes that if an individual has a dual belonging, 

it is necessary that the two traditions are not evaluated differently. She states that “…full 

and authentic dual belonging requires the assumption that neither of these traditions is 

superior to the other overall.”521 Although she defines “authentic dual belonging” as an 

equal balance between traditions, she acknowledges that other relations between 
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multiple traditions are possible as well. To emphasize this point, she adds to the former 

statement: “To be clear, I am not suggesting that there is anything inherently wrong 

with prioritizing one of these traditions (and most people with Buddhist Christian 

multireligious identities do), but only that, in so doing, one cannot claim equal 

belonging to both.”522 

As we have seen, some authors doubt the possibility of multiple religious 

belonging in the sense that there is an equal belonging to more than one tradition. They 

interpret multiple religious belonging as remaining in the first place as Christian 

belonging with added elements from other traditions. The perspective of Drew is 

reversed. For her, multiple (or dual) religious belonging is only possible under the 

assumption that neither of the traditions has precedence over the other. Nevertheless, 

Drew does not consider the balance of belonging to two traditions a matter of the 

individual. On dual belonging she writes that “[a]uthentic Buddhist and Christian 

belonging requires that the traditions themselves dictate the balance: where they can 

agree, the Buddhist Christian should allow them to agree; where they cannot agree, the 

Buddhist Christian should allow them to disagree.”523 

Many social scientists do not approach people who mix elements from various 

religious traditions from the concept of “belonging”.524 The term “belonging” appears 

reserved for this exclusive commitment to religious traditions. Also many particularistic 

approaches in theology of religions consider it hard to acknowledge a full and equal 

belonging to multiple religious traditions. Some pluralistic theologians like Drew think 

that genuine belonging to more than one tradition is possible. However, she limits her 

inquiry to the exploration of belonging to two religions, not more.  

In the wake of secularization, we have recognized the emergence of new 

spiritual movements, with a new understanding of religious belonging. While 

spirituality had always been within the exclusive domain of religion, we now see the 

development of spiritualities which are not part of any religious tradition, with 

followers who emphasize personal development and interior experiences. Hanegraaff 

distinguishes ‘religion’ from ‘spirituality’ by defining the former as “any symbolic 

system, which influences human action by providing possibilities for ritually 
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maintaining contact between the everyday world and a more general meta-empirical 

framework of meaning”525  and the latter as “any human practice which maintains 

contact between the everyday world and a more general meta-empirical framework of 

meaning by way of the individual manipulation of symbolic systems”526. In “religion”, 

religious belonging is then connected to the symbolic system, while “spiritual 

belonging” is more an individual feeling or choice. 

Jeffrey Carlson, a Buddhist-Christian scholar, paraphrases527 Robert Schreiter 

who distinguishes three ways to describe double belonging: sequential belonging, 

dialogical belonging and simultaneous belonging. With sequential belonging, he means 

a person who adopts a new religious tradition but remains influenced by the former one. 

We could for example think of somebody who converts to Buddhism but is still strongly 

inspired by the ethics of her Catholic upbringing. Dialogical belonging is used to refer 

to a person who remains in perpetual conversation between two traditions. This could 

be somebody who goes to a church on Sunday and feels fully Christian but joins a 

meditation Sangha on Monday evening and then feels fully Buddhist. Finally, 

simultaneous belonging is used to refer to a person who has moved from one religious 

tradition back to the original tradition in accordance with the new tradition.528 This is a 

person who has integrated for example his Christian and his Buddhist identity into one 

single Christian-Buddhist identity, in which both religious traditions constitute a whole.  

This last kind is considered relatively rare by Schreiter, who quotes the Dalai 

Lama to enforce this argument: “If you are a Christian, it is better to develop spiritually 

within your religion and be a genuine, good Christian. If you are a Buddhist, be a 

genuine Buddhist. Not something half-and-half! This may cause only confusion in your 

mind…. Do not try to put a yak’s head on a sheep’s body.529  Carlson argues that to 

understand double or multiple belonging, we have to look into the notion of belonging. 

He takes the perspective from the individual and argues, that “Belonging […] is 

inevitably a selective reconstruction from an array of possibilities, in which the many 

possibilities become one coherent amalgam that works to provide meaning and 

purpose.”530 
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Moving on to social sciences, according to Lähdesmäki et al, the concept of 

“belonging” for scholarly purposes is on the rise. 531  They distinguish five 

conceptualisations of belonging: spatiality, materiality, intersectionality, multiplicity 

and non-belonging. With spatial belonging, they refer to the geographical and social 

dimensions of belonging: in what house do you live; in what neighbourhood are you at 

home; in which village do you live; of which city are you a citizen and to which country 

or continent do you feel you belong? Material belonging is connected to your 

relationship with the physical reality, such as the environment, the biosphere, your soil 

of birth, but it also includes the role of food, work and clothing. Intersectional belonging 

is used to express that belonging is complex and hybrid. Furthermore, belonging is not 

a stable category. It is instead a layered concept, which refers to religion, gender, 

ethnicity, class and the interrelations between these. 532  Furthermore, intersectional 

belonging is also a way to express the political dimensions of belonging, showing that 

there is always an aspect of power at work. A certain religious belonging for example 

will give you certain privileges in some contexts, while other religious belongings are 

instead a disadvantage. Intersectional belonging is closely related to multiple 

belonging, which shows how people can belong to different social groups 

simultaneously. Therefore, belonging is not something unitary and solid, as if 

everybody would just have one belonging: it is complex, multiple and fragmented. 

Finally, Lähdesmaki et al. distinguish “non-belonging”. As a result of power-relations 

which decide who can be included and who can be excluded from a certain group, non-

belonging has come to stand opposed to various forms of belonging. 

The authors of this study distinguish the term “belonging” from “identity” and 

argue that “belonging” has several advantages over “identity”. They argue that 

“identity” is often related to minorities and has strong political connotations (cf. identity 

politics). Belonging, however, is more closely linked to affectivity, to a “sense of” 

belonging and to individual psychology. “Belonging” can therefore also be used more 

ambiguously and flexibly than “identity”, which is more unitary. Furthermore, there are 

various ways of belonging, of having a connection with a certain group.533 
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Measuring religious belonging is problematic. The absence or presence of 

religious belonging can either be the result of self-identification (what anthropologists 

commonly call an emic perspective) or due to identification by social science 

researchers (an etic perspective). These two perspectives may clash. Sometimes, for 

example, individuals might identify as belonging to Christianity and Buddhism (emic 

perspective), although besides this self-identification their religious belonging does not 

show in their practices (etic perspective). Or an individual might claim to be exclusively 

Christian (emic perspective) but in fact also practices elements from other religious 

traditions, such as yoga and meditation (etic perspective) or acknowledges to believe 

certain things which are common outside of the Christian tradition (also etic). 

 

2.3.3 Three ideal types of religious belonging 

The recent developments in religious belonging since the 1960s have made Taylor 

conclude that a new understanding of religious belonging has arisen. We are now living 

in the Age of Authenticity, according to Taylor. Our time is characterized by the rise of 

expressive individualism.534 According to Taylor, this has the result that “each one of 

us has his/her own way of realizing our humanity, and that it is important to find and 

live out one’s own, as against surrendering to conformity with a model imposed on us 

from the outside.”535 While the Age of Mobilization introduced the possibility of choice 

between different religious denominations, in the Age of Authenticity the number of 

options increases exponentially, in a process which Taylor has described as “the nova 

effect”. 536  This gives rise to what Van der Braak calls the AA-type of religious 

belonging, in which “there is no necessary embedding of our link to the sacred in any 

particular broader framework, whether “church” or state. Today, those that are 

Christian, or Buddhist, are so in their own way, and they fashion Jesus, or Buddha after 

their own taste, not beholden to any orthodoxy. This type of religious belonging no 

longer accepts the external constraints of any religion: let everyone follow his/her own 

path of spiritual inspiration. Don’t be let off yours by the allegation that it doesn’t fit 

with some orthodoxy”.537 
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Van der Braak applies the three ideal types of AR, M and AA-belonging, that he 

bases on Taylor’s work, to the contemporary issue of multiple religious belonging. It is 

precisely the M-type of religious belonging, which is emphasized in a hermeneutic of 

multiple religions, while the AA-type of religious belonging is emphasized in a 

hermeneutic of religiosity. Van der Braak suggests there are four conclusions about 

multiple religious belonging, which could be derived from these three ideal types of 

religious belonging. 

First, Van der Braak argues, it appears hard to combine an AR-type of religious 

belonging with another type of belonging.538 Since the religious belonging of the AR-

type is self-evident, there are no alternatives to which somebody could belong as well. 

Secondly, Van der Braak argues that the M-type of religious belonging is most evidently 

connected to the idea of multiple religious belonging.539 This is the multiple religious 

belonging of the hermeneutic of multiple religions. Two M-types of religious 

belonging, for example belonging to Buddhism and Christianity, are both understood 

as “optional” belonging and could therefore be combined: this is the definition of hard 

multiple religious belonging. The third option Van der Braak proposes is the 

combination of one M-type of religious belonging, for example to Christianity, with 

another AA-type of religious belonging, for example to Buddhism. In this example, Van 

der Braak says, “Members of a Christian denomination can decide to join Buddhist 

meditation groups, study groups, or read Buddhist books.”540 This is what has been 

called medium multiple religious belonging. Finally, Van der Braak argues there could 

also be a combination of one AA-type of religious belonging with another AA-type of 

religious belonging. He argues this would “involve a casual commitment” to for 

example both Christian and Buddhist groups, without being an official member of 

either and no conformity to the orthodoxy as it is understood from the self-

understanding of these traditions: soft multiple religious belonging.541 

From this perspective, hard multiple religious belonging means a dual or 

multiple M-type religious belonging. Hard multiple religious belonging is part of a 

hermeneutic of multiple religions, with a spatial understanding of multiplicity. For 

individuals with a hard multiple religious belonging, the religious traditions are 
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considered real and comparable. They are also different enough to prompt the 

possibility of a belonging to both religions, for example because both religions 

complement each other. Drew has shown us a group of selected people who try to 

combine their M-type of belonging to Christianity with a M-type of belonging to 

Buddhism. As we have seen, she argues that hard multiple religious belonging entails 

a double challenge. First, someone has to find a common ground between the two 

religious traditions to reconcile them. But secondly, someone also has to acknowledge 

the irreducible difference between them. Hard multiple religious belonging always 

demands sensitivity both for the commonalities of religions as well as for their 

differences. For Drew, hard multiple religious belonging always implies a kind of 

movement from one tradition to the other. But Drews attempts to establish a basis for 

hard multiple religious belonging that places a high demand on individuals who mix 

elements from various religious sources. Many theologians and scholars have therefore 

argued that hard multiple religious belonging is actually a very marginal phenomenon, 

which is only possible for a few “religious virtuosos”.  

In the hermeneutic of religiosity, religious belonging is not a matter of full 

commitment to one or more religious traditions, but of the use of elements from several 

religious traditions. In terms of Van der Braak’s Taylorian ideal types, soft multiple 

religious belonging would be the combination of an AA-type of religious belonging 

with another type of multiple religious belonging. In soft multiple religious belonging, 

the self-understanding of religious traditions is not very important. In fact, the temporal 

multiplicity used in the hermeneutic of religiosity does not see religions as distinct and 

bounded wholes at all. For somebody with a soft multiple religious belonging, elements 

from various sources are combined into a dynamic and individual assemblage of 

religiosity. From the perspective of comprehensive religious traditions, this appears 

gratuitous and elusive, but for many with a soft multiple religious belongiing their 

religious experience and sense of belonging are often as strong as for people who are 

exclusively committed to one religion. 

The middle option is medium multiple religious belonging. In terms of the three  

ideal types, medium multiple religious belonging is the combination of an M-type 

religious belonging to a primary religious tradition with a more cursory AA-type of 

religious belonging to other religious traditions. We can for example image that 

someone combines an M-type of religious belonging to Christianity with an AA-type 

of religious belonging to Buddhism, as Van der Braak mentions in his paper. The 
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primary religious “identity” is in this case Christian, but there is also an affiliation with 

certain practices or beliefs from the Buddhist tradition, such as meditation, without fully 

identifying as a Buddhist per se. 

We see that in the dominant understanding religious belonging is considered a 

necessary and natural part of the identity of the individual, as the result of a voluntary 

deliberation of various options (M-type). Although many people always have been and 

still are “born into” religion (AR-type), this does not mean religious affiliation is 

something determined, as is for example your gender or ethnical background. Cobb 

notes that throughout history, religious belonging has often been something 

involuntarily. Religious belonging, he argues was simple determined by the community 

you were born in.542 Cobb thinks that the question of multiple religious belonging arises 

when religious belonging becomes something voluntary. 

 

2.3.4 Absence of belonging or a belonging of ultimate concern? 

The idea of religious belonging beyond religious traditions challenges commonly held 

ideas and has a history of its own. Panikkar expresses it thus: “I confess to belong to 

the human race, and even more to the entire reality which for eons has taken the shape 

that [it] has taken in me.” 543  The understanding of a religious belonging beyond 

religions might find its origins in Christian thinking. Still today, we encounter 

Christians who do not say they belong to a religion, because that would assume that 

there are various equal options. They will just say that they are committed to the truth. 

Geffré makes a distinction between the “visible belonging” to the church (a belonging 

to a religion), and the “invisible belonging to Christ, who transcends the borders of the 

visible church and who may coincide with belonging to the other great non-Christian 

traditions”.544 

Soft multiple religious belonging has been discarded as an “absence of religious 

belonging”545, because there is no exclusive commitment to any religious tradition. 

From a pluralist perspective, soft multiple religious belonging could also express a 

deeper form of belonging which is not related to religious traditions, but to a feeling or 

symbol which transcends this. Whether it is “an invisible belonging to Christ”, a 
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543 Panikkar, On Christian Identity, 140. 
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belonging to “a communal universal way”, a “belonging to reality” or “the human 

race”, this all testifies to a prevalent understanding of religious belonging as something 

which is not necessarily a function of religious traditions, but of the religious itself. I 

want to argue that soft multiple religious belonging is therefore not a weak religious 

belonging, or an absence of religious belonging, but a form of belonging which stresses 

belonging beyond religions. 

The idea of a belonging beyond religious traditions is reminiscent of theologian 

Paul Tillich’s understanding of faith as “the state of being ultimately concerned”546. 

Tillich writes: “The question of faith is not Moses or Jesus or Mohammed; the question 

is: Who expresses most adequately one’s ultimate concern? The conflict between 

religions is not a conflict between forms of belief, but it is a conflict between 

expressions of our ultimate concern.” This highlights the tension between belonging to 

a particular symbol or expression in a religious tradition and the belonging to what it 

ultimately expresses. Belonging can be related to the surface structure of religious 

traditions, or to the depth structure of ultimate concern beyond religious traditions.547 

 

 

  

 

546 Paul Tillich, Dynamics of Faith (New York: HarperOne, 2009 [1957]). 

547 The distinction between surface structure and depth structure is borrowed from Ulrich Libbrecht, who 

has been a great influence on the development of my thought. 
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Chapter 3 

A comparative approach to multiple religious belonging from the 

perspective of Chinese religious culture 

 

“dōu kěyǐ 都可以” (“anything goes”) – Chinese saying 

 

In this chapter, I will first discuss multiple religious belonging in East Asia. Then I will 

give a historical overview of Chinese attitudes to and strategies for understanding and 

dealing with religious diversity, followed by a brief discussion of contemporary 

religious hybridity in China. This will allow us to take a comparative look at what role 

religious belonging and the world religions paradigm play in China.548 This way, we 

can answer the third sub-question of my thesis: How do historical and contemporary 

Chinese approaches to religious belonging and religious diversity compare to Western 

approaches? 

In Chinese culture, religious identities have historically not been as clearly 

demarcated as in cultures which were dominated by monotheistic religions. Neither 

Buddhist nor Daoist identities have the same exclusivist connotations as is often the 

case with people in Christian or Muslim cultures. There appears to be a difference 

between the laity and religious professionals regarding religious self-identification. 

Whereas religious professionals in Chinese culture are usually conscious about 

religious differences, for the laity the boundaries between religious traditions in Asia 

have usually been less clearly demarcated, if not in theory then at least in practice. 

Though the idea of “religious belonging” does not appear evident in the Chinese setting, 

we will see how it clarifies an important dimension of religion and multiple religious 

belonging. 

What does it mean to have a “religious belonging” in China? What does it mean 

to be a Daoist? What is a Buddhist identity and is there something such as “Buddhist 

belonging”? Although these questions appear to be pretty straightforward, they open 

up a whole range of problems. If we look into the nature of religion in China and East 

Asia, we can question whether something even exists that we could call “Buddhist 

 

548 Jordan D. Paper, The Spirits Are Drunk: Comparative Approaches to Chinese Religion (Albany, N.Y.: 

State University of New York Press, 1995). 
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belonging” or “Daoist belonging” and what such a  belonging would look like. If we 

want to understand what religious belonging is, we first have to see what it is not. 

Therefore, we have to compare various forms of religious belonging in East Asia, such 

as Buddhist belonging, Daoist belonging, Confucian belonging, Christian belonging, 

the absence of religious belonging or multiple religious belonging. 

But next to religious identities and belongings based on self-identification with 

“religious traditions”, we also see phenomena such as popular religiosity, Shamanism 

and hybrid cultural expressions, where this issue of belonging is even less clear-cut, if 

not absent. Besides an absence of “belonging”, even the legitimacy of these practices 

has also been widely questioned, and they have sometimes been labelled as 

“superstition” or rejected as “magic”.549  

 

3.1 Multiple religious belonging in Asia 

Historically, cultures in Asia have been characterized by an understanding of religious 

diversity which is becoming increasingly relevant to understand also the emergence of 

religious hybridity in Western countries. Religious diversity in East Asia is not 

characterized necessarily by competing and exclusive religions with different truth 

claims but by complementary pragmatic systems of thought.550 Belonging in East Asia 

does not usually and historically refer to belonging to a “religion”. Belonging is a way 

of life, expressed in the belonging to the family, the village and the country, to which 

various religious obligations are attached. 

Van Bragt, who worked as a catholic missionary in Japan, acknowledges that 

people from the East and the West have different ideas about the concept of religion.551 

According to Van Bragt, in the East there is no a priori objection against adherence to 

more than one religion at the same time, as compared to the West. He thinks that it 

might be the case that the rise in interest in the West in more hybrid forms of religiosity 

is actually an evolution in the direction of the traditional Japanese understanding of 

religion. He considers religion in Japan as something open-ended. By this, Van Bragt 

means that the desire to worship is something subjective, while the object to which the 

worship is directed is not very particular. If we accept there is no objective truth in any 

 

549 David A. Palmer and Vincent Goossaert, The religious question in Modern China (Chicago / London: 

University of Chicago Press, 2011); Hanegraaff, “Reconstructing “Religion” 577-606. 

550 Joachim Gentz, “Rational choice and the Chinese discourse on the Unity of the Three Religions 

(sanjiao heyi 三教合一),” 540. 

551 Van Bragt, “Multiple Religious Belonging,” 7. 
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religion, religions will appear less distinct and mutually opposite, which would leave 

room for multiple religious belonging.552 He believes that in the West we understand 

religions as distinct from one another. Nevertheless, for the Japanese the distinction 

between their native religion, Shintoism, and Buddhism, hasn’t always been that clear. 

These two religions are only considered as containers of specialized practices, and each 

one is applicable to different situations in life.553 Van Bragt argues that with the advent 

of Christianity, Japan was confronted with a novel conception of religion. In Christian 

culture, religions were understood as mutually exclusive; furthermore, mono-praxis 

was strongly encouraged. In Japan, the new Christian understanding of religious 

diversity resulted in the necessity for the Japanese people to redefine their own religion 

against the Christian model. This resulted in a nationalistic and universal conception of 

Japanese religion. With Van Bragt, we could say that the encounter between the 

hermeneutic of religious diversity of the West and the East have resulted in a 

“Westernization” of the concept of religion in the East and an “Easternization” of 

religiosity in the West. 

Other encounters between religion in the West and East are equally noteworthy. 

Clooney thinks that multiple religious belonging could lead to a deepening of one’s 

spiritual foundations. By critically comparing spiritual texts from both the Hindu and 

Christian tradition, the striking parallels he encountered complicate our image of God. 

Nevertheless, he believes that “God agrees to meet us” on our own spiritual path.554 

Phan adds an Asian hermeneutical method to theology, in order to gain a deeper and 

intercultural insight into multiple religious belonging.555 Within Asian theology, Phan 

argues, far less focus is put on method of theology because “theology in Asia is 

regarded not primarily as scientia or sapientia”.556 Instead, Phan argues that theology 

in the East is understood as critical reflection on practices. According to Phan, it seems 

that Western theology is concerned with the “practice of thought” (especially in 

Protestant Christianity), while Eastern theology focuses on the “thought on practice”. 

