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Welcome 

 
Welcome to the sixth issue of SocrelNews. This has been another fruitful year for 
Socrel, particularly when looking back on our engaging and highly successful events. 
Our stream at the BSA featured fascinating keynotes from Abby Day, Jolyon 
Mitchell, and Jasjit Singh on religion, media, and the public sphere. At the Socrel 
annual conference, Bryan Turner, Kim Knott, Philip Mellor, Sarah Bracke, and Nasar 
Meer all presented thought-provoking papers, investigating the boundaries and 
borders of sociologies of religion. Of course, there are many aspects to a successful 
event and we are grateful to everyone who contributed their time and effort; from 
our numerous speakers, to our many attendees and all the people behind the scenes 
that make everything happen on the day – thank you for your support! 
 
You will be pleased to know that a Sociology of Religion Stream has been accepted 
for the next BSA annual conference, which will take place at Northumbria University, 
and that the organising team is already planning the 2018 Socrel annual conference 
at the University of Strathclyde. I am sure you will join me in thanking Rachael 
Shillitoe, our Events Officer, for her continuous hard work. In the meantime, we look 
forward to the forthcoming Chair’s Response Day, which will be held on Wednesday 
13 December. Further details, including the call for papers, are in this issue. 
 
Last July, the Socrel committee welcomed three new members: Michael Munnik as 
Communications Officer, Liam Metcalf-White as Internet Officer, and myself, Céline 
Benoit, as Convenor. As Socrel wishes a warm welcome to new members, sadly it also 
meant the committee said goodbye to Alp Arat and Carl Morris who have completed 
their terms, and Shanon Shah who unfortunately had to resign mid-term for 
personal reasons, as you may have read in the last issue of SocrelNews.  
 
On a personal note, I am delighted to begin my term as Socrel’s new convenor. As I 
explained in our last issue, I am currently near the end of my PhD, entitled ‘Religion 
in Education: Locating the Self and the Other’, in which I explore the construction of 
religion(s) and the representation of religious communities in English primary 
schools. I am incredibly passionate about my research, but at times I have found it 
difficult to juggle multiple roles. I am a part-time PhD researcher, a full-time 
Teaching Associate and I recently gave birth to my daughter, Rosie, who is now 5 
months old. Why am I sharing this with you? Because this is what Socrel is also 
about. Socrel is not only a successful, internationally recognised study group with a 
40-year history of engaging events and high-quality research; it’s also a fantastic 
community. Over the last few years, I have met many supportive colleagues who have 
lent me an ear and engaged with my research interests or shared their experiences on 
how to manage a work-life balance. We want to continue to cultivate a real sense of 
belonging. In order to do so, we are running events for PG/ECS as well as a 
Mentoring Scheme for women. Jody Mellor writes more about the latter scheme. I 
invite members to submit ideas for how we can further strengthen our support 
network and develop our community. 
 
I hope you enjoy the newsletter, and thank you for being part of Socrel. 
 
Céline Benoit (Convenor) 
c.benoit@aston.ac.uk 

http://bsasocrelstudygroup.onefireplace.com/resources/Documents/SocrelNews%20Issue%205.pdf
http://bsasocrelstudygroup.onefireplace.com/resources/Documents/SocrelNews%20Issue%205.pdf
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2017 Annual Conference  
 

'On the Edge? Centres and Margins  
in the Sociology of Religion' 

 
 

                             
 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Keynote Lectures 

 
We enjoyed keynote lectures from five leading scholars in the field. Recordings of 

these lectures are available to Socrel members through our website. Login through 
the Members Only section to access them. And, in the spirit of Green Open Access, 

they will be publicly available 12 months from now. 
 
 

  
 
Nasar Meer 
Professor of Race, Identity and 
Citizenship 
University of Edinburgh 
 
Religion and Racialization  

 
Bryan Turner 
Professor of Sociology 
Australian Catholic University 
Director of the Centre for Citizenship, 
Social Pluralism and Religious Diversity 
Potsdam University 
 
The Past and Future(s) of the 
Sociology of Religion  
 
  



  
 
Philip Mellor 
Professor of Religion and Social Theory 
University of Leeds 
 
Situated at the Margins and the 
Centre Simultaneously: 21st 
Century Religion as a Problem of 
Societal Order 

 
Kim Knott 
Professor of Religious and Secular 
Studies 
Lancaster University 
Deputy Director of the Centre for 
Research and Evidence on Security 
Threats 
 
Edge Spaces: Territoriality, 
Sociality and the Sacred 
 

  
 
  



 
 
Sarah Bracke 
Associate Professor of Sociology of Gender 
and Sexuality 
University of Amsterdam 
 
Religion and Race: A Story of 
Conceptual Entanglement 

 

 



Socrel Mentoring Scheme for Women 

 
We are very excited about the Socrel Mentoring Scheme and warmly invite women to 
participate. The Mentoring Scheme has been set up in response to research into 
women’s experiences of academic life (Guest, Sharma and Song 2013). For women in 
particular, maintaining a balance between caring responsibilities and work can be 
difficult, especially when career trajectories become fractured after having a baby. 
One way to support women with these challenges is peer mentoring. 
 
How can a peer mentor help me?  
 
The Mentoring Scheme allows women in academia to learn from the experiences and 
knowledge of other female colleagues, and to ‘give back’ to others facing similar 
issues. Discussions may include: applying for research funding and jobs, guidance on 
writing for publications and the REF, returning to studies/work after having a baby, 
careers outside of academia, and much more. Benefits include gaining support, 
receiving career advice, developing research skills and developing opportunities for 
collaboration.  
 
Dr Jody Mellor is the Coordinator for the Socrel Mentoring Scheme. Please contact 
Jody on jclmellor@gmail.com for more information. 
 
Guest M., Sharma S. and Song R. (2013) Gender and Career Progression in 
Theology and Religious Studies. Durham, U.K.: Durham University 
 

 
Image credit: ‘IMG_2806’ by betterDCregion, found on flickr.com; CC BY 2.0; 
http://bit.ly/2yc9GQH 
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Socrel Member Interviews 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
James Spickard 
Professor of Sociology 
Redlands University 
 

 
This year, New York University Press has published your book Alternative 
Sociologies of Religion: Through Non-Western Eyes. We had a review 
panel about the