Insook Lee, a Korean Presbyterian minister, talks about the multi-religious 

mode of being in Korean society. She describes how the “all-round Korean will be a 
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Confucianist in society, Buddhist when he philosophizes, and a spirit worshipper when 

he is in trouble.” In her own Christian family, many family members appear to turn to 

Buddhist funeral rituals as soon as they are confronted with death. Instead of a 

“syncretism” of religion, she says that there is an “agility and plasticity of the multiple 

character of Korean people’s religiosity”. 557 As an alternative to a hermeneutic of 

multiple religions or of syncretism, she proposes a “theology of improvisation”. 

According to Lee, this can function as “a model of how the various strands of religious 

modalities can interact in a fluid and yet continuous way without being subsumed into 

a totalizing theological discourse.”558 

In contemporary sociological and anthropological reflections on religious 

diversity in China, there has been an increased focus on religious practices and the way 

religion is expressed through different modalities.559 The focus in these fields is much 

less on the differentiation of “religions” and their doctrinal content, and more on how 

religion works and what goal it serves. For ordinary Chinese people, their approach to 

religion is based on efficacy, not doctrinal content. Religious teachings are neither 

entities of which ordinary people are aware, let alone that they have a feeling of 

belonging to these teachings and traditions. Religious elites have a more explicit 

awareness of distinct religious teachings and traditions, coming closer to a notion of 

“belonging to religions”. These elites are specialized in the ritual content of religious 

traditions. But even for them it is possible to be trained in multiple religious traditions. 

They would act as either a Buddhist or a Daoist priest for example, depending on the 

circumstances. 

 

3.2 Chinese understandings of religious diversity 

Chinese culture can be regarded as the source for most cultural developments in East 

Asia historically, such as Korea, Japan and Mongolia, but also places in South-East 

Asia such as Vietnam and Singapore. Confucianism has played a dominant role 

throughout the history of East Asia and continues to do so. The particular trajectory of 

Buddhism in East Asia also features great similarities in all these various regions. 
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Daoism is a good example of how popular religious traditions have organized 

themselves (or shunned to do so). Gentz thinks we should try to understand multiple 

religious belonging by looking across our own cultural borders. Originally, he argues, 

Chinese religion has often been studied from the prejudices of Western Christian 

theology. 560  He distinguishes two developments in the Western study of Chinese 

religion. In the first phase China is seen as a country in which religion has been largely 

absent: China is as a predominant atheist country, with some small religious groups and 

many “superstitious” practices. Gentz argues that an understanding of China as an 

atheist country was in particular popular with European enlightenment thinkers and 

humanists. Therefore, the perception of China as an atheist country is still present until 

today. The second phase on Chinese religion finds its origin in the Western Orientalist 

attention for Eastern spirituality. In contrast to the idea that there is an absence of 

religion in China, this view understands Chinese religion as a large unity of spiritual 

Eastern wisdom. Both these views, Gentz argues, have obscured the religious diversity 

of China and the way individuals negotiate within a complicated religious ecology.561 

Gentz argues that if we look beyond our own cultural borders, we can see that 

in China, historically a distinction between three religions, or three teachings, is made: 

Confucianism, Daoism and Buddhism.562 At least since the first centuries CE, these 

religious traditions have had a certain consciousness about difference. Furthermore, 

contrary to a common opinion which views Chinese religious diversity as harmonious, 

these religious traditions have had clashes. There have, however, often been attempts 

in China to make the three religious teachings compatible. 563  These attempts to 

harmonize religious diversity might enable the Western scholar of multiple religious 

belonging to improve her understanding of religious diversity. 

To understand how the three religions in China are made compatible, we have 

to distinguish between the discussion on the teachings of religion as opposed to the 

discussion on the relation between those teachings.564 With respect to the relationship 

between the teachings, the Chinese state has usually propagated a harmonic equilibrium 

 

560 Gentz, “Multiple religiöse Identität in Ostasien,” 115-36. 
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of religious diversity. Different religious traditions were for example seen as different 

roads which lead to the same goal, and the three teachings are accepted to be 

complementary paths to the same wisdom. Nevertheless, this does not mean that each 

teaching is used to enhance the value of the other. The unity of the teachings never 

implies an attempt to synthesize the teachings. Attempts have been made to look for 

similar aspects in all teachings, which will lead to the understanding that the teachings 

are equal as far as morality is concerned. Although this idea inspires the harmony of 

the teachings on a societal level, this does not automatically mean it should lead to 

syncretism on the level of these religions.565 

 

3.3 Historical overview of hermeneutical reflections on religious diversity in China 

from the Han until the Ming 

The religious traditions of China have a long history of hermeneutical reflection on 

religious diversity. The specific religious ecology we see today is a result of these 

hermeneutical reflections. To understand whether we could compare multiple religious 

belonging to Chinese religiosity, we need to understand how this religious ecology has 

emerged.  

From early on, there has been a variety of religious schools and teachings in 

China This has prompted representatives of the religious traditions to reflect on their 

differences and similarities. One of the earliest proofs of these reflections is found in 

the Xici chapter of the famous Yìjīng 易经 (“Book of Changes”, 4th to 2nd century 

BCE) in which it is stated that “different paths lead to the same goal”.566 The idea that 

religious teachings and traditions are just different paths toward a similar spiritual goal 

runs through historical Chinese reflections on religious diversity to understand or frame 

the differences between religious traditions. Religious diversity became a 

hermeneutical issue in China since the arrival of Buddhism around the 3rd century CE, 

following the disintegration of the Han dynasty.567  

In the history of China, three hermeneutical strategies have played an important 

role to explain religious diversity in China.568 The first hermeneutic model defines 
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religious traditions by means of geography and ethnicity. Therefore, Buddhism for 

example is completely similar to Daoism as a religion, but it must necessarily be 

excluded from Chinese culture as a result of the fact that it is a foreign tradition. The 

second hermeneutical model argues that Buddhism and Confucianism are distinct 

religious traditions, because the first can be regarded as “inner” teachings and the 

second as “outer” teachings. The difference therefore lies in their scope of application. 

The third hermeneutical model is related to the second model. It argues that Buddhism, 

Daoism and Confucianism should be functionally distinguished. In this understanding, 

Buddhism is the teaching for the mind, Daoism is the teaching for the body and 

Confucianism is the teaching about good governance and social relations. 

Throughout Chinese history, at least since the arrival of Buddhism of China, 

there has always been an awareness among religious elites that there are differences 

between religious teachings. The “Teaching of the Sages”, which has become known 

as Confucianism, was differentiated from Buddhism and Daoism. There is a long 

history of hermeneutical legitimation of the differences and the interdependence of the 

three teachings, or the Sān Jiào 三教 . 569  The three teachings have been either 

understood as originating from a similar source; as three distinct functionally 

differentiated mutually supporting teachings, or as teachings which are different 

methods to arrive at the same goal. 

The differentiation of Buddhism and Confucianism as two different 

perspectives, as we will see with Dao An, is an often-used hermeneutical strategy of 

Buddhist scholars throughout Chinese history. The strategy goes back to the doctrine 

of the two truths (èr dì 二谛) of the famous Indian Buddhist philosopher Nāgārjuna (c. 

150 – c. 250 CE).570 According to Nāgārjuna, we should make a distinction between 

two sorts of religious truths: the highest religious truth (Sanskrit: paramārtha; Chinese: 

zhēndì 真谛) which is beyond ordinary language, and a religious truth that can be 

expressed in words and is expressed in religious teachings (Sanskrit: saṁvṛti; Chinese: 

súdì 俗).571 This doctrine of the two truths has served as a way to show that the highest 

religious truth lies beyond the actual teachings. The strategy has proved to be so 

successful that it has also been used by Daoists. 
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3.3.1 Buddhism and Daoism: 2nd – 5th century 

Buddhism did not arrive in China as an established religious doctrine, but rather as a 

multiplicity of different schools, traditions, practices and teachings. 572  One of the 

earliest Buddhist converts of the Chinese gentry was Mouzi (born in 170 CE), a Chinese 

scholar who was trained in Confucianism and Daoism.573 In one text, the lǐhùo lùn 理

惑论 (“Treatise Settling Doubts”), Mouzi develops an argument against the suspicion 

that Buddhism as a foreign culture could not be made compatible with Chinese culture. 

According to him, Buddhism is compatible with the Chinese classics. He argues 

“[t]here are ninety-six distinct ways but among those worthy of veneration, none is so 

great as the way of the Buddha.”574 

Chinese Buddhists of the 4th century CE understood the differences between 

Chinese native teachings and Buddhist philosophy as a difference of focus. The 

Buddhist monk Dao An (312 – 385 CE) distinguishes in his “Treatise on Two 

Teachings” between inner teachings (which is Buddhism) and outer teachings (Chinese 

traditions). Within the inner teachings, he distinguishes between three Buddhist 

vehicles for the training of the mind. Within the outer teachings, he argues, there are 

nine currents: Confucianism, Daoism, yin yang (naturalism), legalism, logicians, 

mohism, diplomacy, miscellany and agriculturalism. 575  Also the Chinese poet Sun 

Chuo (320 – 377 CE) argued that Buddhism represents inner teachings and 

Confucianism outer teachings. For him, the difference between Buddha and Confucius 

is only in the fact that they lived in a different day and age and in their names. He writes, 

“[The Confucian sages] Duke of Zhou and Confucius are like the Buddha and the 

Buddha is like the Duke of Zhou and Confucius. These are probably just designations 

of outer and inner aspects. […] The Duke of Zhou and Confucius rescued the world in 

times of utmost distress, the Buddha illuminated its roots. Together they can be taken 

as head and tail, what they lead to is not different.”576 We also recognize here the 
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emphasis on different currents leading to the same goal as we have seen in the Yìjīng 

易经. 

Huiyuan (334 – 416 CE) is one of the early proponents of the Pure Land school 

of Buddhism in China. He is also famous for using Daoist and Confucian arguments to 

clarify aspects of the Buddhist teachings. He propagated the harmony between 

Buddhism and the Chinese state in his work “Why monks need to pay homage to the 

ruler”. Similarly to Dao An and Sun Chuo, he writes: “As to the relation of the Daoists 

and Buddhists to Confucians, the Buddha is Yao and Confucius. Although their initial 

points are quite apart, they latently correspond to each other; their starting points are 

quite different but eventually they are the same.”577 Here we recognize for the first time 

the emphasis on the three teachings, which will run as a thread through much 

hermeneutical reflection in China. 

Buddhists in the 5th century CE generally ignored the Daoist strategies to resist 

the presence of Buddhism in China and focused on arguing how Buddhism could be 

made compatible with the Confucian culture of China. Huilin (433 – 487 CE), another 

Buddhist monk, wrote a text called “The discourse on the white and the black”. In this 

discourse, a character which is called Mr. White represents Confucianism, while 

another character, Mr. Black, represents Buddhism. In his depiction of the latter 

character, Mr. Black is also well versed in Confucian classics. By this, Huilin wants to 

argue that Buddhism is not different to the Confucian teachings. In fact, Buddhism can 

help people to understand Confucian sages better.578 

Sengyou (445 – 518 CE), a Buddhist scholar who collected the works of Mouzi, 

also argued that people who oppose Buddhism to Confucianism do not understand 

Confucianism. He said that “if we closely examine the lay (i.e. non-Buddhist) 

teachings, they are all patterned on the Five Classics. They revere only Heaven and take 

only the Sage (Confucius) as their exemplar, yet none of them have measured the shape 

of Heaven or peered into the mind of the Sage.”579 

Daoist scholars of the early 5th century felt, however, threatened by the arrival 

of Buddhist teachings. Most of their hermeneutical reflections were motivated by the 

need to demarcate Daoism from Buddhism. Their social identity became a 

hermeneutical motive. In order to react to the threat of Buddhism they used the 
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following hermeneutical strategy: First, Buddhism and Daoism are equated as similar 

teachings. But second, the difference between the teachings is explained as a 

geographical matter. Therefore, they argue, the Chinese can never belong to Buddhism, 

because it is the foreign, “Western” expression of Daoism. The Daoist scholar Gu Huan 

(420 – 483 CE) says in his Yixia lun 夷夏論  (“Essay on the Barbarians and the 

Chinese,” 467 CE): “As to the doctrines in the two canons [of Daoism and Buddhism], 

they are in exact agreement like fitting the two halves of a tally. Daoism is thus 

Buddhism and Buddhism is thus Daoism. Their sageness is in full agreement but their 

traces go in different directions.”580 But he also argues that “Buddhism is not the way 

for China, Taoism is not the teaching for the Western barbarians.”581 A little more 

neutral in this distinction is He Chentian (370 – 447 CE) who believed that the 

difference between Buddhism and Confucianism is a geographical difference, not a 

substantive one.582 

 

3.3.2 Liang dynasty: the three teachings come from one source 

In the early 6th century CE, emperor Wu of Liang ascends the throne and founds the 

third of the Southern dynasties: the Liang dynasty. Emperor Wu was rooted in 

Confucianism, Daoism and Buddhism, and had converted to Buddhism himself. He 

wrote several commentaries on Buddhist, Daoist and Confucian texts. Emperor Wu was 

the first to propagate the doctrine that the three teachings came from one source (sān 

jiào tóng yuán 三教同源). He based his conviction that all Chinese religions come from 

the same source as his Buddhist faith.583 

One of the employees of emperor Wu was Yan Zhitui (531 – 591 CE), a 

Buddhist scholar. Yan Zhitui was brought up in a Buddhist environment, but he was 

also educated in the Confucian classics. Yan Zhitui rehearses similar arguments to 

Buddhist scholars before him to explain the differences between the teachings. He is 

the author of the yan shi jia xun 顏氏家訓 (“Family Instructions of Master Yan”). He 

writes: “Buddhism and Confucianism share the same substance. However, having 

evolved in different lands, they manifest differences in doctrine and depth of 

 

580 Gentz, “Religious Diversity,” 124. 

581 Yao, “Confucian Approaches,” 74. 

582 Ibid, 72. 

583 Yao, “Confucian Approaches,” 74. 



 155 

understanding.”584 He differentiates between Buddhism as the teaching for the inner 

realm, whereas Confucianism is the teaching for the outer world. He also equated the 

five Confucian values (benevolent love, righteousness, ritual, wisdom and trustfulness) 

with the five Buddhist precepts (no killing, no stealing, no lewdness, no excessive 

drinking and no falsehood).585 Yan Zhitui reiterates the geographical argument of the 

Daoists, but uses it here in favour of Buddhism. The writings of Yan Zhitui are witness 

of a similar apologetic nature as former Buddhist texts on religious diversity. However, 

they are aimed more at harmonizing Buddhism and Daoism within Confucianism than 

at arguing for the right of Buddhism to be present in China.586 

Another proponent of a harmonizing hermeneutic similar to emperor Wu of 

Liang and Yan Zhitui is Li Shiqian (523 – 588 CE). He famously declared that 

“Buddhism is the sun, Daoism the moon and Confucianism are the five planets.”587 

Opposed to the religious tolerance of emperor Wu of Liang, in the Northern 

Kingdom of the 6th century CE a Confucian emperor reigned who was less tolerant of 

Buddhism. Emperor Wudi (573 – 578 CE) declared that “Confucianism must be ranked 

first, because it represented the traditional ideology of the land, with Daoism ranking 

second and Buddhism last.” 588  He organized interreligious court debates, which 

ultimately led to the ban on Daoism and Buddhism under his rule in 574 CE.589  

With the reunification of China in 581 CE under Sui Wudi, the ban on 

Buddhism and Daoism had been revoked. The general aim of most emperors from this 

moment on is to integrate Buddhism and Daoism within the official Confucian state 

ideology.590 Wei Yuansong (born in 567 CE), for example, a Buddhist who converted 

to Daoism, had argued to subsume all religious clergies under the rule of the emperor.591 

In this period, Wang Tong (584 – 618 CE) also argued for Yan Zhitui’s position to 

unify the three teachings into one system. In his text the Zhong shuo he writes: “Cheng 

Yuan said: ‘What do you make of the Three Teachings?’ The master said: ‘In political 

administration it has long been the case that one hates there to be many factions.’ Cheng 

Yuan continued: ‘How about abandoning them, then?’ The master said: ‘That is 
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something beyond your intellectual reach. The affairs of the Zhenjun (440 – 451 CE) 

and the Jiande (572 – 578 CE) eras [when Buddhism was forbidden] came to make 

things worse. They let loose the storms in an attempt to stop the fire.’”592 

 

3.3.3 Tang dynasty 

During the period of the Tang dynasty (618 - 907 CE), the three teachings were often 

defining themselves against each other at interreligious court debates.593 Very strong in 

his opinions was the Buddhist monk Falin (572 – 640) who in his text the “Refutation 

of Heresy”, rejected Daoism as a heresy, because he considered it an illegitimate 

offshoot of Buddhism. According to his analysis, Laozi was a student of the Buddha, 

and the Daoist traditions basically consisted of plagiarized Buddhist teachings. Because 

of his particularly fierce rejection of Daoism, Falin was banned from court and died on 

his road to exile.594 

A strong defendant of Confucianism we find in the 8th century CE Confucian 

scholar Han Yu (768 – 824 CE) who fought fiercely against what he considered 

“Buddhist superstitions”. Furthermore, he argued for a revaluation of Confucian values 

and stated the supremacy of Confucianism over the other teachings. Nevertheless, Han 

Yu can also be considered as an early forerunner to Neo-Confucianism, because he 

challenged later Chinese philosophers to rethink religious diversity. 

The court scholar Li Ao (780 – 841 CE) wrote the “Recovery of Human Nature” 

in which he critically compared Confucian values with Buddhist and Daoist ideas of 

no-mind.595 These reflections inspired the Buddhist monk and scholar Guifeng Zongmi 

(780 – 841 CE) to rethink the relationship between Confucianism, Daoism and 

Buddhism. Zongmi uses a strategy similar to the doctrine of the two truths by 

Nāgārjuna, in his differentiation between teachings that are “provisional” (quan) and 

teachings which are definite (shi 实). 596  Zongmi includes the different schools of 

Daoism and Confucianism into the pànjiào 判教 model.597 According to Zongmi, the 

 

592 Gentz, “Religious Diversity,” 134-35. 

593 Mary Garrett, “The “Three Doctrines Discussion” of Tang China. Religious Debate as Rhetorical 

Strategy,” Argumentation and advocacy 30 (1994): 150-61. 

594 Shi, “Contextualizing Buddhist Approaches,” 87–88. 

595 Gentz, “Religious Diversity,” 90; Timothy H. Barrett, Li Ao: Buddhist, Taoist, or Neo-Confucian?  

(Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 1992). 

596 Gentz, Understanding Chinese Religions, 104. 

597 Chanju Mu, The History of Doctrinal Classification in Chinese Buddhism: A Study of the Panjiao 

Systems. (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 2006). 



 157 

pànjiào model reveals a “tree” of religious teachings, of which Buddhist teachings are 

the origin and which Confucian and Daoist teachings are derived from. He argues this 

by reference to the Yìjīng 易经 in which it is said about religious schools that “together 

they return to the one source”.598 Therefore, pànjiào 判教 serves as a tool to argue for 

the superiority of Buddhist teachings. Furthermore, it also shows an internal hierarchy 

between Buddhist teachings. 

 

3.3.4 Song dynasty 

In the Song dynasty (960 - 1279 CE) we witness the rise of Neo-Confucianism, which 

reinforces Confucian philosophy and values, but mixes them with Buddhism and 

Daoism as well. Therefore, the Song era is one of the most religiously eclectic eras in 

Chinese history, in which the three teachings are almost merged into a single syncretic 

religion. 599  In Neo-Confucianism though, the hermeneutical strategy changes. The 

three teachings are not understood anymore as ultimately similar teachings, but instead 

they are seen as complementary and mutually enforcing. The Buddhist monk Gushan 

Zhiyuan declared in this period, for example, that he “loved to read the books of the 

Duke of Zhou, Confucius, Yang Zhu and Mencius, apart from teaching on and reading 

Buddhist sutras”.600 The emphasis on the difference between the teachings becomes, 

for example, clear in the texts of the Neo-Confucian Zhu Xi (1130 – 1200 CE) who 

says that “[a]lthough there is a slight resemblance between the doctrine of the Buddhists 

and our own Confucian doctrines, they are really what is called similar in appearance 

but different in spirit, or appearing to be so but actually not.”601 

A very important representative of the idea of a complementary harmony of the 

three teachings is Emperor Xiaozong (1163 – 1189 CE) who wrote a famous essay in 

which he refutes the ideas of Han Yu. Agreeing with the ideas of Yan Zhitui, Xiaozong 

also argues for an equation of Buddhist and Confucian values: “As a matter of fact, not 

killing is benevolence, not being dissolute is rituality, not stealing is righteousness, not 

drinking alcohol is wisdom, not to lie is trustworthiness. If this is so, how are these 

[Buddhist precepts] different from Confucius? Naturally, on the middle path, such is a 
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sage.”602 Xiaozong develops a particularly harmonious interpretation of the unity and 

difference of the three teachings. According to Gentz, Xiaozong makes an analogy 

between different religious teachings and the cosmic order: 

 

“This is like the infinity of the movement of Heaven and Earth and the circulation of Yin 

and Yang. How could this intend a difference between spring, summer, autumn and 

winter? These are just forced definitions given by people in this world. It is the same with 

the differentiation of ritual, music, benevolence and righteousness. That by which the 

sages established their teaching (she jiao) and governed the world could not be 

different.”603 

 

In this passage he argues that as far as there is a difference between teachings, this has 

been forced upon the world by people. The foundation of the teachings is in any case 

universal: 

 

“That which they forcedly defined while seeking was thus the Dao. The Dao is exactly of 

this kind of benevolence, righteousness, ritual and music. Benevolence, righteousness, 

ritual and music are exactly the application of the Dao.”604 

 

Here Xiaozong understands the Confucian values as different expressions of the Dao. 

He continues with his comparison between Confucianism and Daoism by focusing on 

the Daoist value of emphasis versus the Confucian value of benevolence: 

 

“Is what Laozi designates as “compassion” any different from the greatness of Confucian 

benevolence? If Laozi says: I don’t dare to be at the forefront in the world, how is this 

different from the greatness of Confucian yielding? Up to the point where they meet the 

Dao they are inclined to different sides. Yet, what they estimate is quiet, still, calm and 

one. Where actually does that contradict the sage Confucius? Just because of their later 

developments ignoramuses take them to be different.”605 

 

Xiaozong argues that Confucianism and Daoism are ultimately similar. Buddhism and 

Daoism are grouped together as strategies, which lead to a peaceful mind and non-

action, whereas Confucianism is used to organize the world: 
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“The truth however is that Buddhism and Daoism cut one’s thoughts and lead to non-

action, they cultivate mind and body, that’s all. Only because the Confucian teaching is 

used to govern the world, specific constitutions are different.”606 

 

Very importantly, Xiaozong argues that Buddhism, Daoism and Confucianism are 

different in the sense that on a superficial they are focused on different goals, whereas 

on a deeper level – the level that is only accessible to the sages – they are of the same 

origin. This hermeneutic of the compatibility of function and the unity in origin is 

expressed best in the following quote by Xiaozong: 

 

“With Buddhism one cultivates one’s mind, with Daoism one regulates one’s body and 

with Confucianism one governs the world, this is how it can be done. Only sages are able 

to see them as the same, this is something that has to be discussed.”607 

 

The argument of Xiaozong is reiterated by the scholar Liu Mi (twelfth or thirteenth 

century CE) who uses particularly rich metaphors to describe the harmony of the three 

teachings: 

 

“Three lights illuminate the sky. Their shine grows since indefinite times. Hundreds of 

rivers flow into the sea, attain one flavour and thereby lose their name. It is a long time 

that the rising of the Three Teaching began. Now together they are practiced all over the 

world and transform and complete the world. Trying to discuss them by reference to their 

traces they were never the same. Trying to infer from the universal pattern li they were 

never different. One and yet three, three and yet one, there is no way to get intimate with 

them but there is also no way to shun them. The Buddhist master Gushan yuan said: the 

Three Teachings are like [the feet of] a tripod. None of the three may be missing. This 

really is true for all times.”608 

 

The three teachings are described as different but mutually supporting each other: three 

lights in the sky, three feet of a tripod. Liu Mi understands the teachings as different in 

their factual histories. He considers them similar, however, by the fact that they are part 

of the same universal structure. 
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“One could say that Confucians establish their teaching (she jiao) on correctness, Daoists 

on respect and Buddhists on greatness. Seeing how they all love life and hate death they 

are one in their benevolence. Viewing others in the same way as themselves they are one 

in their sense of community. In controlling anger and desire, prohibiting transgressions 

and guarding against wrong they are one in their exercising cultivation. Regarding too 

many thunderclaps as deafening and too much light of sun and moon as blinding they are 

one in their education of the people’s habits. Discussing it from the coarse traces [of the 

teachings] then the main patterns in the world do not exceed the two paths of good and 

bad. And the main intention of the Three Teachings is exactly that they wish the people to 

return to the good.”609 

 

The similarity of the teachings, according to Liu Mi, lies in the fact that they all intend 

to educate the people to moral behaviour. He also refers to religious belonging and 

community, which he understands as derived from the possibility of human beings to 

see each other as similar. Therefore, it is not that people belong to a religious tradition. 

Instead, the teachings cultivate morality in people, which causes community between 

people beyond the religious traditions.  

Liu Mi reiterates Xiazong’s argument, which considers the three teachings as 

complementary ways to spiritual development: 

 

“Therefore emperor Xiazong composed the Yuanda bian and wrote: ‘With Buddhism one 

cultivates one’s mind, with Daoism one regulates one’s body and with Confucianism one 

governs the world.’ If one really knows what mind, body, and world are, then one would 

not allow one not to be regulated. How then could one allow one of the Three Teachings 

not to be established? The Inexhaustible scholar made the Hufa luan in which he said that 

Confucianism heals the skin, Daoism heals the blood vessels, and Buddhism heals the bone 

marrow. If one really knows what skin, blood vessels, and bone marrow are, then one 

would not allow one not to be healed. If so, how then could one allow one of the Three 

Teachings not to be practiced?”610 

 

Liu Mi appears to approach the three teachings here in a spirit of pragmatism. Although 

it is used somewhat metaphorically, Liu Mi understands Confucianism, Daoism and 

Buddhism are understood as healing practices. If one would understand the true nature 

of what is healed by them, Liu Mi argues, no differences between the Three Teachings 
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need to be made. Therefore, the Three teachings are different approaches to alleviate 

an ultimately similar illness. 

 

3.3.5 Ming dynasty 

This understanding of a “division of labour” of the Three teachings, though not of 

essence, also became important in the hermeneutical approaches toward the three 

teachings in the Ming dynasty.611 Yao Xinzhong, a contemporary scholar of Chinese 

religion, argues that the syncretism of the Three teachings reached its peak during this 

period.612 Buddhism and Daoism needed to adapt themselves as much as possible to 

state ideology by arguing that “what the Buddha and Laozi taught was not different at 

all from that of Confucius, and the difference between them and Confucianism was 

only in form, not in essence”.613 The Ming emperor Zhu Yuanzhang (1368 – 1398 CE) 

ordered texts to be written on the differences between the religious traditions,614 while 

in these texts the Three teachings are not understood anymore as “three legs of a tripod” 

but become mixed to a great extent, to the goal of strengthening each other.615 

In the early 16th century there is a group of (what Gentz calls) “wild” Chan 

Confucianist scholars around the neo-Confucian Wang Yangming (1472 – 1529 CE), 

who read all the texts of the Three teachings in an interrelated way as part of one eclectic 

tradition. Nevertheless, both Gentz and Yao argue that despite their Neo-Confucian 

eclectic methodology, much of their readings still serve Yangming’s Buddhist tradition 

within a Confucian framework. Wang Yangming is for instance supposed to have said 

that “externally they [the Buddhists] discard human relations and thus do not appear to 

be in accord with principle”. 616  The other teachings are therefore interpreted as 

commentaries on their own Chan tradition.617 

With scholars of the late Ming dynasty, we see similar tendencies in the 

hermeneutic of religious diversity. They use neo-Confucian eclectic strategies to argue 
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for their own (Buddhist) teachings, to fit into the imperial framework of syncretism.618 

The Buddhist scholar Zhu Hong (1535 – 1615 CE) argues that “Buddhism can do the 

job that could be done by Confucianism; Confucian teaching could make manifest the 

Buddhist Dharma”.619 But we also see reiterations of the “doctrine of the two truths”, 

for example with the Buddhist monk Hanshan Deqing (1546 – 1623 CE) in his 

opposition of Daoism and Confucianism by interpreting them respectively as a teaching 

of essence (ti 體) and a teaching of function (yòng 用).620 A similar “doctrine of the 

two truths” approach is used by Yuan Xian (1578 – 1657 CE) when he states that 

“Buddha is the sage of the other world, while Confucius is the sage of this world.”621 

One final scholar to exemplify the use of textual commentaries, which was prevalent in 

the Neo-Confucian approaches of the Ming dynasty is Ouyi Zhixu (1599 – 1655 CE), 

a Buddhist scholar who also made use of Confucian texts to clarify his own Buddhist 

doctrine.622 

 

3.4 Pragmatic nature of Chinese religion 

Gentz argues that we should not conclude too easily that Chinese religious diversity is 

characterized by harmony and pluralism. He states for example that “I want to 

emphasize that the impulse to talk about and create harmony among the Three 

Teachings is not an inherent feature of these religions, as is so often wrongly 

assumed”.623 According to him, the discourses on religious diversity often served as a 

way to justify the distinct position of any one religious tradition within the framework 

of religious diversity. Buddhism, for example, often had to defend its position within a 

Confucian social framework and against Daoism, which was native to China. 

Emphasizing harmonious relationships therefore served to secure its own position 

within the Chinese religious landscape. Although multiple religious belonging by 

religious elites did occur on some occasions in Chinese history, it remains in general 

still relatively rare. Furthermore, it often occurs at moments when state religiosity was 

syncretized to a great extent anyway, so it might not be completely correct to consider 

these instances as multiple religious belonging per se. 
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Nevertheless, one important feature of Chinese religion, which makes it distinct 

from Western religion, is the pragmatic and functional nature of it. Much more than 

surveying whether religious doctrines are “true” in an exclusive sense, the main 

question which is asked with respect to Chinese teachings is: does it work? This means 

that an important restriction for multiple religious belonging is absent: in the West, 

religious traditions are often also strongly considered to be competing and excluding 

truth claims. This emphasis is in China much less the case. Though training within a 

religious tradition demands a great commitment, to participate in ritual and use the 

toolkit of various religious traditions is for ordinary people much less controversial. 

Various traditions can offer tools for various problems. The hermeneutic of religious 

diversity show us that religious diversity is often justified by the functional 

differentiation of the three teachings. Therefore, the three teachings are complementary 

(or at least do not exclude each other) because they offer different solutions for different 

circumstances. 

 

3.5 Contemporary religious hybridity in China 

The Chinese approach to religious diversity can be characterized by an attempt to 

explain and harmonize diversity between different religious traditions, although, as 

Gentz has argued, it does not always succeed in doing this. Claims to superiority remain 

dominant throughout Chinese history, and it would be a mistake to understand Chinese 

religion as inherently harmonious. 624  We have seen that it has been suggested by 

Western scholars that multiple religious belonging might have been the rule throughout 

Asian history, rather than the exception. If we look at the hermeneutical approaches 

towards religious diversity which have been presented here, we can see that very often, 

religious elites were inspired by all religious traditions – especially in Liang, Tang, 

Song and Ming dynasties. However, in the periods where the three teachings were 

understood as mutually dependent, this was usually under instigation of the emperor 

and always functioned within a framework of Confucianism at the level of the state. 

Furthermore, for Buddhist scholars it remained often important to distinguish 

themselves in some sense from the other religious traditions. 

Anthropologists of religion in China argue that Chinese religiosity today is not 

always neatly connected to religious traditions as is presumed in the traditional 
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hermeneutics: neither a Western hermeneutic of multiple religions, nor a Chinese 

hermeneutic of three teachings.625 Chinese religiosity should in fact be understood as 

an amalgam of a whole range of beliefs and practices. Wei Zhu, a contemporary scholar 

of Chinese religion, states that “while the state never truly struggled with religious 

leaders for power, it governed an embedded religiosity in the population, one best 

described as diffused, non-exclusive, and pluralistic.”626627 Since the highly influential  

study on religion in China by C.K. Yang from the 1960s628, most sociologists of religion 

in China look at religion in China as “diffused”, which means that religiosity is present 

throughout the cultural landscape and cannot be easily categorized into discrete 

religious traditions. From a Buddhist perspective we would say that the “dharma” is 

implicit in this diffused religion. 

Anthropologist Adam Yuet Chau has argued that the concept of “a religion” is 

a “misplaced concrete” in the Chinese context. To understand “religions” as discrete 

entities is a false way to study religious diversity. Chau argues that an understanding of 

religions as discrete entities in the Chinese context only serves religious elites, the 

Chinese government and maybe some scholars or believers. When we study religious 

diversity in China, we should therefore not look at different religions, Chau argues, but 

to diverse religiosity or even the diversity of religious diversities.629 

Chau studies religion from the perspective of lived religion. He observes that 

religion in China is often “efficacy-based religiosity”. The Chinese perform religious 

rituals in their day-to-day lives which serve a certain goal, but they often do not 

understand these practices as “religious” (zōngjiào 宗教)in their own understanding of 

the term. The Chinese, according to Chau, experience religion “embodied in the 
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employment of different religious services provided on different occasions”630 Chau 

opposes this kind of religiosity to what he calls “dharma-based religiosity”; the 

religiosity which primarily focuses on teachings and doctrine. This division has 

implications for the understanding of religious identity and belonging in the Chinese 

context. Many expressions of religion in China are not of the “dharma-based” kind. 

This makes it less likely for Chinese to identify with a religious tradition. Far more 

important to the Chinese is the efficacy of the rituals. 

Chau has argued that “[w]hat happens on the ground “religiously” is very much 

a congruence of local customs, historical accidents, social environment, personal 

temperaments, configurations of modalities of doing religion, and the makeup of the 

local ritual market”. Instead of grouping these practices together under convenient 

banners such as “Buddhism” or “Daoism”, Chau proposes to look at the different 

modalities of religiosity instead. These modalities are distinct ways of “doing religion”. 

The first of the modalities is the discursive and scriptural modality. This modality 

includes the acts of reading and discussing religious texts. The second modality is the 

personal-cultivational modality, which deals with practices of self-improvement, self-

cultivation and self-transformation. The third modality is the liturgical modality, which 

involves the practice of rituals by religious specialists, which people could attend. As a 

fourth modality, he mentions the immediate-practical modality, which are those 

practices that aim at a swift result, outcome or healing, for instance magical rituals. 

This is related to a strong ancestral culture, in which rituals for the ancestors are of 

paramount importance and of which many are performed by the people without the 

need of a religious professional. Finally, there is the relational modality of religion, 

which deals with establishing relationships between human beings and the gods, their 

ancestors and each other by means of narratives.631 

The different religious traditions in China do not constitute exclusive religious 

confessions, as has been the case in the post-Reformation Western world. According to 

Chau, religious competition was therefore fought out much more between different 

modalities of doing religion or within modalities. This means that the religious elites 

and providers of religious services are not competing to “convert” people to their 

religious tradition, but to provide certain services. The understanding that these 

practices and services in fact belong to distinct religious traditions is only relevant to 
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the religious elites. The majority of the people, Chau argues, will predominantly 

evaluate the efficacy of the rituals or religious services and switch to another service 

provider if necessary. 

Chau’s modality approach towards religious diversity enables us to think about 

diversity on two levels. First, there is the diversity of ways of doing religion: the 

religious modalities. Second, within each modality there are different ways to act within 

this modality. Some of these acts will correspond to rituals in certain religious 

traditions. We could for instance use the Eucharist as an example of a Christian 

expression of the liturgical modality. But not all religious expressions fit neatly into 

one of the religious traditions. The ancestor worship of many Chinese people is neither 

distinctively Daoist, nor Confucianist, nor Buddhist.  

Religious diversity has therefore come to be understood as a much larger 

network of possibilities of religious expressions. Some of these religious expressions 

will be mutually exclusive, but very often they will not. For many people, the affiliation 

of membership to any religious tradition is no prerequisite to participate in a variety of 

different expressions of different religious modalities. The most important question that 

guides them is whether the practice serves a relevant goal. Religious services are not so 

much part of a belonging or identity but are requested when needed. These services are 

embedded in the local Chinese culture. 

 

In contemporary analysis of the history and sociology of religiosity in China, there are 

two different theoretical models, which have become popular in recent years.632 Both 

models might shed some light on multiple religious belonging as well. They both have 

been in competition with each other.633 The first model is the “religious markets” 

model, which is also closely related to the approach of Chau. The second model is the 

“religious ecology” model. Where the first model emphasizes the competition between 

religious services, the second model emphasizes how religion is connected with and 

embedded in society at large. 
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The “religious markets” model focuses on the supply and demand of religious 

services. It has first been used to describe religious diversity in the United States, but it 

has recently also been applied to the situation in China. It analyses religiosity primarily 

as an economic phenomenon, i.e. as services that fulfil certain needs or desires. The 

market theory of religion is linked to the liberalization of the free market in the 80s in 

China, which coincided with the gradual permission of religion as well. The religious 

market theory has first been applied to Christianity in the U.S. and has been explained 

as follows: “[a] religious economy consists of all of the religious activity going on in 

any society: a “market” of current and potential adherents, a set of one or more 

organizations seeking to attract or maintain adherents, and the religious culture offered 

by the organization(s).”634 However, many scholars have tried to extend the market 

theory to other regions and outside the scope of organized religions as well.635 

The religious markets theory assumes that religious markets are closely related 

to other markets. Therefore, religious markets have understood to be sensitive to 

regulation and deregulation by governments.636 A strongly regulated religious culture, 

for example a state monopoly, has been associated with a “lazy clergy, and 

consequently a less religiously mobilized population”,637 while in a deregulated market 

there tends to be more religious pluralism (and therefore also hybrid religiosity). 

Fenggang Yang, a sociologist of religion in China, is one of the scholars who 

applied the religious market theory to the Chinese context. According to him, 

religiosities in China have changed as a result of government regulation. He believes 

that we can distinguish three different kinds of religious markets in China: the red 

market, the black market and the grey market. The red market of religion in China 

comprises all official religious activities. 638  Under the Chinese government, five 

religions are officially acknowledged (Buddhism, Daoism, Islam, Catholicism and 

Protestantism), and if religious organizations register with the authorities under one of 

these recognized religions, their activities can be considered legal and therefore, in 

Yang’s analysis, part of the red market. Besides the red market, Yang also distinguishes 

a black market of religion in China. A black market originates, when certain religious 
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groups fail or refuse to meet the standards and regulations for religions as formulated 

by the Chinese government. One striking example is the underground Catholic Church 

in China, which decided on theological grounds to remain loyal to the Vatican and the 

pope.639 This caused Catholic communities in China to split. 

Besides the red and the black markets, Yang also distinguishes a grey market of 

religiosity in China. In Yang’s own words, the grey market “comprises all religious and 

spiritual organizations, practitioners, and activities with ambiguous legal status.”640 

The practices which are part of the grey market can be split again into two types: 

practices which are illegal but which are practiced by legal religious groups, and 

religious and spiritual practices which are practiced outside the legal religions, for 

example as part of traditional Chinese culture.641 The boundaries of the grey market are 

hard to define and constantly shifting. It can be often hard to distinguish whether 

activities in the grey market are part of an official religion, part of an underground 

religion, an expression of general spiritual engagement or rather a cultural 

phenomenon. Therefore, Yang suggests distinguishing further between those 

phenomena that are explicitly religious and those that are only implicitly religious.642 

It is particularly interesting to note how many Chinese are actually involved in 

these different religious markets. According to estimates, in 2012 roughly 100 million 

Chinese people were involved in the red markets, while another 200 million people 

were engaged in the black markets. About 80% of the Chinese indicated to be open 

towards supernatural beliefs. 643  As Yang puts it, “[if] small minorities have been 

recruited in either the government approved religions or the underground ones, there 

exists a huge gray market with hundreds of millions of potential religious 

consumers.”644 

The Chinese government today has a strict regulation on religious markets. The 

leading principle in these regulations is the legal framework in which five religions are 

officially recognized, while all other religious activity is banned. Nevertheless, folk 

religious practices have always played a huge role in Chinese religious culture. These 

practices can neither be easily subsumed under any of the official religions, nor can 
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they be easily banned. The religious commitment of the Chinese people in the grey 

market of religion is therefore hard to control. 

Besides the religious market model to clarify religious diversity in 

contemporary China, there is another model: the religious ecology model. In the late 

90s, China witnessed a sudden rise of adherents to Protestant Christianity. This was 

explained as a result of the suppression of popular religion, which led many people 

searching for legal religious alternatives. This development initiated the development 

of the religious ecology model.645  Mou Zhoujian, a professor of religious studies, 

published an article in 2006 in which he advocates the establishment of “religious 

cultural ecology studies”646 which emphasize how different religious cultures interact 

with each other and how they are embedded into the broader cultural environment. The 

religious ecology approach shows similarities to the harmonious interpretations in the 

hermeneutic of the three teachings. According to Mou Zhongjian, there are three 

different kinds of religious ecologies. In the “unitary” type, there is one religion 

dominant within a cultural environment (e.g. Hinduism is the dominant religion in 

India). In the “plural/contentious” type, there are multiple religions present in a cultural 

environment, but they are in conflict with each other. The third type is the 

“plural/harmonious” type, which is exemplified by a peaceful coexistence of several 

religious traditions. The harmonious religious diversity is considered an example of this 

third type.647 

According to Philip Clart, a German sinologist, Mou Zhongjian has a 

programmatic goal with this religious ecology. The third type of pluralistic harmony 

can be considered to have its roots in the hermeneutic of the three teachings and the 

peaceful coexistence between Buddhism and Confucianism. Therefore, Mou Zhongjian 

considers this type of religious ecology a specific Chinese cultural achievement, which 

even survived under the antireligious communist regime.648 Mou Zhongjian believes 

the Chinese should follow the example of Taiwan, in which all religious traditions, 

including popular practices, have equal space, while at the same time preserving 

harmony and balance in society. According to Clart, the pluralistic harmonious type of 

religious ecology could also be considered part of a larger cultural strategy by the 
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Chinese to create a harmonious but diverse society, which is exemplified by phrases 

such as duōyuán yītǐ 多元一体 (“many elements, one system”) or the Confucian 

expression hé ér bù tóng 和而不同 (“harmonious yet differentiated”). 

Clart argues that while the market theory of religious diversity in China uses the 

analogy of the liberalization and deregulation of economic markets, the religious 

ecologists instead propagate a reactive emphasis on an envisioned Chinese religious 

culture of harmony between the different teachings and therefore a strengthening by the 

government of native Chinese religion. He believes that the main difference between 

the two models is how the Chinese government should engage in religious diversity in 

China.649  

The model of religious ecology expresses a pragmatic and natural form of 

“multiple religious belonging”. Today, Buddhist temples are giving out “membership 

cards”, which a lay person can use to show that they are Buddhist. But in their daily 

lives, this does not result in exclusive religious behaviour.  

 

3.6 Religious belonging in China 

Historically, religion in China as a social phenomenon has always been closely 

connected to the state. In the West, religion has developed itself as a domain outside of 

the power of the state. In China there hasn’t usually been a religious tradition which 

could challenge state power or be fundamentally be disconnected from it. Confucian 

religious ritual expressed itself in official state ritual. The Confucian civil servants and 

intellectual class guarded and prescribed the appropriate way to perform state rituals. 

Until the arrival of Buddhism in the second and third centuries CE, religious 

phenomena had been tightly interwoven with state and popular culture. With the arrival 

of Buddhism in China from Central Asia from the 2nd and 3rd centuries onward, the 

situation changed, and an awareness of religious difference emerged. Confucianism, 

Daoism and Buddhism became understood as separate teachings and developed distinct 

organizational structures and clergy.650 This distinction existed mainly on the level of 

religious elites and the level of state discourse. The religious practices of the general 

population were very often not explicitly connected to any of these religious 
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“teachings”. In the introduction to a classical sociological work on folk religion in 

China, C.K. Yang states this situation as follows:  

 

“Existing mainly in diffused form, classical religion as a separate system became relatively 

obscure. As relevant point here is the highly eclectic nature of Chinese religion. In popular 

religious life it was the moral and magical functions of cults, and not the delineation of the 

boundary of religious faiths, that dominated the people’s consciousness.”651 

 

In the Chinese language, characters are often very illustrative for the worldview of the 

Chinese people. All characters are built up of “radicals”, which could be seen as the 

Chinese alphabet652. One of those radicals is 宀, which is pronounced mián in Mandarin 

and means “roof”. More complex characters are constructed by combining radicals. 

Another Chinese character for woman, 女 is pronounced nŭ. This character combines 

together with 宀 into 安, which in itself is pronounced as ān and means peace. The idea 

of a woman under a roof appears to be a peaceful image in the eyes of the Chinese. 

Another Chinese character is written 豕, it means pig and and is pronounced shĭ. 

Together with our radical 宀 it combines into 家, which is pronounced as jiā and means 

“home” amongst other things. Apparently, a pig under a roof is all you need for a 

household. The word 家 is important in the context of (religious) belonging. In Chinese, 

the word “belonging” is translated as属于 , shŭyú. However, to refer to religious 

belonging, the expression zōngjiào guīshŭ 宗教归属 is used. Guīshŭ literally means 

“attribution”, and religious belonging is understood as those who can be attributed to a 

religion. The word zōngjiào 宗教, furthermore, was only introduced in the Chinese 

language in 1898 to refer to religions. The neologism is comprised of zōng 宗, which 

means ancestors, and jiào 教 which means teaching. The character for jiào 教, is also 

constitutive for reference to the three traditional major teachings in China, the Sān Jiào: 

Confucianism (rújiào 儒教653), Buddhism (fójiào 佛教)654, and Daoism (dàojiào 道

 

651 Yang, Religion in Chinese Society, 25. 

652 Though Chinese has around 200 radicals. 

653 Literally, 儒教 rújiào means: teachings of the wise men or scholars. Often, Confucianism is also 

refered to as儒学 rúxué, the study of the wise men. 

654 佛教 fójiào, the teachings of the Buddha. 
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教 ) 655 . In the case of Daoism, there happens, however, something interesting. 

Conventionally, there is a distinction being made between Daoism as a religious 

tradition (which is dàojiào 道教 , the teachings of the Way) and Daoism as 

philosophy.656 In the latter case, Daoism is not being referred to as dàojiào 道教 but 

rather as dàojià 道家: literally the “home of the Way” or the “family of the Way”. 

Two conclusions can be drawn from this. First, there appears to be a difference 

between religions as religious teachings, which are indicated by the word jiào 教, and 

religions as social movements and structures, which would be referred to with the 

character jià 家 – although the overarching word for religion retain the character for 

teachings: zōngjiào 宗教. Teachings and practices are linguistically treated as separated 

entities. Secondly, religions are referred to by means of a character which means 

“home”, “family” or “household”. Therefore, it indicates that religions are closely 

connected to social life and the forging of communities. For the Chinese, there is 

historically no separation between the social community and the religious community: 

they are one and the same. The post-Reformation idea in Europe that one could be part 

of the same nation but have a different religion is historically foreign to the Chinese. 

Religions form social ties and social belonging. This is what religious belonging is 

about. It is not about a belonging to a religion, but it is about belonging to the 

community by means of religion. In a sense, we could also say this is a form of 

“belonging without believing”.657 

Until the 20th century, the concept of religion as it is commonly understood in 

the West had been absent in the Chinese language. The introduction of the term religion, 

zōngjiào 宗教658 in the Chinese language dates back to the so-called 1898 reforms in 

the last period of the Qing dynasty. In this period, Chinese intellectuals called for a 

transformation and modernization of the society, which resulted in an all-out attack on 

 

655 道教，the teachings of the Dao (or: the Way). It must also be stressed that the Dao has been also an 

object of great respect to those scholars we usually classify as the first Confucians, such as Confucius 

himself, Mencius of Xunzi.  

656 However, recent Daoist scholars have rejected this division as an orientalist and colonial imposition 

and stressed the continuity of both. 

657 Marchisio and Pisato, “Belonging without Believing,” 236-55. See supra 43. 

658 It was pointed out to me by a scholar at a conference in Wutaishan in July 2018, that zōngjiào was 

indeed already used in the Chinese language before. However, the term was used to refer to different 

schools or sects within Buddhism. It is an ironic coincidence that the term “religion” in the West was 

formerly used to Christians to refer to different monastic orders, before its meaning got extended and 

that the term in China had a similar usage in Buddhism.  
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Chinese traditional religion, in the form of the confiscation of temples, destroying 

religious imagery and expelling religious specialists.659 Shortly after these events, a 

new discursive terminology appeared in news media, with the introduction of concepts 

for “religion” (zōngjiào 宗教) and “superstition” (míxìn 迷信), which were themselves 

borrowed from Japanese neologisms.660 Palmer and Goossaert point out that “Religion 

was understood in the Western post reformation sense of a system of doctrine organized 

as a church separated from society”.661 In this period, religion was considered relatively 

positively as a “strong, moralizing, and unifying force behind the Western nation-

states”.662 The most important consequence of the introduction of these concepts was 

therefore the attack on “superstition”. While “religion” became understood in the 

Western reified concept of world religions (in the Chinese context for example 

Confucianism, Christianity and Buddhism), all religious practices that were not part of 

one of these “theological lineages” have been attacked by the anti-superstition 

movement.663 

For Chinese people, the question of religious belonging is more associated with 

the belonging to the household, the family and community than to a religious tradition 

per se. Religious practices are used to forge communities, and communities define 

which religious practices are appropriate to perform. C.K. Yang noted the absence of 

religious belonging as belonging to a religion. He states that: 

 

“Even priests in some country temples were unable to reveal the identity of the religion to 

which they belonged. Centuries of mixing gods from different faiths into a common 

pantheon had produced a functionally oriented religious view that relegated the question 

of religious identity to a secondary place.”664 

 

For the Chinese, religion itself is of an eclectic and multiple nature and it is impossible 

to “belong” to any single religion. Belonging is regarded as an aspect of social relations, 

to which religiosities are intimately connected.  

Chinese religiosity is pragmatic in nature. It is used to forge bonds, relationships 

but also a sense of belonging. In Chinese religiosity, it is important that rituals and 
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religious practices are performed in the correct way. In the West, religious belonging is 

often associated with admitting to the orthodoxy of a religious tradition; in China, 

religious belonging appears to be associated with orthopraxy, the correct application of 

how the rituals are prescribed. 

The discourse of the three teachings was the first expression of a form of 

religious belonging in the Chinese context. Priests and intellectuals from the Daoist 

tradition started to define themselves as opposed to representatives of the Buddhist 

tradition. Among these intellectuals and religious professionals, an understanding of  

“belonging to a jiào” was indeed present. In Neo-Confucianism, these religious 

belongings could even merge. For some individuals, this meant they would feel they 

were connected to Confucianism, Buddhism and Daoism simultaneously. 

Nevertheless, for the general population, no such belonging to a religious 

tradition existed. Belonging is related to the belonging of one’s culture, community, 

kinship relationship and so forth. With this belonging comes the necessity to perform 

certain rituals as an obligation to the community. These rituals, which are part of the 

popular religion which runs as an undercurrent throughout Chinese history, are 

fundamentally of a social nature.  

The Chinese do not generally belong to any religion in particular. However, 

religion for the Chinese is more about “belonging” than it is about “belief”, as is often 

the perception of Western (protestant) religion. Religion is belonging to the community, 

not about belief in the Gods.665 Richard Madsen argues that “[i]f among the middle 

classes of the West it is now common for religion to take the form of “believing without 

belonging,” in China it may just as commonly take the form of belonging without 

believing.”666 To this he adds that also in the West, these forms of belonging without 

believing are becoming an increasingly important feature of Christianity in the West as 

well.667 

 

3.7 The world religions paradigm in contemporary China 

Today, only a minority of the Chinese explicitly expresses that they belong to a religion. 

The understanding that someone could “belong” to a religion has been imported into 
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China as part of the common (Western) conception of religion in which we can divide 

the people of the world as belonging to one of several major world religions. For the 

majority of the contemporary Chinese people, when asked if they belong to any 

religion, they state they are not religious (30% of the population) or even a convinced 

atheist (47% of the population).668 

The introduction of the word zōngjiào 宗教  shifted the hermeneutical 

framework of how religion would be conceived in China.669 In the communist era, after 

1949, the relationship with religion became institutionalized and part of a strategy of 

regulation. As I mentioned before, only five religions would be formally recognized: 

Catholicism, Protestantism, Buddhism, Daoism and Islam. Confucianism would not be 

regarded as a religion anymore, thereby concluding an ongoing debate with regards to 

the religious nature of Confucianism. All other religious societies, cults and sects were 

being denied the label “religion” and seen as ‘counterrevolutionary superstitions.’670 In 

the decade and a half following the foundation of the communist PRC, the restrictions 

on even the official religions became increasingly severe, and by the Mid-Sixties all 

religion was banned completely as part of the notorious cultural revolution campaign, 

which lasted until the death of party chairman Mao Zedong in 1976. From 1979 

onwards, the five religions would be tolerated again, which resulted in a strong appeal 

on many Chinese people -especially Protestantism and Buddhism - from the 90s onward 

until this day. 

The Chinese government strongly influences the concept of religion in 

contemporary China. Religion has become part of campaigns of the government to 

promote Chinese culture and create the so-desired “harmonious society” or “socialism 

with Chinese characteristics”. Zhang Xunmou, a researcher at the Bureau for religious 

affairs (SARA) in Beijing states that “the Chinese government has committed itself to 

three main tasks when dealing with religious matters, i.e. adhering to the policy of 

freedom of religious belief, promoting religious harmony, and helping religion to play 

a positive and active role.”671 Zhang and SARA could be regarded as representatives of 

the “religious ecology” model of religious diversity, which aims at a harmonious 
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relationship of religions and society. Zhang states that “[p]romoting religious harmony 

is to realize social harmony by dealing properly with the relationship between religion 

and society, between various religions, between religious and non-religious followers, 

and between citizens who believe in this or that religion, and so forth.”672 

In the past few decades we see a surge in interest in Protestant Christanity and 

Buddhism in China. Since the Chinese state propagates a model of religious diversity 

similar to the world religions paradigm, with five “legal” religions to which individuals 

can belong, official religiosity can only be practiced as part of one of these legal 

religions. Officially, the state takes an atheist position. It is not possible to belong to a 

religion and be a member of the communist party. But religion is not illegal if it is 

officially reported. Because of this model, the “Western” idea of “belonging to a 

religion” is becoming increasingly prevalent in Chinese society as well. This “modern” 

or “Western” understanding of belonging is however associated with exclusive 

belonging. Contrary to the hybrid nature of Chinese religious practice, exclusive 

religious belonging is increasingly introduced in the Chinese society. 

 

In the West we have seen that there is a strong opposition between a hermeneutic of 

multiple religions and a hermeneutic of religiosity. In contemporary China, these two 

models have received their own Chinese versions. These Chinese versions, however, 

can elucidate much about multiple religious belonging. On the one hand, we see the 

government’s definition of official religion, which is modelled on the world religions 

paradigm, defining five religions673 for the Chinese context. On other hand, sociologists 

and anthropologists of religion in China such as C.K. Yang, Chau, Fenggang Yang and 

Mayfair Yang focus their attention on hybrid religiosity, popular religion and popular 

practice, as an expression of a hermeneutic of religiosity on the Chinese case. These 

scholars understand the multiplicity of religion’s “words, things, gestures, powers, 

sounds, silences, smells, sensations, shapes, colors, affects and effects…” which have 

been suggested by De Vries.674 As sociologists have established, much religiosity in 

China appears in a diffused form, and is studied either under the banner of “popular 

religion” or of “Chinese traditional culture”. Furthermore, many spiritual and 

redemptive societies have been known in China throughout the history of the 20th 
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century. Sometimes those have been repressed and sometimes they have been tolerated. 

Much of the popular religion they describe is not being accounted for by the Chinese 

government model, either because it is considered illegal, or because it is not considered 

religious at all. Furthermore, religion remains a term loaded with negative connotations, 

as part of the Maoist heritage. Still, as we have seen, only a minority of the Chinese 

population explicitly associates with one of the religions of the official discourse. 

Chinese religiosities675 remain divided by an official discourse and hermeneutic by the 

Chinese government of Western styled legal “religions”, as opposed to the lived 

experience of religious practices, which are rarely explicitly associated with any 

religious tradition in particular. C.K. Yang contends that Chinese popular religion is of 

a highly eclectic nature. Mayfair Yang uses the plural form to discuss Chinese 

religiosities. 

The historical hermeneutic of religious diversity in China, as exemplified by the 

discourse of Sān Jiào 三教 and pànjiào 判教, already expressed an awareness of an 

explicit multiplicity of Chinese religions. This multiplicity has not been necessarily 

understood as problematic. The multiplicity of teachings in pre-modern hermeneutics 

is, as we have seen, very often a way to express functional differences of various 

religious schools and teachings. This diversity is not exclusively defined, since various 

functions could theoretically be complementary. With the introduction in the early 20th 

century of the concept zōngjiào 宗教 to denote “religions”, the understanding of an 

existence of multiple religions is saved, but the multiplicity becomes more exclusively 

defined, following the Christian model. The goal of the multiplicity of the concept of 

religion in the 20th century is to guarantee religious harmony in society between 

different religious traditions. Furthermore, some have argued that the Chinese model 

for religious diversity has transformed to a wǔ jiào 五教 , with five religious 

teachings.676 

 

3.8 Conclusion 

Multiple religious belonging usually manifests itself as a twofold encounter or 

confrontation. On the one hand, it is the manifestation of an encounter of different 
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religious traditions, of which elements are adopted by the individual. These encounters 

usually cross bridges between religious traditions which have historically been 

dominant in the West and religious traditions which have historically been dominant in 

East Asia. On the other hand, multiple religious belonging also manifests itself as an 

encounter between different forms of hermeneutics on religious diversity. In China, we 

see how the historical hermeneutic of the three teachings (from the 3rd until the 19th 

century CE) merged with the Western hermeneutic of multiple religions. 

Historically, China has been characterized by an understanding of religious 

diversity and religious belonging which is becoming increasingly relevant to 

understanding multiple religious belonging in the West. Religious diversity in China is 

not characterized necessarily by competing and exclusive religions with different truth 

claims, but by complementary pragmatic systems of thought. Religious belonging in 

China does not refer to belonging to any religion, where in the Western hermeneutic of 

multiple religions it usually does. Belonging – in China - is a way of life, expressed in 

the belonging to the family, the village and the country, to which various religious 

obligations are attached. 

In contemporary sociological and anthropological reflections on religious 

diversity in China, the focus has been on religious practices and the way religion is 

expressed through different modalities. Much less than on the differentiation of 

“religions” and their doctrinal content, the focus is on how religion works and what 

goal it serves. For ordinary Chinese people, their approach to religion is based on 

efficacy, not doctrinal content. Religious teachings are neither entities of which 

ordinary people are aware, let alone that they have a feeling of belonging to these 

teachings and traditions. Only religious elites have a more explicit awareness of distinct 

religious teachings and traditions, coming closer to a notion of “belonging to religions”. 

These elites are specialized in the ritual content of religious traditions. As we have seen, 

even for them, though, it is possible to be trained in multiple religious traditions. They 

would act as either a Buddhist or a Daoist priest for example, depending on the 

circumstances. 

The religious behaviour of ordinary Chinese people can be best described by 

the hermeneutic of religiosity, since they mix several practices and teachings, without 

awareness of their doctrine-specific origin. There is no experience of being part of a 

comprehensive “religion”. Chinese people can be said to have a form of soft multiple 

religious belonging. The hermeneutic of multiple religions has also played an important 
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part throughout the history of China, though not in the form of a world religions 

paradigm. From the moment Buddhism arrived in China, religious elites have 

emphasized doctrinal and ritual differentiation as well as legitimation of these 

differences, although there was an equal amount of borrowing occurring between these 

traditions.  

According to David Palmer, a sinologist, the religious teachings of China have 

been distinguished in three different ways. First, a differentiation between “inner” and 

“outer” teachings. As we have already seen, Daoism or Buddhism have often been 

counted as “inner”, while Confucianism was regarded as an “outer” teaching. Second 

there is a differentiation between “civil” and “martial” teachings. Civil are the universal 

teachings, which are applicable to anyone within the Chinese state structure. “Martial” 

teachings are the locally present religious rituals and deities. The most important 

hermeneutical model has been the differentiation and harmonization of the three 

teachings: Confucianism, Buddhism and Daoism. As I have discussed in this chapter, 

the relationship between the three teachings has been understood in different ways. The 

first explanation resembles religious pluralism and professes the conviction that the 

three religious teachings originate from the same source and are thus different 

expressions of a common religious origin. The second explanation considers the three 

teachings as complementary, but functionally different. 677  Each teaching serves a 

different goal. Confucianism is then for example a teaching with a mental function, 

Daoism a teaching with a physical function and Buddhism a teaching with a spiritual 

function. A third explanation considers different teachings as different methods to reach 

a common goal. They are distinct roads, which will all lead to the same goal, though 

some may take longer than others. The model of pànjiào 判教 classifies a wide variety 

of Buddhist doctrines, but also includes Daoist and Confucians teachings. This 

hermeneutic model serves to compare religious doctrines to see how efficacious they 

are in reaching the proposed goal. 

In contemporary China, however, the Western concept “religion”, as referring 

to the world religions paradigm, has been introduced. The Chinese state tolerates 

religion, but this toleration only extends to the five acknowledged religions. This 

exclusive hermeneutic of multiple religions does not match the situation of religious 

 

677 As we have seen in the ideas of Xiazong and Liu Mi. See supra 158. 



 180 

diversity in China as described by contemporary anthropologists of religion, which is 

better described by a hermeneutic of religiosity. 

A dual belonging, as understood by Drew678 as a form of religious pluralism in 

which two religions are different expressions of an ultimate truth beyond religious 

traditions is similar to the Chinese model in which all religious teachings ultimate come 

from the same source. The understanding of religious traditions as functionally 

differentiated and serving different goals, resembles soft multiple religious belonging, 

in which someone combines practices from various sources. The success of Christianity 

in contemporary China has also resulted in contemporary forms of medium multiple 

religious belonging, of individuals who identify with Christianity, but practices 

elements from Chinese religiosity and culture.679 More important than the question 

whether practices are doctrinally correct, is whether they reach a desired result. Chinese 

religiosity could be seen as a huge container of religious tools, which can be applied 

whenever certain circumstances arise. For the sake of convenience, these “tools” are 

sometimes organized into conceptual containers, such as “Daoism”, “Buddhism”, 

“Confucianism”, but also “Popular religion”, “Christianity”, “Chinese culture” or 

“Chinese medicine”. These containers are not very important. What is important is what 

they contain: symbols, practices, patterns of behaviour, stories, knowledge, and objects: 

a multiplicity that anybody can combine to their needs. Similar to what is increasingly 

the case in the West in what  Taylor describes as the “Age of Authenticity”, there is an 

almost unlimited supply of religiosities. Such an almost unlimited supply of 

religiosities has indeed almost naturally been the religious landscape for the common 

Chinese people. Although the Chinese rarely “belong” to a certain religion, they do 

belong to each other and they have a large supply of religiosities and cultural heritage 

to choose from. 

  

 

678 Drew, Buddhist and Christian. 

679 Bram Colijn has studied the encounter of Christianity and Buddhism in contemporary China in the 

form of bi-religious marriages. He describes the plurality of religious practices as “pluriprax”. Herman 

Abraham Colijn, One House, Two Paths. Popular Religion and Protestant Christianity in Contemporary 

Chinese Households (Amsterdam: VU Amsterdam, 2018). 
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Chapter 4 

A rhizomatic hermeneutic of multiple religious belonging 

 

“the rhizomatic realm is always in excess of orthodoxy and thus a perennial source of 

anxiety and an intermittent target of appropriation and co-optation”680 

Haiyan Lee, Revolution of the Heart, A genealogy of love in China 

 

In the past chapter, I have discussed the possibilities of historical hermeneutic of 

religious diversity in China to reframe the discourse on multiple religious belonging as 

it has been used in Western scholarship. In this chapter I will look at critical approaches 

toward multiple religious belonging, and how they challenge us to reframe multiple 

religious belonging from their perspective. I will argue that the hermeneutic of multiple 

religions and the hermeneutic of religiosity can be thought together rhizomatically in 

the light of the Chinese religious ecology.681  

In China, religions form a balanced assemblage. Official religions and folk 

religion exist side by side and mutually influence each other. Religions are not 

exclusive monolithic entities. The state functions as the arbiter of religion. Individuals 

have to operate strategically within this complex religious landscape. Sometimes, 

religion will manifest itself by means of a discourse and organization, which 

emphasizes religious traditions. Other moments, the religious practices and beliefs are 

not so strongly embedded within a tight assemblage but are more loosely connected. 

Therefore, the individual always has to negotiate which religious practices are 

embraced and which have to be excluded. Multiple religious belongings emerge as a 

result of this negotiation. 

Let us do a brief review. Our observations so far have served to show how the 

apparently straightforward idea that is put on the table by the phrase “multiple religious 

belonging” leads us to an increased necessity to rethink many of the presuppositions in 

theology and religious studies. Multiple religious belonging touches on concerns from 

various disciplines, whose presuppositions and interests are often widely varied. This 

dissertation tries to bring these various approaches together and see how far these 

approaches have drifted apart, and whether it is possible to find common ground for all 

these different approaches. Religious pluralism and religious particularism are the two 
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major trajectories to formulate a normative answer to multiple religious belonging in 

theology.  

Feminist and postcolonial theology criticize the hermeneutic of multiple 

religions inherent to both these trajectories. In sociology, though multiple religious 

belonging does not form a normative problem, individuals who do not strictly identify 

with any one religious tradition are assessed to have “no belonging” or a floating 

belonging. Berghuijs has offered a sociological approach in which a hermeneutic of 

multiple religions can accommodate for multiple religious belonging as well. In lived 

religion, the emphasis is not on a hermeneutic of religions, but on religiosity and blurred 

boundaries.  

Several provisional conclusions can serve to reconstruct possible hermeneutical 

trajectories to reimagine multiple religious belonging in a way that respects various 

perspectives on the phenomenon but without fear of engaging with the conceptual 

taboos that are endemic to the disciplines. First: multiple religious belonging refers both 

to a phenomenon and a hermeneutical framework, depending on the research context. 

Both approaches are full of disadvantages. A too strong emphasis on multiple religious 

belonging as a hermeneutical framework makes us lose contact with the actual 

empirical phenomenon; not in the least because the discussions on a hermeneutical 

framework for multiple religious belonging often have a strong interest in making 

normative evaluations. But if we focus on multiple religious belonging as a 

phenomenon, it appears that it is unclear what in fact the empirical phenomenon is that 

is under consideration: do we mean individuals who claim to belong to two religions? 

Do we mean individuals of whom researchers can observe that they belong to two 

religions? Or is maybe the whole idea that “individuals belong to religions” inherently 

flawed, both because you cannot belong to a religion and there are no mutually 

exclusive and bounded religions as real entities in the world? In that sense, multiple 

religious belonging would be strongly connected to the imagination. But discarding 

multiple religious belonging decontructively, as a “fetish” of theologians ignores the 

fact that indeed large percentages of people globally believe and practice an almost 

infinite number of “religious” elements in an almost infinite number of combinations. 

And yet, this is sometimes completely independent from whether certain of these 

elements “belong” to any religion. 

We therefore see a clash between two hermeneutics of multiple religious 

belonging: a hermeneutic of multiple religions, that starts from religious traditions and 



 184 

tries to explain how people can (or cannot) belong to more than one  of these religions; 

and a hermeneutic of religiosity that considers “religions” as reified imaginative 

formations, understands “religion” as a comparative category for a whole range of 

phenomena which for the sake of comparison are all labelled “religious”, several of 

which individuals over the course of their lives obviously confront and engage with. 

In order to get clarity on multiple religious belonging, we should find ways to 

acknowledge both perspectives. As we have seen, we have made a distinction between 

hard, medium, and soft multiple religious belonging. With hard multiple religious 

belonging, self-identification is guiding in defining multiple belonging. With soft 

multiple religious belonging, the observation of practices from various sources without 

identification is guiding. Medium multiple religious belonging appears at the 

intersection of both approaches; this category contains those individuals who identify 

with one religious tradition, but practice elements from other sources as well. 

The idea that individuals “belong” to a (or no) “religion” continues to serve as 

a strong perspective on how religious diversity appears in the world and therefore also 

has an influence on the world itself. Multiple religious belonging is precisely situated 

on the intersection of collective or individual imagination of belonging and identity and 

religious practice. Simply put, what you believe you are and what you do are not 

necessarily the same thing (which is the problem of hypocrisy which probably all 

“religious traditions” that want to guard the consistency of their religion struggle with).  

In China, we have seen a similar struggle between “religion on the ground” 

(what people actually do) that points to a hermeneutic of religiosity, and the 

hermeneutical challenge to understand what the difference is between the various 

religious traditions. Other than in the West, this struggle has become not as problematic 

for a couple of reasons. First, the religious institutions never got as strong an influence 

on society as had been the case in Europe. Therefore, the government always served as 

an arbiter between religious traditions, in favour of promoting harmony in society. 

Second, as a result of this, government officials and religious officials engaged in lively 

debates on how to understand the differences between the religious traditions. Other 

than in the West, where Christianity generally defined the lines of orthodoxy, in China 

religious traditions always had to struggle to maintain a certain “market share” for 

religious services. Therefore, religious traditions didn’t explicitly reject other religious 

traditions, because they wouldn’t benefit from exclusivism, but would for example 

argue that their religious practices would stand higher in a hierarchy of various religious 
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practices of all religious traditions. Another perspective on religious diversity in China 

which emerged, as we have seen, is that religious traditions have different tools for 

different goals, and should therefore be considered as complementary, not competitive. 

In fact, we have historically often seen religious leaders who were trained in different 

traditions, shifting from working as a Buddhist to working as a Daoist, depending on 

the context. Therefore, although there usually was a clear understanding of religious 

difference, at least among religious elites, this did not prevent anybody from “jumping” 

to the “other side” if the context allowed for this. 

But these hermeneutical understandings of “religious traditions” had been 

largely unknown to the general public. Instead, they would go to various priests in 

consultation for a wide variety of rituals and practices. Many of these practices that we 

could call “religious”, such as ancestor veneration, divination, and so on, were not 

technically part of any of the “religious traditions”. This so called “folk religion” 

comprises maybe the largest part of all religious practice in China (both historically and 

today) and should therefore not be easily discarded. This “folk religion” is much more 

part of a hermeneutic of religiosity, in which sources and the religious tradition is 

sometimes acknowledged, but more often not at all. 

 

How to proceed? In this chapter I will lay out a possible trajectory for the hermeneutical 

study of multiple religious belonging. I will explore the possibility to look at multiple 

religious belonging from the perspective of the rhizome that I discussed briefly in 

chapter two. The rhizome is a concept from Deleuze and has been used before by Voss 

Roberts, Mayfair Yang, Kalsky and Berghuijs to approach multiple religious belonging. 

Voss Roberts has argued that we need metaphors to acknowledge female experiences 

of multiple religious belonging.682 One of her suggestions is to use the metaphor of the 

rhizome. In biology, the rhizome refers to a subterranean stem of a plant, which sends 

roots and shoots from its nodes. The philosophical concept of the rhizome is derived 

from biology and functions to represent non-hierarchical connections between multiple 

elements.  

In the introduction to A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari enunciate six 

principles of the rhizome that I will explain later: connection, heterogeneity, 

multiplicity, a-signifying rupture, cartography and decalcomania. Deleuze and Guattari 
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use this concept as a metaphor that “ ‘maps’ a process of networked, relational and 

transversal thought, and a way of being without ‘tracing’ the construction of that map 

as a fixed entity.”683 Furthermore, they see the rhizome as something that “conceives 

how every thing and every body - all aspects of concrete, abstract and virtual entities 

and activities - can be seen as multiple in their interrelation movements with other 

things and bodies.”684  

The “rhizomatic” is opposed to “arborescent” thinking. The “arborescent”, from 

the Latin word “arbor”, tree, refers to a form of thinking which assumes a hierarchical 

unity between diverse elements. Religions, for example, in arborescent thinking are 

seen as different “branches” which can be traced back to the same “root”. This root is 

“religion”: the popular belief that all religions are different expressions of some form 

of universal religion, as we have seen in chapter two. “Rhizomatic” religion emphasizes 

the interconnectedness of religious forms, but also aims its attention at the irreducibility 

of the difference between religions. 

The concept has the advantage that it can work with both the hybridity of 

religious practices and the strong roots which yields a feeling of “belonging”. This way, 

we can think about multiple religious belonging by means of confluences and 

territoriality. As I mentioned in chapter two, both concepts have been important in the 

work of Tweed. They have the advantage of combining a “spatial” idea of multiplicity, 

which is part of a hermeneutic of multiple religions, with a “temporal” idea of 

multiplicity, as we have seen in the hermeneutic of religiosity. From this perspective, 

we will observe that “single religious belonging” is often associated with “rest” or 

“being in one place”, whereas multiple religious belonging is the result of movement. 

“Belonging” becomes linked to the territory, although the territory can become a part 

of you as well.  

As many scholars have argued, religiosity is far more about practices than 

religious beliefs. Therefore, “religion” is something that is, at different moments, 

performed or embodied by different individuals. Individuals can perform various 

religious “tropes”, but also, they can embody a variety of religious traditions. The 

embodiment of religion then becomes the “empirical data” that can reconcile multiple 

religions with religious hybridity. 
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4.1 Subverting the logic of the One 

As I already discussed in chapter one, in feminist theology, there have been several 

calls to develop new metaphors for multiple religious belonging. Voss Roberts has 

argued that “All theology is metaphorical, and the metaphors we employ speak volumes 

about what (and who) we value.” Her aim is to develop metaphors that subvert what 

she calls the “logic of the One”,685 which she believes is inherent to Christian theology. 

The logic of the One refers to the idea of one God in monotheistic religion.686 Voss 

Roberts argues that multiple religious belonging is often resisted in Christian theology, 

because of an affinity with this theology of the One. This logic of the One of 

Christianity is expressed in the idea of religious belonging and identity as well. Not 

only, does Voss Roberts argue, is the focus of Christian theology on the “correct belief” 

a hindrance for plurality, but the logic of the monotheism of Christianity (and the other 

so-called “Abrahamitic faiths”) makes belonging to more than one religious tradition 

inherently problematic. Multiple religious belonging therefore asks for new metaphors 

to theorize multiplicity, to subvert the logic of the One in Christian theology. 

One of the metaphors which has been suggested to theorize the multiplicity of 

multiple religious belonging and to subvert the logic of the One of Christian theology 

is the rhizome. The metaphor rhizome has been popularized by Deleuze and Guattari in 

A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia. 687  Voss Roberts argues that 

“[t]he metaphor of the rhizome subverts the logic of the One embedded in the concepts 

of belonging and identity” 688  because “it helps us imagine persons as nodes in a 

rhizomatic generation of religious subjects in which no single center definitively 

determines identity”.689 

Kalsky embraces the metaphor of the rhizome to conceptualize multiple 

religious belonging.690 She argues that people with a multiple religious belonging who 

experiment with eclectic forms of religiosity should better be studied from their own 

experiences, instead of using theoretical discourses about faith or religion. She argues: 

“I would prefer the image of a network of lines. Lines, which are crossing and 

diverging, and at other moments converging, so that at time boundaries between one 
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and the other are hardly visible.”691 She questions,  “[is it] possible in theology to view 

religious identity as a part of a transcultural and trans-religious rhizome? Not a root-

tree structure, not a solid anchoring in one religion, but a fluid and changeable process 

of moments of identification.” 

The metaphor of the rhizome shows great potential for an integrated 

hermeneutic of multiple religious belonging. It offers a clarification to the apparent 

opposition of the hermeneutic of multiple religions and the hermeneutic of religiosity. 

In an arborescent framework, the diversity which is visible above the surface – the 

various “religions” – is understood to come from a common root. A rhizomatic 

approach shows that the diversity above the surface (religions) is mirrored by an even 

larger but interconnected diversity below the surface (religious practices, forms, 

doctrines, smells). There is no unifying moment, but there is an interconnectedness. A 

hermeneutic of multiple religions with a particularistic understanding of religious 

diversity emphasizes too strongly the differences of the traditions “above the surface”; 

a hermeneutic of religiosity emphasizes too strongly the unity or similarity of “all 

religion(s)”. A rhizomatic hermeneutic can avoid both particularism and unifying 

pluralism, and address both difference and interconnectedness. This is not a difference 

only of “religious traditions” that strongly emerge above the surface, but also of smaller 

groups within religious traditions, as well as religious elements.  

This approach has three additional advantages. First, it can be thought 

consistently with the critique of feminist theology that Christian theology does not 

always take into account the experiences of religious women. Second, as Voss Roberts 

has argued, it subverts the logic of the One of monotheistic religions, which entails an 

exclusive concept of belonging, which is inconsistent with multiple religious 

belonging. Third, it introduces an understanding of multiplicity which does not follow 

the arborescent schema (as Deleuze and Guattari call it) which is an inherent part of the 

world religions paradigm, but which includes the inherent diversity of religiosity, the 

heterogeneity of religions and religious elements. 

A rhizomatic hermeneutic, as developed by Deleuze and Guattari, also addresses 

the issue of power. For Deleuze and Guattari, the central problem lies with what they 

call the “arborescent” thinking, in which all diversity originates from a common source. 

For them, this leads to hierarchical relationships which inevitably lead to power 
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conflicts. Rhizomatic thinking allows us to see that individuals are not related to 

traditions by hierarchical top down relationships. Traditions have no top-down 

representatives, only institutions do. Instead the meaning of the tradition emerges as a 

network effect. Religious communities are not vertical but horizontal; certain 

individuals might yield more influence in a particular community, but this influence is 

always limited and a function of the desires of the stakeholders within communities. 

Religious communities do not exist in isolation. All individuals are always already 

connected to each other and to other religious communities. Religion is best not 

described as bounded and closed “religions”, but as interconnected far-stretching 

networks that connect everybody globally. Symbols, religious ideas, and rituals travel 

through these networks, influencing recipients and being transformed in every process 

of adaptation. There are no “traditions” that have ownership on any religious teaching, 

symbol or object; there are only individuals who influence you and from who you 

borrow these religious fragments. They might imagine collectives, they might imagine 

being part of a larger whole, of a religious tradition. But religious influence and 

belonging always happens first on the micro-level, as the result of an appeal by another 

individual on yourself. You might adopt their imagination of belonging to a religion. 

Or you might adopt their imagination of not belonging to a religion but belonging to a 

deeper reality belong the expression of religion on cultural surfaces. 

 

4.2 The arborescent schema and religious diversity 

In A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari attempt to find an alternative for what 

they call the arborescent schema. With the arborescent schema they mean any 

organization which starts out from a central idea or concept, the taproot. This central 

idea or taproot functions as a primary reflection on the world. This is called the law or 

the logic of the One. Starting from this one reflective concept, all other concepts are 

organized vertically under the primary concept, like the branches of a tree (hence: 

arborescent). This structure is hierarchical, and the concepts, which fall under the 

primary concept are not able to interconnect. A well-known arborescent classification 

is for example the Linnaean taxonomy, which classifies all organisms in a “tree of life”.  
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Picture 1: The arborescent schema692 

 

 

Picture 2: The arborescent schema, schematically 

 

Religious diversity is often represented as an arborescent schema as well. The 

central concept of “religion”, the taproot, is understood to have several branches, which 

are “religions” (i.e. “Christianity”, “Islam”, “Judaism”, “Buddhism” and “Hinduism”). 

As we have seen, in her book The Invention of World Religions, Masuzawa argues that 

this idea of world religions is the result of a pluralist ideology, which follows a similar 
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logic of classification.693 She argues that the notion of world religions is closely related 

to Protestant theology, and originates from the belief in the Christian supremacy of the 

nineteenth century. According to her, religious pluralists have attempted to save the 

universalistic direction of Christianity and European modernity in their embrace of 

world religions. 

In China, the hermeneutic of diversity of religious teachings are an expression 

of arborescent thought. For example, as I discussed in chapter three, in the 6th century, 

the emperor Wu of the Liang dynasty propagated the idea that the three main Chinese 

religious teachings (Confucianism, Buddhism and Daoism) originate from the same 

source (sānjiǎo tóngyuán 三教同源).694 Another example is Zongmi’s development of 

a classification of religious doctrines pànjiào 判教, of which he argued that all different 

doctrines are currents that return to the same source, a reference from the Yìjīng 易

经.695 

Deleuze and Guattari argue that the arborescent schema does not take seriously 

multiplicity as multiplicity. 696  They write: “Arborescent systems are hierarchical 

systems with centers of significance and subjectification, central automata like 

organized memories. In the corresponding models, an element only receives 

information from a higher unit, and only receives a subjective affection along 

preestablished paths.” 697The multiplicity of particulars in the arborescent schema are 

subsumed and reduced under a single organizing principle, and are therefore not truly 

multiple. To think multiplicity, they argue, it would be necessary to develop metaphors 

which take into account that diversity can never be reduced to a single organizing 

principle if we want to truly acknowledge its diversity. They propose to discard the 

metaphor of the taproot of the arborescent schema in favour of the rhizome, a stem root. 
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Picture 3&4: The rhizomatic schema 

 

 

Picture 5: The rhizomatic schema, schematically 

 

 

4.3 Multiple religious belonging and the rhizome 

I have been using the term multiple religious belonging to describe a range of 

phenomena: from full belonging to two religious traditions to creatively assembling 

elements of various religious traditions by individual. At the basis of this division lays 

a normative focus and an attempt to naturalize the social construction of religious 

traditions, in such a way that individuals find their identity in one of these religious 

traditions. Feminist theologians and anthropologists have shown how the boundaries 

between religious traditions are often subverted. Individuals can cross-over the guarded 

borders of religions and assemble elements from various religious sources in a form of 

bricolage. In fact, as we have seen in chapter two, from a gender or queer theory 

perspective, this is exactly what multiple religious belonging is about: it is about 

showing how religious identity is always a social construction which is constituted as 

a result of religious performativity. Fixing to a single religious identity, as if this choice 

is “natural”, feels for many people similar to “being in the closet”. Multiple religious 
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belonging is not just a phenomenon of individuals who combine various religious 

belongings; for some it might also be a strategy to subvert the system of bounded world 

religions, and the necessity to identify with either or none of these altogether.  

The feminist critiques of the theology of religion have taught us that multiple 

religious belonging might better be studied from a hermeneutic of religiosity. A 

feminist hermeneutic of multiple religious belonging would prompt us to search for 

new metaphors to describe multiple religious belonging. What could a rhizomatic 

hermeneutic of multiple religious belonging look like?  

First, a rhizomatic hermeneutic of religious diversity and multiple religious 

belonging shows us that religious traditions or “religions” might not be various 

instantiations of an overarching category “religion”. Rather, religious elements fulfil 

different functions. Also, religious traditions do not necessitate an exclusive 

commitment. Since in a rhizomatic hermeneutic, religious traditions are more like 

assemblages, which are always connected to each other, individuals could connect 

themselves to several of these religious traditions. Second, a rhizomatic hermeneutic 

shows us that religiosity is a complex phenomenon, which assembles together a variety 

of “words, things, gestures, powers, sounds, silences, smells, sensations, shapes, colors, 

affects and effects”. Any reduction of this multiplicity to “religions” would be a 

simplification of this complexity. Somebody with a multiple religious belonging could 

therefore assemble any number of religious elements. Third, a rhizomatic hermeneutic 

makes us aware of the continuity between religious traditions. Often, religions are 

defined by their boundaries. The rhizome shows us that religion is always something 

continuous. For somebody with a multiple religious belonging, her multiple affiliations 

are not necessarily bounded off from each other. Fourth, a rhizomatic hermeneutic of 

religious diversity puts an emphasis on religion as a “map” rather than reducing religion 

to a single origin or truth. Somebody with a multiple religious belonging can therefore 

draw her own map of religious interactions, inspirations or affiliations. 

A rhizomatic hermeneutic of multiple religious belonging challenges many long 

held beliefs about the nature of religious diversity. Therefore, it would be unlikely to 

expect that everybody would be convinced by such an approach towards it. However, 

I believe that due to the spread of hybrid religiosity, and the movements of 

emancipation of those who have up until know often been excluded from rights of 

agency, we need to develop new models of thinking to understand an increasingly 

complex world. Rhizomatic thought shows to be such a way of thinking, which provide 
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us with possibilities to reinterpret the phenomena of religious diversity and multiple 

religious belonging. 

According to De Vries, many people have the implicit feeling that “religion” 

denotes something more than just a scientific concept. Religion carries with it the 

implicit or explicit connotation that its object in some sense transcends or precedes all 

other human enquiry. De Vries notes that religion is sometimes understood as a “void” 

which serves as the original ground for human worldviews. He argues that it should 

therefore be avoided to study religion just as a ‘science of God’, but that special 

attention is needed because it is not merely a sphere of scientific inquiry just like any 

other. Human practices are embedded in worldviews and the construction of those 

originates from ‘something’, which is ‘the religious’. 

To overcome the difficulties which are connected to attaining fixed definitions 

and the impossibility to fix a timeless essence of religion, it would be better to shift the 

question from “What is religion?” to “How does religion work?” De Vries argues that 

it has become impossible to define the necessary and sufficient conditions of all these 

phenomena which together are ‘religion’. 698  Nevertheless, the term has become 

generic, and it is equally impossible to erase the term completely. Despite all 

deconstructive approaches to discard the concept, it again and again proves to have its 

value. De Vries says that although religion has never signified anything specific, it still 

appeals to a certain type of “words, things, gestures, powers, sounds, silences, smells, 

sensations, shapes, colors, affects and effects”.699 He argues for a “deep pragmatism” 

with respect to religion, by which he means we should be strategic, selective and 

inventive when we deal with religion. It seems clear that there exists a distinction 

between “the words and the things”, and that the object of religion remains out of reach 

for the researcher. 

As we discussed in chapter two, for Tweed, “religions” should be regarded as 

confluences.700 This means that inherent to religious diversity is the possibility that 

religions will start to mix. Even more so, Tweed argues that it is also precisely the fact 

that religions introduce constraints and limitations on who can be considered part of a 

religion and who cannot, which enables people to cross the boundaries between these 
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cultures as well.701 For Tweed, religions always appear in the plural, since he argues 

that it is impossible to find “religion” as such anywhere in the world.702 The idea that 

these religions are fluid and confluences, always leaves open the possibility for hybrid 

religions, which are the result of exchange and encounter.703 As I understand Tweed, 

multiple religious belonging from this perspective can arise as a result of movement of 

individuals, which will enable inter-religious encounters and therefore the exchange of 

religious forms and practices. Tweed pleads to reclaim the concept of “space” and 

territory in social theory. For704 Tweed, religions are journeys, the process of embodied 

travelling of an individual who moves between social values, norms and groups. On 

this journey, the individual encounters many ritual traditions and assimilates to some. 

Tweed argues that the singular idea of ‘religion’ forms a constraint to mobility, because 

it obliges someone to remain at the same place. “Religion” should be considered, 

according to Tweed, as a process of travelling and finding new homes in the world. 

Tweed believes that “religions are about the kinetics of homemaking and itinerancy. 

They are about dwelling and crossing.”705 With Tweed, we could say that multiple 

religious belonging is inherent to religions. He says that there are “multiple ways the 

religions have imagined the ultimate horizon of human life.”706 Religions for Tweed 

offer a broad spectrum of possibilities for human beings to travel in search for the 

ultimate. 

 

4.4 Principles of the rhizome and multiple religious belonging 

The principles of the rhizome, as they are expounded in the introduction to A Thousand 

Plateaus, are clarifying for the phenomenon of multiple religious belonging. One of the 

problems of arborescent thought is that the particulars that are classified under the 

organizing principle or the taproot have no interaction with each other. In the Deleuze 

dictionary it is explained that in the arborescent schema, “[t]he subordinate elements, 

once so arranged, are unable to ‘move’ horizontally in such a way as to establish 

creative and productive interrelationships with other concepts, particulars or models.” 

Since religious diversity has often been understood as a diversity of horizontally 
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distinguished religions, as instantiations of an overarching concept “religion”, this 

religious diversity has by definition become solidified and lacks the possibility of 

“creative and productive interrelationships”. 

This is opposed by the first two principles of the rhizome: connection and 

heterogeneity.707 Deleuze and Guattari explain the first principle as “any point of a 

rhizome can be connected to anything other, and must be.” A rhizome is inherently 

characterized by connectivity. To explain heterogeneity, they use the concept of the 

assemblage to refer to “complex constellations of objects, bodies, expressions, 

qualities, and territories that come together for varying periods of time to ideally create 

new ways of functioning.” Religiosity is both heterogeneous and connected. Various 

religious rituals inform and influence each other, but they are also distinct. The 

connective organization of the rhizome, as opposed to the hierarchic organization of 

the arborescent schema, enables assemblages to rise from these connections, which are 

always open to rearrangements. The focus on connection of heterogeneous elements in 

a rhizomatic hermeneutic has implications for the concept of religious belonging. It 

marks a shift from religious belonging to one particular religious tradition to religious 

belonging as a possible connection to any number of religious assemblages. An 

individual does no longer belong to a religion in an exclusive way, but instead belongs 

to a variety of assemblages of heterogeneous religious elements through means of 

connection. Any individual can be connected to any other node in the religious network, 

which consists of other individuals and religious elements. Religions are not closed 

identitary systems. Rather, they are open assemblages of religious elements, which 

show a strong interconnectedness between their elements. In the arborescent schema, 

multiple religious belonging always needs to be explained by means of the reduction of 

the religious belonging to a religious tradition to an overarching taproot principle of 

universal religion. A rhizomatic hermeneutic of multiple religious belonging, which 

looks at connections, is able to explain multiple religious belonging with respect for the 

irreducible multiplicity of elements that constitute an infinite potential of religious 

assemblages. 

The third principle of the rhizome is multiplicity. The multiple of the 

arborescent schema is not considered a real multiplicity, because it is ultimately 

reduced to the One. Deleuze and Guattari say “it is only when the multiple is effectively 
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treated as a substantive “multiplicity,” that it ceases to have any relation to the One as 

subject or object, natural or spiritual reality, image and world.”708 As we have seen, 

Voss Roberts has argued that the rhizome subverts the logic of the One. Religious 

traditions are not necessarily multiple connections to one religious truth, an idea which 

is opposed to the reductive pluralism of theologians such as Hick. Religion is in itself 

multiple and can therefore be better regarded as “religiosity”. To repeat the words of 

De Vries, religions are assemblage of “words, things, gestures, powers, sounds, 

silences, smells, sensations, shapes, colors, affects and effects”. 709  A rhizomatic 

hermeneutic of multiple religious belonging takes seriously this multiplicity of religion. 

The multiplicity is open-ended. It can encompass also cultural elements which are not 

strictly religious, and it is generative, which means that a great number of cultural forms 

can be regarded as religious. 

The fourth principle of the rhizome is the principle of asignifying rupture. In 

the words of Deleuze and Guattari, this principle is directed “against the oversignifying 

breaks separating structures or cutting across a single structure.”710 Furthermore, the 

principle describes that a rhizome “may be broken, […] but it will start up again on one 

of its old lines, or on new lines.”711 This principle of the rhizome is particularly relevant 

for multiple religious belonging, since it accounts for the continuity and discontinuity 

between religious traditions as structures or assemblages. The debates on multiple 

religious belonging often focus on the possibility or impossibility to transcend the 

boundaries between religious traditions. Both Clooney and Knitter refer to multiple 

religious belonging as the crossing of the boundaries between religious traditions.712 

The principle of asignifying rupture enables a rhizomatic hermeneutic, which does not 

focus on the discontinuity between religious traditions, but shows the continuity 

between structures, which also enables people to cross and dwell713 between them. 

Religions are not defined by any ruptures between them, neither are there discontinuous 

currents within religious traditions. Rather, religiosity constitutes a cultural continuum 

in which all elements are connected to each other, although some elements are 

assembled closer together.  

 

708 Deleuze and Guattari, Thousand Plateaus, 8. 

709 De Vries, Religion. 

710 Deleuze and Guattari, Thousand Plateaus, 9. 

711 Ibid, 11. 

712 Knitter, Without Buddha; Clooney, “Neither Here nor There,” 99-111. 

713 Tweed, Crossing and Dwelling. 
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Principles five and six of the rhizome are cartography and decalcomania. In the 

words of Deleuze and Guattari “a rhizome is not amenable to any structural or 

generative model. It is a stranger to any idea of genetic axis or deep structure”714 and 

“the rhizome is altogether different, a map and not a tracing.”715 When applied to 

religious diversity, these principles teach us that a rhizomatic hermeneutic prompts us 

not to look for the diachronical origins or the genesis of religion, but to focus on the 

“map” of religious diversity and the way in which religious phenomena are embedded 

in their environment. A rhizomatic hermeneutic of religiosity rather describes a spatial 

map of religion in which connections cross transversally. In this hermeneutic, no 

religious tradition is traceable back to a first origin. Rather, religiosity originates from 

many different places at the same time and connects at an immense multiplicity of 

nodes. What is important is not the unity of the tradition but the diversity of religious 

elements in the present. “Religions” are assemblages of a variety of heterogeneous 

religious elements. The concept of assemblage is used to signify social structures from 

a bottom-up approach. It is used to de-emphasizes fixed religious identities, but instead 

focuses on the fluidity and exchangeability of religious forms. Individuals connect with 

different assemblages and with different elements within those assemblages. Instead of 

a belonging to a fixed identity-structure, individuals should rather be seen as “at home” 

within fluid and transforming social structures, which emerge from the ground up. 

Individuals connect with different assemblages and with different elements within 

those assemblages.  

These principles enable us to understand multiple religious belonging as a map 

of networks. Religious belongings are the result of encounters with religious 

vocabularies, which are spatially located. Multiple religious belonging emerges as a 

result of movement between different spaces, which contain different religious 

assemblages. Any multiple religious belonging is therefore a unique map of the 

religious encounters of an individual. 

 

4.5 Multiple religious belonging as assemblage 

Both the hermeneutics of religions and religiosity inform our contemporary 

understanding of religion. Our first encounter with religion is by means of reference to 

various world religions, but gradually this image becomes extended with a reference to 

 

714 Deleuze and Guattari, Thousand Plateaus, 12. 

715 Ibid. 
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“the religious” as something opposed to the profane or the secular. Multiple religious 

belonging emerges through the concurrence of both these hermeneutics. First, it 

emerges as the acknowledgement by individuals of the indebtedness to more than one 

religious tradition. Secondly, it is perceived as an expression of the inherent hybridity 

and multiplicity of “religion” in its dynamic and adjectival (“religious”) meaning. Some 

people can be imagined as being closer to the first model: a belonging to more than one 

religious tradition; others can be imagined as being closer to the second model: a 

religious belonging which is informed by a multiplicity of religious sources. 

The case of hermeneutic of religious diversity in China has provided us with a 

third option that acknowledges both religions and religious multiplicity. In the 

hermeneutic of religious diversity of China, we can distinguish several “religions” – 

traditionally three: Confucianism, Daoism and Buddhism – though these religions a) 

do not have the predicate that individuals can “belong” to them and b) are not competing 

worldviews with exclusive practices and competing truth claims but instead are 

functionally distinct, and either complementary or the expression of different tools (cf. 

the Buddhist term fāng biàn 方便, Pali upāya, expedient means) to reach the same goal. 

In contemporary sociology of Chinese religion, however, there is usually a reference to 

“religions” (usually Daoism, Buddhism, Catholicism, Protestantism and Islam) as 

opposed to “folk religion”, the ritual practices of the common Chinese people. 

Therefore, the contemporary hermeneutic of religious diversity in China have shifted 

more closely to the Western hermeneutical models that I have described. 

One of the central methodological problems in approaching multiple religious 

belonging is how to reconcile emic and etic perspectives. As we have seen in the 

research of Berghuijs, hard multiple religious belonging is defined as “identification 

with two or more religious traditions”, whereas soft multiple religious belonging is 

defined as “engagement with elements from various religious traditions.” Both hard 

and soft (and medium) multiple religious belonging are being presented here as etic 

categories, though in one case they rely on self-reporting (hard), in the other on 

observation (soft), and in the case of medium multiple religious belonging on both. 

Multiple religious belonging can both be seen as a social phenomenon which 

has given rise to a discourse, and as a discourse which informs social realities.716 A 

 

716 In the Dutch context, multiple religious belonging is maybe even already transforming from an etic 

to an emic category; some people will now say they are “multiple religious belonging” when asked for 
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good candidate for such a lynchpin would be the concept of assemblage as it was 

developed by Deleuze and Guattari, and has since been applied to many social realities. 

The concept assemblage is the English translation of the French word agencement.717 

One of the key advantages of the concept of agencement is that it “designates the 

priority of neither the state of affairs not the statement but of their connection, which 

implies the production of a sense that exceeds them and of which, transformed, they 

now form parts.”718 In its French root, therefore, agencement can be used to both denote 

how social realities are always constituted by our interpretation of them, while at the 

same time our interpretation of them is the result of its structure (state of affairs). A 

complete separation of interpretation from social reality is impossible. Agencement 

includes this idea. 

Deleuze argues: “it is never very interesting to criticize a concept: it is better to 

construct new functions and discover new fields that make the concept useless or 

inadequate”.719 The Deleuzian philosophical enterprise is not strongly engaged with 

religion per se. It is however engaged with the reconceptualization of multiplicities. A 

philosophical concept, Deleuze argues, “fulfils one or more Functions in fields of 

thought that are themselves defined by internal variables”.720 The study of religion can 

be seen as such a field of thought with its internal variables. The philosophical concept 

of the assemblage can therefore be used to function as a tool to connect various 

hermeneutical positions on religious diversity. Deleuze again: “Knowledge and even 

belief thus tend to be replaced by notions like “assemblage” or “arrangement” that 

indicate a discharge and distribution of singularities. […] The multiple becomes the 

noun, multiplicity and philosophy becomes the theory of multiplicities that refer to no 

subject as a pre-established unit.”721 

The concept of assemblage, as it has been developed by Deleuze and Guattari, 

refers to the practice of “arranging, organising, and fitting together”.722 Assemblages 

 

their religion. This is a good example of how scholarly hermeneutics inform social realities and vice 

versa. 

717 This translation has been used extensively by Brian Massumi, who unlocked much of Deleuze and 

Guattari’s writing for the anglophone world. Many critics have pointed out that “assemblage” might 

generate flawed associations and that it doesn’t comprehensively catch the meaning of “agencement” in 

French. Up until now, however, assemblage has remained into common use to denote Deleuze and 

Guattari’s concept. 

718 John Philips, “Agencement/Assemblage” Theory, Culture & Society 23, 108.  

719 Deleuze, “Two Regimes of Madness: Response to a Question on the Subject”, 349. 

720 Ibid. 

721 Deleuze, “Two Regimes of Madness: Response to a Question on the Subject”, 350. 

722 Graham Livesey, “Assemblage” The Deleuze Dictionary, Alan Parr ed., 18. 
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have a horizontal and a vertical dimension. The horizontal dimension of assemblages 

describes the concurrences of “bodies, actions and passions”. They are also referred to 

as “machinic assemblages”. The vertical dimension is connected to the Deleuzian 

concept of territorialization; assemblages become attached and create certain 

territorialitites or “spaces”. Assemblages are both fixed to territories (territorialization) 

but also include the possibility of deterritorialization. Assemblages are thus “complex 

constellations of objects, bodies, expressions, qualities, and territories that come 

together for varying periods of time to ideally create new ways of functioning.” 

 

4.6 Rhizomatic belonging in China and the West 

As a case study, let me describe how Mayfair Yang, a Taiwanese-American 

anthropologist, explicitly applies the rhizomatic thinking of Deleuze to culture in 

China. According to her, rhizomatic thinking helps to redress social inequality. The 

rhizome takes into account that we can never objectively describe social relationships, 

especially when it comes to religion. The rhizomatic is a way to subvert vertical 

structures in societies: structures of hierarchy and transcendence. The Chinese 

Confucian model strongly emphasizes precisely these vertical structures. Haiyan Lee, 

a scholar of literature, talks about a “web of “rhizomatic” linkages that both support 

and subvert the vertical, “arborescent” structures of orthodoxy”723 Both Confucianism 

and this Chinese rhizomatism share the idea that there is an inherent order in nature. 

Rhizomatic thinking is therefore in particular important for religion in China. For Yang, 

there is a strong emancipatory notion associated with the rhizomatic: 

 

The rhizomatic realm has little regard for vertical social distinctions such as status, family 

background, and gender. Although the class hierarchy has always to some extent been 

mitigated and made porous by the ideal, if not the practice, of meritocracy and men of 

humble station could always hitch their ambitions of upward mobility to the civil service 

examinations, women have traditionally had little latitude in circumventing the Confucian 

gender hierarchy. Besides religious celibacy, entering the rhizomatic realm to become a 

woman warrior or a courtesan seems to be the only culturally condoned, if not encouraged, 

avenue of transcending or escaping the Confucian prescriptions of womanhood.724 

 

 

723 Haiyan Lee, Revolution of the Heart: A Genealogy of Love in China, 1900-1950 (Stanford, CA/ 

London: Stanford University Press, 2010), 32. 

724 Lee, Revolution of the Heart, 32. 
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Yang describes how in China, social relationships form the network of society, 

represented by the concept guānxi 关系.725 From a Confucian point of view, these 

relations are hierarchical. But if we look closer, you can see how these relationships, 

constructed on the Confucian model, form large networks of interconnected individuals 

and communities in which there is no central node: “the “rhizomatic” (decentred and 

meandering) growth of practical kinship extends beneath and criss-crosses the 

centripetal, arborescent structures of the state and is therefore potentially 

subversive.”726 

Similar to how C.K. Yang has shown how “popular religion” functions as the 

impalpable subcurrent to official religion, Yang emphasizes the subversive potential of 

the rhizomatic structure of Chinese religion and society: 

 

Popular religion hitches a ride on the capitalist media’s “desiringmachine,” which decodes 

the flows of desire toward the “despotic state” (Deleuze & Guattari 1983:224). As popular 

cults make more use of media, they must also contend with a commercialization of religion 

that threatens to submerge their spiritual core.727 

 

Though the official and elite hermeneutic of religious diversity emphasize the tradition, 

the jiao 教 , when observing Chinese religion as an anthropologist, a rhizomatic 

structure emerges, in which religious culture is constituted of a diverse web of practices, 

beliefs, social duties, commitments and allegiances. This rhizomatic fabric of society 

enables the possibility to subvert the dominant discourse. In the words of Lee: 

 

The rhizomatic mode of sentimentality is sustained by a heterogeneity of beliefs, fantasies, 

and practices that seek to redress the injustices, contradictions, and inadequacies of the 

dominant social order. Here sentiment is about observing the protocols for dealing with 

fairies and ghosts or the rules of play between dandies and courtesans in the floating world 

of sensual pleasures.728 

 

Lee and Yang’s analysis of Chinese religion shows an encounter similar to that between 

a hermeneutic of multiple religions and a hermeneutic of religiosity in the Western 

 

725 Mayfair Mei-Hui Yang, Gifts, Favors, and Banquets: The Art of Social Relationships in China 

(Ithaka: Cornell University Press, 1994). 

726 Yang, Gifts, Favors, and Banquets, 304-11. 

727 Mayfair Mei-Hui Yang, “Putting global capitalism in its place: Economic hybridity, Bataille, and 

ritual expenditure,” Current Anthropology 41 (2000): 477-509. 

728 Lee, Revolution of the Heart, 32. 
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context. The official hermeneutic of the three teachings is subverted by the shamanic 

and popular practices in the everyday lives of Chinese people. Confucian ethics 

prescribes loyalty of son to father and of wife to  husband. Yang refers to the Jianhu 

tales, in which often female characters subvert the common order, in danger of being 

punished or exorcised by shamans: 

 

Martial heroines pride themselves on their valor, martial skills, spirit of righteousness 

(yiqi), and devotion to sworn brothers and sisters. And yet, like their romantic counterpart, 

they are also proud of their respect for the moral order and its human embodiments: the 

emperor and parents. They are often maddening sticklers for decorum, and not a few have 

become memorable moral paragons in literary and popular histories. It is in this sense that 

the vertical and horizontal axes of sentimentality are mutually reinforcing. However, with 

its hidden transcripts, meandering structures, and fluid identities, the rhizomatic realm is 

always in excess of orthodoxy and thus a perennial source of anxiety and an intermittent 

target of appropriation and co-optation.729 

 

Following Yang and Lee, and also in line with feminist theologians in the West such as 

Voss Roberts 730  and Kalsky, 731  I think that we should also reimagine religious 

belonging in the West as rhizomatic belonging. The concept rhizomatic belonging, in 

my terminology, combines the multiplicity and decentrality of religious forms, with the 

very unique, personal, and unitary feeling of religious belonging.  

 

4.7 Conclusion 

Rhizomatic belonging can be applied to both religion in East Asia and to religion in 

general. This approach has several advantages. First, as I have discussed before, I think 

that the idea of belonging in a hermeneutic of multiple religions is too strongly 

connected to an understanding of belonging as ownership, as Voss Roberts732 has also 

argued. The addition of the concept of the rhizome liberates the concept of belonging 

from the connotation with possession, as if religions “own” their followers.  

Second, it solves the problem that the idea of belonging in a hermeneutic of 

multiple religions is not very different from the concept of identity. Belonging to 

Christianity means being a Christian. In the sociological understanding of both terms, 

 

729 Yang, Chinese Religiosities, 347. 

730 Voss Roberts, “Religious belonging.” 

731 Kalsky, “Flexible believers.” 

732 Voss Roberts, “Religious belonging,” 54. 
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“belonging” and “identity” are not usually distinguished. There is, however, a strong 

emotional connotation attached to the concept of belonging. The word “belonging” 

harbours the root of “longing” or desire and also, belonging is strongly related to a 

feeling of “being at home” or “being in the right place”. It is important to appreciate 

“belonging” in its semantic dimension of affectivity and interiority. This does not mean 

that we henceforth all belong to a sort of true principle beyond religious traditions, such 

as humanity, God, truth or even “the Earth”. I agree with Tillich when he calls the 

religious our relationship towards an “ultimate concern”733 Our feeling of belonging 

that results from this concern is, however, particular and dynamic.  

Therefore, third, the metaphor of the rhizome expresses the dynamic, horizontal, 

multiple, and interconnected aspects of religious forms and assemblages. The idea of 

rhizomatic belonging expresses the particular and the interconnected. It does not 

strongly emphasize religious traditions, without ignoring them altogether. But it also 

doesn’t exchange “religions” for a pluralistic universalism which understands all 

religions as fundamentally the same. And it is in this sense that many people belong 

religiously. They feel connected to something which transcends them, and this feeling 

is particular, but not insular. They rhizomatically and transversally encounter 

movements in religious culture that we, in a hermeneutic of multiple religions, would 

call traditions, as well as other cultural forms that will inform their religious self-

understanding, practices and commitments. Rhizomatic belonging expresses the hybrid 

nature of the cultural codes that fill individuals lives with meaning. 

From a rhizomatic perspective, religions are not seen as bounded entities, but 

rather as networks or assemblages of elements which sometimes group together to form 

larger networks, sometimes exclude other structures, but are often connected in many 

ways to other religious segments of society. What we imagine as “Buddhism” or 

“Daoism” in a hermeneutic of multiple religions, should better be described as networks 

of religious “words, things, gestures, powers, sounds, silences, smells, sensations, 

shapes, colours, affects and effects”.734 My term “rhizomatic belonging” can be used to 

address religious multiplicities of forms in East Asian religion and religion in general, 

though it retains the individual sense of belonging to a larger structure. On the one hand 

these networks have a gravity towards integration and therefore sometimes towards 

 

733 Tillich, Dynamics of Faith. 

734 De Vries, Religion. 
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exclusivism, resulting in the “reified imaginative formations” 735  which we call 

“religions”, on the other hand these networks are fundamentally open, inclusive, 

connected and transformative. For individuals, it is the challenge to navigate within this 

religious ecology. What can appear as rhizomatic belonging, as a religious practice 

observed from an etic perspective, is often much less related to religious identification 

from an emic perspective.736 We do however also witness the rise of Christian churches 

and new forms of Buddhism in East Asia, in which religious identity and exclusive 

belonging in the classical meaning do play a pivotal role.737 Religious realities emerge 

as a result of our theory of religion, and these religious realities in turn inform our 

theory. Therefore, the relationship between phenomenology of religion and theory of 

religion can never be completely disentangled. In fact, we have to acknowledge that 

our conceptualizations of religious diversity are always already influenced by our 

valuation of those cultural expressions that we have come to call “religious”.  

 

735 Hanegraaff, “Reconstructing “religion”,” 577. 

736 Madsen, “Secular Belief,” 13. 

737 Tang, “Identity and Marginality,” 31. 
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Conclusion 

  

 

The phenomenon of multiple religious belonging, in its diverse understandings of hard, 

medium, and soft multiple religious belonging has now become an established fact of 

social enquiry.738 Multiple religious belongings are not limited to dual belongings, nor 

only a phenomenon of some religious virtuosos. Multiple religious belongings are a 

ubiquitous expression of religious culture, not just a niche phenomenon. This study has 

been aimed at questioning how and why multiple religious belonging challenges 

commonly held understandings regarding religious belonging and religious diversity 

and how we can imagine new ways of understanding belonging in the multiple. From 

an emic perspective, from the perspective of a person with a hard multiple religious 

belonging, it is not really a hermeneutical problem. He or she has found a personal 

hermeneutical solution: “I do not belong to one religion, I belong to two religions”. 

This personal solution is from that moment on still a challenge for certain forms of 

theology: can a tradition allow people to belong also to other traditions? Is the decision 

with regard to the validity of  belonging the prerogative of the tradition, or is it the 

prerogative of the individual? However much these questions are relevant for tradition-

based theology, they are not in and of itself a conceptual problem for lived religion. 

Even more so: it is the conceptual framework of religions as discrete faith traditions 

that allows individuals to testify to belonging to more than one of these traditions in the 

first place. The conceptual order is therefore re-established, not negated.  

 However, this is different from people with what we have called a medium 

multiple religious belonging, or a soft multiple religious belonging. We can conclude, 

with Berghuijs,739 that the vast majority of people with a multiple religious belonging 

can be classified within these latter two categories. We re-iterate the definitions: 

medium multiple religious belonging refers to individuals who self-identify with one 

religious tradition, but engage with or practice elements from other religious traditions; 

soft multiple religious belonging refers to individuals who do not self-identify with any 

religious tradition per se, but express faith in and derive practices from several religious 

sources.  

 

738 Berghuijs, Meervoudig religieus. 

739 Ibid. 
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 The main research question we started from is: How does the phenomenon of 

multiple religious belonging challenge existing interpretations of religious belonging 

and religious diversity, what are the historical backgrounds of these existing 

interpretations, and how can an cross-cultural comparison with Chinese approaches to 

religious belonging and religious diversity lead to a new hermeneutic of religious 

belonging and religious diversity that allows a fruitful engagement with multiple 

religious belonging? 

 

Soft, medium, and hard multiple religious belonging and the scholarly concept of 

religion 

The first sub-question I have answered was: How does the phenomenon of multiple 

religious belonging challenge existing interpretations of religious belonging and 

religious diversity? In this dissertation, using the distinction between hard, medium and 

soft belonging, I first gave in chapter one a terminological overview and an overview 

of approaches within the disciplines of theology and religious studies in order to answer 

this question. 

In this chapter, I argued that multiple religious belonging puts into question the 

notion of bounded religious traditions, and the idea that individual human beings can 

only belong to religious traditions exclusively. I found that most scholars of multiple 

religious belonging only include “hard multiple religious belonging”, most often in the 

form of “dual religious belonging” or “medium multiple religious belonging” in their 

analysis. Often they explicitly reject soft multiple religious belonging as excluded from 

the study of multiple religious belonging.740As the research of Berghuijs has shown, in 

a country such as the Netherlands, those individuals with a hard multiple religious 

belonging are only a very small minority of all the people who combine elements from 

various religious sources.741  

My conclusion of chapter one was that there are two fundamental hermeneutics 

with regard to multiple religious belonging: a hermeneutic of religions, that assumes 

the existence of bounded mutually exclusive religious traditions, and a hermeneutic of 

religiosity, that focuses on the hybrid religiosity of the individual.  

In chapter two, I further explored the nature and genesis of these two 

hermeneutics to answer the second sub-question: What are the historical backgrounds 

 

740 Cornille “Double Religious Belonging,” 44. 

741 Berghuijs, Meervoudig religieus. 
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of existing interpretations of religious belonging and religious diversity? I did this by 

making a conceptual analysis of religious multiplicity, religion, and religious belonging 

to show how the frameworks of religious diversity and belonging have emerged from 

a very specific Christian, Western, and rationalist history of religion and religious 

studies.  

 

We have defined hard multiple religious belonging as a dual or multiple identification 

with religious traditions. Dual identification can only emerge within a discourse of 

multiple religions. Furthermore, it is not a phenomenon on the communal level. It is the 

individual who connects with two religious traditions. This is not necessarily related to 

their religious practices. Medium multiple religious belonging has been the centre of 

study for theologians who focus on multiple religious belonging as multiple religious 

participation. The religious practices of people with a medium multiple religious 

belonging are beyond the boundaries of how they imagine their own tradition to be 

constructed. Regarding their personal hermeneutical strategy, there are two options: 

either will they disqualify these practices as religious, because only those practices 

which are imagined as part of the religious tradition are religious proper; or there is a 

recognition that these practices are part of another religious tradition, and therefore it 

is important to emphasize that participation does not entail identification.  

Participation in rituals outside a tradition one identifies with is widespread. This 

phenomenon of medium multiple religious belonging can teach us interesting things 

about how people want to understand their religious beliefs and practices. It shows that 

self-identification is in most instances related to one tradition. Hard multiple religious 

belonging, in the sense of dual identifiers, have been shown to be a minority. Many 

people do not identify with religious traditions or identify with one religious tradition. 

Some would say they identify with “all” religions. 742  The implications of such a 

statement are very different from dual belonging. The individual with a dual belonging 

knows which traditions they belong to. The “pluralistic” multiple religious belonging 

of belonging to all religions, is more related to the unifying concept behind the 

particular traditions, than to the particularity of those various traditions. 

These people, along with people with a soft multiple religious belonging, as we 

have defined it, are in fact positioned outside of the hermeneutical model of multiple 

 

742 Berghuijs, Meervoudig religieus. 
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religions. Many individuals combine elements from various “religious” sources and are 

consciously or unconsciously participating in various religious forms of life. Some 

sociologists refer to these as the “spiritual but not religious” - because they observed 

that these people often refer to themselves as such. 743  Many are beyond calling 

themselves “non-religious”. The word “religion” is often not important to them. They 

do not recognize religion as religious traditions nor do feel any need to identify with it. 

But they often do not have a need to reject religion either. In this case “religion” as a 

category is no longer an emic category, but only an etic category. 

Three categories are important here: identification, participation, and belonging. 

Identification with a religious tradition is part of the world religions paradigm and 

functions in a framework of multiple religions. Furthermore, religious identification 

only expresses when a person is asked the question of religious identification. Though 

it appears widespread, religious identification is not a universal and cross-cultural 

phenomenon. As we have seen, in China there is generally no concept of religious 

identification up until the 20th century outside of Christian culture. Also, in ancient 

times, the concept of religious identification is absent. Even for medieval Europa, 

religious identification seems irrelevant, by lack of a religious other. The category only 

appears in a dualistic way when individuals are non-religious. 

Belonging and identity are both being in use in the theological debates on 

multiple religious belonging. Some theologians have suggested that, since belonging to 

more than one religious tradition should be regarded as too complicated challenges, we 

should rather speak of multiple religious identities. The question of identity plays an 

important role in contemporary politics and seems to be one of the new battlegrounds 

in our globalized world. In the so-called culture wars, identity politics has become of 

paramount importance. But identity is usually also defined against what you are not; 

being a Christian means that you are nót a Jew, for example and being an atheist means 

that you are nót religious. Dual belongings extend this to include more, but not all 

identities. 

We can say that many people have a soft multiple religious belonging, because 

they are indifferent to religious boundaries. For others, their soft multiple religious 

belonging might have resulted from a desire to avoid the exclusive logic of religious 

identities. Berghuijs has shown that there is an overlap between people with a soft 

 

743 Fuller, Spiritual, but not religious. 
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multiple religious belonging, and those who are seen as “spiritual, but not religious”.744 

The designation of “spiritual but not religious” is derived from a similar movement 

away from “religion” and its association with excluding adherences.  

It is precisely the categorizing of the world into various “religions” and 

“religious traditions”, distinct from each other, that enables people to cross the 

boundaries between them. If, we wouldn’t assume different religions, there could be no 

multiple religious belonging; if there would not be any boundaries, there could be no 

crossing over. These boundaries exist as part of our collective imagination in the West. 

Sometimes, people “enforce” these boundaries; theologians when they decide what’s 

orthodox and what’s not, or when they answer normative questions about who counts 

as belonging to the tradition and who does not; religious studies scholars when they 

define and demarcate between religious traditions; sociologists when they label and 

count adherents; atheists when they reject the value of religions (though not the fact 

that they are real phenomena in the world). Multiple religious belonging, understood as 

belonging to multiple religious traditions, is a direct consequence of this collective 

imagination. 

The idea that there are different religions is part and parcel of the hermeneutical 

framework on how the world is organized that emerged in late modernity in the West, 

solidified in the 18th and 19th centuries, and became part of the collective global 

imagination in the 20th century. From this moment on, we cannot merely call the world 

religions model “Western”, since it has been adopted in various ways throughout the 

world. It has been concluded that world religions is a sensible way of understanding 

religious diversity in the world. Similar to, for example, the distinction between mind 

and body, the differentiation of world religions as opposed to secular society, should 

be seen as part and parcel of how contemporary scholarship perceives the global social 

order. Religious studies are informed by how religious people on the ground perceive 

religious difference, and religious believers themselves are again being influenced by 

religious studies. The world religions model therefore becomes a self-enforcing reality. 

 

 

A comparison with the hermeneutic of religion in Chinese culture to engage with 

multiple religious belonging 

 

744 Fuller, Spiritual, but not Religious. 
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In the third chapter of my dissertation, I have answered the third sub-question of my 

thesis: how do historical and contemporary Chinese approaches to religious belonging 

and religious diversity compare to Western approaches? In order to answer this 

question, I have compared the history of the Western framework of religious diversity 

to frameworks of religious diversity in Chinese culture. This served a dual purpose: 

first, by removing ourselves from our own Western perspective on religious diversity, 

we are able to see other options of how religious belonging and diversity can be 

imagined. Second, according to several scholars, religion in East Asia has always been 

more hybrid and less restrictive of boundary crossing of identities, than the Christian-

dominated Western world. No religion in East Asia ever had the societal dominance as 

Christianity has had in Europe for centuries. Where boundary crossing in the post-

Christian pluralist world might appear “novel” to the Western observer, it has been a 

daily reality in East Asian societies since the time of Confucius.745 I have identified the 

specific way of religious belonging in East Asia as “rhizomatic” – a term which I have 

borrowed from French critical philosophy, in line with some current feminist 

theologians. 

In China, there has historically been an understanding of different religious 

teachings, but they did not fit into the model of world religions as many people 

understand it today. Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism, in the historical Chinese 

model of the three teachings, are not three different “truth options”, which are mutually 

exclusive. They express different religious functions and guard over different domains 

of human life. Neither of them has historically aimed at competing with other traditions 

in order to acquire exclusive followers: “being a Daoist”, or “being a Confucian”, 

means that an individual is trained and cultivated within a particular tradition as a ritual 

specialist: priests within the religious traditions and intellectuals at the imperial court 

who were well acquainted with one or all traditions. But for common people, such 

identifications have been historically meaningless746. As “religious teachings” they are 

differentiated on the elite and institutional level of society, but this does not have an 

equal expression in their base of followers. Therefore, the Chinese people “belonged” 

 

 

746 Today, an increasing number of Chinese people self-identify exclusively as lay Buddhists. However, 

only very few Chinese people would identify as a lay Daoist and almost none as Confucian; however, 

Confucianism as a religious culture is all pervasive in Chinese society, and Daoist beliefs and practices 

are widely adhered to. Few people would associate this with “being religious”, and fewer still would 

claim exclusive “belonging” to one of these two traditions. 
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to all and none of these traditions. In the Chinese context, belonging (in Chinese usually 

associated with 家 jiā, or home) refers more commonly to belonging to the household, 

extended family, clan, village, region and country. Whatever religious customs would 

be common within the local communities would be practiced. 

Some emperors were said to more strongly identify with, or be influenced by, 

one tradition. But this rarely became an isolated, or exclusive identity.747 Religious 

culture permeates Chinese society. It is an invisible web, a rhizome: a subterranean 

network of roots, at some points thicker, at other points weaker, the stronger points 

being the nodes from which smaller roots and shoots spring out. One place in China, 

such as Huashan Mountain, may function as such a node. It is connected, in spirit, to 

other holy mountains, such as Taishan, Hengshan, or Songshan. All these places are 

nodes in the spiritual religious network. They are centres of worship, pilgrimage places, 

and so more temples will spawn at these places than at other places. Some of these 

mountains, such as Wu Tai Shan have a historical concentration of “Buddhist” temples. 

Others have more concentrated “Daoist” temples. Some mountains, such as Songshan, 

accommodate both. The birthplace of Confucius, Qufu, or the birthplace of Mencius, 

Zoucheng, function as nodes in the Ruist rhizome of Chinese culture. Individuals do 

not belong to either of these “religions” exclusively. When they are in Zoucheng, they 

go to the temple of Mencius, light incense and pray for good merit. When they are in 

Wutai Mountain, they will go to the Chan temple to ask Guanyin for good merit, and 

then they will go to the Tibetan temple to ask the Tibetan gods for merit. When they 

are in Huashan, they will climb the mountain of Huashan, take selfies, and put incense 

in the temples to Lao Zi and the ancestor gods.  

The vast majority of temples in China is not even related to any of the three 

teachings: they are just shrines, where you light incense and pray to the gods. 

Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism are only the most visible and identifiable nodes 

in a vast rhizomatic network of religious culture. These temples might be guarded by 

lay people, or they might be guarded by a local priest, or today increasingly often by 

some local communist party official. Daoist monasteries might be the refuge of 

communities of Daoist monks, and many who will call themselves “Daoists” will live 

as a sort of outsider satellites outside around these temples. Buddhist organizations tend 

to be stricter: sometimes they amass thousands of permanent residents to their 

 

747 Bar some notable exceptions, which were notable because they were exceptions. 



 214 

monasteries, monks and nuns, who live, work, and pray together, and offer the Buddhist 

life experience to tens of thousands more lay people from the cities, who will visit in 

the weekends. Some of them will be “card carrying” Buddhists, having an official 

communist party legitimated “membership card” of a local temple, making them 

“official” Buddhists. Many do not. 

So, this is and has been religious belonging in Chinese culture for a long time. 

A rhizomatic network of a shared cultural root network system, with “religious 

teachings” being the storage space and guardians of texts and traditions, but fully 

embedded in the religious architecture. There are few people with a hard multiple 

religious belonging here, no card-carrying Buddhists ánd Daoists. There might be many 

individuals with a medium multiple religious belonging here, identifying as Buddhist, 

but still participating in all the cultural and religious festivals of Chinese culture. Most 

of them we would characterize under the category of soft multiple religious belonging. 

Soft in the sense that there is no strong connection, by means of “self-identification” 

with any particular religious tradition. 

 

A rhizomatic hermeneutic of religious belonging 

In chapter four, I have used Deleuze’s and Guattari’s notions of the rhizome and 

assemblage to find a way to look the two competing hermeneutics of religions and 

religiosity. This served to answer my fourth sub-question: What new hermeneutic can 

be devised that allows a fruitful engagement with multiple religious belonging? My 

research on multiple religious belonging has convinced me to emphasize the 

hermeneutic of religiosity over the hermeneutic of religions. “Religion” can be used to 

describe assemblages of activities, objects, convictions, experiences, institutions, 

people, rituals, beliefs etc. cooperating aimed at a connection with the fundaments of 

reality. Although the scholar of religion has no access towards these fundaments of 

reality, he or she does have access to these activities, objects, convictions, experiences, 

institutions, people, rituals, beliefs etc. that constitute these assemblages. Religious 

assemblages are characterized by an internal logic, which is the result of their aim – the 

connection with the fundaments of reality. To become part of a certain assemblage, it 

follows by definition that any actor is asked to cooperate towards the common goal. 

The most commonly imagined religious assemblages are “religions”. In this 

common imagination, “religions” such as Buddhism, Daoism, Christianity, Hinduism, 

Islam, Sikhism etc. are traditions of collaboration towards the common goal. For the 
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individual, there are various ways to become part of these collaborative religious 

assemblages, or “religions”. For many people, historically and today, the belonging to 

a religious assemblage is simply a matter of birth. When two parents are part in a certain 

collaborative religious assemblage, it follows naturally that a child will follow a similar 

path.  

Culture has given rise to a wide variety of religious assemblages. Sometimes 

these assemblages coexist without any interaction in a certain geographical space. 

Often, however, these assemblages start to collaborate; borrowing elements and actors 

from each other or merging into larger assemblages. But also, these assemblages engage 

in competition with each other, either by defining opposing goals, or by active combat 

against other assemblages, or by attempts to appropriate other assemblages. 

For the individual with a desire to collaborate with other actors with the 

intention to connect with the fundaments of reality, the dynamics of religious 

assemblages pose challenges. In case he or she is born within a certain religious 

assemblage, these challenges are usually modest. “Belonging” to a religion for this 

individual is natural.748 This individual never needed to make a conscious decision to 

collaborate, within a religious assemblage. The proliferation of religious assemblages 

and the increased proximity of “other” religions, has increased the challenges for the 

individual. Religious belonging no longer comes naturally but has become a matter of 

individual choice and perpetual negotiation with other assemblages.749 

For some individuals this has resulted in a multiple religious belonging. No 

longer do they participate in one collaborative assemblage to connect with the 

fundaments of reality, but they have grown into or choose to engage in multiple of these 

collaborations. Sometimes, these multiple collaborations can help the individual to 

connect with what they perceive as the fundaments of reality on an even deeper level. 

For other people, multiple religious belonging instead is a source of internal conflict, 

because either the methods of connection with the fundaments of reality are 

incommensurable, or the whole conception of the fundaments of reality is different and 

contradictory in these various religious assemblages. 

This rhizomatic belonging, which I use as an etic term, starts from the individual 

who recognizes herself as a node in a web of interconnected religious elements. The 

individual “feels at home” in this rhizomatic network. This is a predominant form of 

 

748 This is what Charles Taylor would call an “AR-type” of belonging. 

749 Charles Taylor’s M-type. 
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belonging of multiple religious belonging. Religious belonging, in this understanding, 

precedes religious traditions. 

 

Multiple religious belonging and the power dimension 

We have seen in chapter two that the question of  multiple religious belonging 

has also emerged as a problem of power. Is “belonging” something that the individual 

person decides for herself? Or is belonging something that is decided by the 

community? In the contemporary age, much more importance has been put on people’s 

individual choices and self-expressions. The responsibility of communities to care for 

their members has become less self-evident. Many people do not want to comply with 

the norms set out by communities to be members of communities. They form 

“alternative” communities in which people who yield authority are seen as 

“problematic”. 

This is not to say that society has become more individualistic – though this 

might undoubtedly be the case – rather it is to show that belonging used to be defined 

by the community itself, or by norms which the community formulated. Today, 

however, many individuals decide for themselves to which groups they want to belong 

and to which groups not. Ineluctably, this leads to conflict with individuals who 

function as representatives of communities or traditions. 

In recent debates, we are witnessing an increased attention on the moral 

problems involving cultural appropriation. When, for example, Western people dress 

up like Indian Hindu’s, wearing traditional sarees, putting a bindi on their foreheads 

and chant mantra’s such as the gayatri and say namaste when they meet you, this has 

in some cases been criticized as an illegitimate appropriation of cultural codes by 

privileged people of underprivileged people.750 The normative problem of multiple 

religious belonging – is multiple religious belonging theologically permissible? - 

emerges from similar cultural borders. From a particularistic theological perspective, 

the intention is to protect the norm-giving rights of the tradition they (claim to) 

represent. “Belonging”, should remain reserved for religious traditions, particularists 

argue.751 The problem of multiple religious belonging is then a problem of ownership 

 

750 Bruce Ziff, Borrowed Power: Essays on Cultural Appropriation (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers Univ. 

Press, 1997). 

751 Cornille, “Introduction,” 3. We have seen that also some pluralists, such as Perry Schmidt-Leukel, 

argue that belonging should be reserved for religious traditions. 
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of symbols. The symbolic value of religious belonging is often the most important. 

Religious belonging is also often a symbolic belonging. 

As my genealogical and conceptual research has shown, religious traditions 

cannot be said to “exist” in the ontological sense of the word. Instead they are 

constituted as a result of the collective imagination of various groups of stakeholders: 

religious elites, religious practitioners, religious studies scholars, theologians, 

lawmakers, public opinion, anti-religious groups, etcetera. These traditions are 

imagined as dialogical and inherited; from the present we imagine a history to our 

religious tradition. This imagination constitutes the claim to a religious belonging. The 

power of religious elites over the symbols is legitimized by means of reference to 

religious institutions or to a transmission of power. 

Many individuals today have problems with accepting this authority. Berghuijs 

writes: “Some are troubled by ecclesiastical authority, or a too patriarchal attitude […] 

and therefore act as far as possible independently from this.” 752  As far as they relate 

to religious traditions, they want to imagine the meaning and symbolism of this tradition 

themselves, or at least have the final say in its constitution. The question of ownership 

does not only relate to the individual, but also to the ownership of symbols. A person 

with soft multiple religious belonging can be seen as somebody who illegitimately 

appropriates religious symbols. Multiple religious belonging emerges in some cases as 

a normative conflict between the individual and the tradition on the question of who 

can set the norms about religious belonging. Are religions the result of top down 

processes, in which religious elites define the religious norms within a tradition, or of 

bottom up processes, in which individuals together create a religious culture? For many 

with a multiple religious belonging, the importance of the former decreases, and of the 

latter increases. Boundaries set by religious elites are crossed by individuals: sometimes 

because they feel limited by them. The indictment of this behaviour by religious elites 

are grave: superficiality, “syncretism”, cultural appropriation, etcetera. Transcending 

religious boundaries is a normative issue too. 

In China, the question of belonging is a fact of life: it is something one is born 

in. Religious traditions or teachings in China are sometimes seen as superior or inferior 

to one another. But they do not traditionally yield the power to claim adherence of 

followers. Popular engagement with them occurs naturally, spontaneously. A Daoist or 

 

752 Berghuijs, Meervoudig religieus, 241. 



 218 

a Buddhist is not a Daoist or Buddhist by means of “belonging”, but as a result of having 

studied the Daoist or Buddhist classics and rituals, and therefore being considered 

versed in a tradition. People will come for guidance to such learned individuals. But 

symbols are not owned in the same way. If an individual who, after having been advised 

by a Buddhist to pay his respects to bodhisattva Guan Yin, will prostrate for a statue of 

Lao Zi, sometimes revered as a legendary founder of Daoism, they will not be charged 

with cultural appropriation. As we have seen, even elites could theoretically be trained 

in two religious traditions, although such a “dual priesthood” is only carried out 

subsequently, not simultaneously. But here again, it is about what you do, not about 

what you are. 

In contemporary China, we see how this model is coming under increased 

pressure from the imported Western hermeneutic of religions. The Communist Party of 

China actively promotes this as an organizational structure, registering “members” of 

religions with membership cards. There are growing numbers of Christians in China, 

for whom being a Christian means being not part of Chinese culture anymore. In 

Buddhism, too, we witness a large increase of lay believers, in the exclusive meaning 

of the word. While in the West, the model of exclusive religious belonging is no longer 

the only possible way of being religious, in China today people are just starting to learn 

to belong to a religion exclusively.  

Nobody can speak in name of the whole network, rhizomatic structure or any 

specific religious assemblage. In China, religious symbols are not understood to 

“belong” to any religion in the ownership sense of the word. Confucian culture 

promotes a system of respect and care in which relationships between individuals are 

defined by mutual responsibilities, dependent on your specific position. Because the 

gods take care of our wellbeing, the priests have a responsibility to care for the gods as 

well. 

Though the Confucian relationships are reciprocal, they are still defined by 

asymmetry: a son should respect his father, because the father will take care of the son. 

Their interaction is formalized and defined by the correct ritual propriety. Daoist 

philosophy takes a more anarchist stance. It understands collective human relationships 

always as a hindrance to the expression of natural spontaneity of the individual. Daoism 

teaches people to follow their way. This does not mean, as for the Confucianists, a 

respect and dutifulness, but the allowing of natural spontaneity or your natural will in 

accordance with the transformative laws of the universe: the Dao. 
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Confucianism and Daoism are generally experienced not necessarily in 

opposition, but as mutually strengthening each other. On the one hand there are the 

official patriarchal structures of these religions, which is in turn subservient to the 

Chinese state. On the other hand, these philosophies translate into a rhizomatic model 

of religious belonging: power is neither in the hand of some individuals, nor wielded 

by “traditions”, but is distributed. Religious communities follow a logic of mutual care 

and responsibility. From these interconnected communities, religious assemblages 

arise. In Buddhist terminology, we could speak of interdependent arising. 

 

Belonging, no belonging, beyond belonging 

The phenomenon of multiple religious belonging can be divided into three classes: 

people who claim to belong to multiple religions, people who claim a single belonging, 

and people who do not claim anything about their religious belonging, but as a matter 

of fact practice and move in between religious communities. This movement is 

possible, because the rhizomatic network of religious diversity encompasses 

everything. In a sense, there is no contradiction. Hard multiple religious belonging has 

been defined as a dual claim: belonging to two religious traditions. Soft multiple 

religious belonging has been defined as participation across the boundaries of 

belonging. Therefore, it has often been argued that this is no multiple belonging at al. 

But if we look at the Chinese case, we see that belonging to the community is 

paramount, even defining for one’s identity. This function of belonging, however, does 

not appear on the level of the religious. In China, there is no contradiction between a 

strong sense of belonging and religious multiplicity. One simply belongs – something 

which entails religiosity as a natural element of any belonging. 

 

Mutually engendering worldviews: religious identity versus religious hybridity 

Today, we see opposite movements of religious solidification and religious 

hybridization. 753  Periods and regions with much religious hybridity are usually 

followed by political attempts to centralize and control. This in turn leads to new 

attempts to break through the boundaries of the religious traditions as they are policed 

by religious leaders or state representatives. There is no one religious “origin”. 

Religiosities always come in multiple forms, are creative, merge, flourish, disintegrate, 

 

753 Bernts and Berghuijs, God in Nederland. 
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diversify, mix, flow, migrate, meet, repel, decline, hegemonize. Hybridity gives rises 

to centralization and solidification, which in turn gives rise to new fluidities. 

In the West, we are now in a period where religious solidification is increasingly 

being challenged; we have inherited a solidified worldview but live in a postmodern 

world in which individual expressivity and authenticity are important motivations to 

combine cultural and religious elements from all different kinds of sources. “Multiple 

religious belonging” describes the movement from an inherited solidified concept of 

religious diversity (“world religions”, “religious traditions”) towards increased 

hybridization on the individual level. 

For something to be called a “religion”, it has already gained an immense 

amount of imaginative force; its “followers” (both real or imagined) are seen to have 

enough in common to be labelled under this or that umbrella term, and also to show 

enough consistency, without “crossing the boundaries” between the imagined spaces of 

the “religious traditions”. When we as religious studies scholars talk about religion, we 

consider Christianity, Buddhism, Islam, Judaism and Hinduism, more or less in that 

order, and continue on to religions of “less importance”, such as Shintoism, Sikhism, 

Jainism - which still fit adequately into the framework of “religions” or “religious 

traditions”. More complicated it becomes when we consider Shamanism, Animism or 

Daoism, and more complicated still when considering “spirituality”, neo-paganism, or 

humanism, let alone Marxism or liberal democracy. With the techno-music movement, 

we have decisively moved outside of the fluid category of “religious traditions”, 

whereas Christianity remains the summum of our collective imagination of what a 

religion is, regardless of whether we are atheists or religious ourselves. 

 Multiple religious belonging could also be described as all those moments in 

everyday lives when the world religions paradigm fails. Multiple religious belonging is 

a sort of failure of the world religions paradigm, with exclusive belonging to one of 

various “religions”. This model assumes that we can classify all people of the world 

neatly into one of the world religions, or label them as “atheists”. Anthropologists are 

aware that religious hybridity is more often the rule than the exception. They have 

noticed that at the boundaries of territories where one religious tradition is dominant, 

religious hybridity occurs without much hesitation. What is new, however, in the 

phenomenon of multiple religious belonging as it occurs and is studied by theologians 

and scholars of religion in the West, is not that religious practices are hybrid (in fact, 

we could rather argue, as for example McGuire does, that religious purity of mono-
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religious belonging is the exception), but that it appears as new, as an aberration of the 

inherited model which classifies humans into either of several religions or in the 

category of “no religion”.  

In the hermeneutic of religiosity, the religious appears in many different 

flavours. The religious belonging might not be understood anymore as belonging to 

traditions, but that doesn’t mean that it’s uniform, let alone that everybody who 

understand religious belonging in this way has a similar “religious belonging”. 

Rhizomatic belonging refers to the stratification of religious belonging. The 

forms and expressions of religiosity, sacrality or spirituality are multiple, and all 

constitute together this feeling of belonging that many people who do not exclusively 

relate themselves to religious traditions do not want to give up. This is not the same as 

arguing that “all religions are ultimately aimed towards a common goal” – though some 

people do. Instead, an understanding of rhizomatic belonging emphasizes the dispersed, 

multiple but interconnected origins of religions and religiosities. 

Multiple religious belonging crosses transversally between these two 

hermeneutics: the inherited hermeneutic of multiple religions, which prompts 

individuals to define themselves as “double belonging” or “hyphenated”, and the 

hermeneutic of religiosity, which is an underlying structure of religious diversity, in 

which “religiosity” pops up as mushrooms from the soil to form a rhizomatic belonging. 

The hermeneutic of multiple religions has been and remains highly influential in 

organizing the way how we imagine religious diversity, in theology, religious studies 

and in society at large in the West. Hard multiple religious belonging is the expression 

of a choice to connect oneself to two religious traditions. But it is also a discursive 

strategy to define one’s religious identity as fitting within the inherited hermeneutic of 

multiple religions. 

Many cultural elements may or may not at times be labelled “religious”, and are 

interconnected in non-linear, non-arborescent ways. Rhizomatic belonging combines 

two apparently contradictory concepts: belonging, which is limited, defined, and local; 

and rhizome, which is unlimited, undefined, and trans-local. The rhizome is multiple in 

a more radical sense than “multiple religions”. It regards religion as open-ended but is 

still a topos of belonging. The open-endedness of religion does not prevent me from 

feeling a sense of belonging to it. Rhizomatic belonging is multiple in a more radical 

sense. It enables us to combine elements from radically dispersed sources into our own 

religious trajectory. 
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Future research 

Multiple religious belonging will continue to be an important research topic for the next 

several decades. This dissertation has shown two things: first, that a cross-cultural 

comparison of religious diversity is a fruitful way to engage with this topic, and second, 

that a rhizomatic hermeneutic is an important tool to understand the idea of belonging 

beyond belonging to religions. It enables us to think together the understanding of 

religiosity as infinitely open, and the affective dimension of religious belonging, which 

is experienced as “whole” to the individual religious person. Further hermeneutical 

research on multiple religious belonging should aim in this direction.  

First, a deeper analysis of rhizomatic belonging is necessary. I have proved that 

belonging and engagement with multiple religious forms is not a contradiction. 

However, still several empirical and hermeneutical questions are unanswered. 

Empirically: will forms of rhizomatic belonging continue to rise, or will we see a 

standstill and a re-evaluation of identitarian forms of belonging? How will identitarian 

forms of belonging interact with rhizomatic forms of religious belonging? And 

hermeneutically: what are the limits of a rhizomatic hermeneutic? How can we advance 

our understanding of the relation between religious pluralism (“multiple religions”) and 

religious rhizomatism (“rhizomatic belonging”)? What is excluded from the religious 

rhizome? But hermeneutically, the rhizomatic hermeneutic also points to a deeper 

dimension.  

Religion, it seems, has been predominantly studied as a cultural and a human 

phenomenon. However, the rhizomatic hermeneutic shows us that much of what we 

consider cultural is deeply embedded into the natural world. The rhizome itself is a 

biological metaphor. In the environmental humanities, we see a reengagement with the 

natural world, not as distinct from human activity and culture, but as intimately related. 

A humanistic approach to religion (“multiple religious belonging is the phenomenon of 

human individuals belonging to multiple religions”) has taken out of sight all the 

supernatural beings and phenomena that play an important role in the lives of many 

religious people. A rhizomatic approach might open us to the possibility to study these 

two aspects of the non-human parts of religion: the material and natural world, which 

constitutes an important part of religious activity such as church buildings, statues, 

animals, fungi, bacteria, plants on the one hand. On the other hand, all the superhuman 
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actors such as God, gods, spirits, spirit-animals, demons, trolls, saints, angels, 

bodhisattvas, deities, and countless other religious actors.  

How can we use a rhizomatic hermeneutic to arrive at a more integrated, more 

holistic approach to study the human, natural, material, and superhuman assemblages 

of religious diversity? Can we imagine a multiple religious belonging of a non-human 

actor, such as a plant, or a god? We could argue for example that a tree in Iran is a Shia 

tree, whereas a tree in Jerusalem might have a multiple religious belonging. “Buddha” 

himself has a multiple religious belonging, to Buddhism and Hinduism. And maybe we 

could say that even one of the most famous of religious actors, the monotheistic God, 

has a hard multiple religious belonging to Christianity, Islam, and Judaism. 
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Summary 

 

This dissertation explores the phenomenon of multiple religious belonging, the 

phenomenon of people in Western countries who combine elements from multiple 

religious traditions, as it has come to be known in theological scholarship. This 

phenomenon can be conceptually distinguished in three types: hard multiple religious 

belonging, medium multiple religious belonging and soft multiple religious belonging. 

The first refers to individuals who identify with two religious traditions. The second 

refers to individuals who identify with only one religious tradition, but also engage in 

practices from other religious traditions. The third refers to individuals who do not 

identify with any religious tradition in particular, but practice religion transversally. 

The research question is formulated as follows: How does the phenomenon of 

multiple religious belonging challenge existing interpretations of religious belonging 

and religious diversity, what are the historical backgrounds of these existing 

interpretations, and how can an cross-cultural comparison with Chinese approaches to 

religious belonging and religious diversity lead to a new hermeneutic of religious 

belonging and religious diversity that allows a fruitful engagement with multiple 

religious belonging? 

In the first chapter I discuss the history and the discourse of “multiple religious 

belonging” as it has developed in theology. I analyse that in theology two positions are 

most commonly expressed in favour of multiple religious belonging: a particularistic 

position, which emphasis the own religious tradition in engaging with multiplicity, and 

a particularistic positions, which emphasizes the equality of religious traditions and 

looks at it from a perspective outside any particular tradition. I also discuss cognate 

phenomena in social sciences; though not called “multiple religious belonging”, 

religious hybridity is also a widely studied phenomenon in social sciences. 

I conclude that there are two hermeneutics running next to each other: a 

hermeneutics of religions, which emphasizes distinct religious traditions, and a 

hermeneutics of religiosity, which emphasizes religiosity as an inherently multiple 

phenomenon.  

In the second chapter I use this distinction to look at the three constituting 

concepts of multiple religious belonging: multiplicity, religion, and belonging. The 

concept of the multiple can be distinguished between a “spatial” multiplicity, which 

understands religions as bounded off spatial areas, of a “temporal” multiplicity, which 
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understands the multiplicity of religion as an infinite process, without putting 

importance of faith boundaries. The concept of religion has developed in the study of 

religion to come to refer to “world religions”, such as Buddhism, Christianity, Islam… 

But the concept of religion also refers to something which is beyond religious traditions, 

for example a “religious truth” or “ultimate meaning”. Belonging can refer to 

“possession”, “membership”, or “desire” (longing). Normally, the second definition is 

emphasized in “multiple religious belonging”, but I conclude that the understanding of 

belonging as “longing” is more appropriate to understand multiple religious belonging. 

In the third chapter, I compare Chinese understandings of religious diversity 

with multiple religious belonging. In China, religious traditions are not bounded off as 

faith communities with membership. Religious traditions can better be understood as 

complementary repositories of rituals, with different functions. Furthermore, the 

concept of “religion” has been absent for Chinese philosophy until very recently. This 

shows that Chinese culture has been more hybrid in understanding cultural 

multiplicities. 

In the fourth chapter, I will develop the concept of “rhizomatic belonging”, 

based on these insights from earlier chapters and argue that this concept is a more 

fruitful way to approach the belonging of multiple religious belonging. The concept of 

the rhizome, as it has been coined by Deleuze and Guattari, expresses the inherent 

multiplicity and interconnectedness of an infinite, temporal, multiplicity. Individuals 

with a “multiple religious belonging”, do not belong to “multiple religions”, nor to a 

unified religious truth beyond religious traditions, but to an infinite flux and a specific 

network of religious elements that they have come to know in their lives. 

Multiple religious belonging has challenged the scholar of religion to engage on 

a deeper level with the question what “the multiple” means in the context of religious 

belonging. The answer to this question is: rhizomatic belonging. Rhizomatic belonging 

can help us understand religious associations which are neither limited to a “religion”, 

nor a belonging to “everything”, nor a belonging that is simple “floating”. Rhizomatic 

belonging describes the specific connectedness of any individual in an infinitely diverse 

religious environment. 
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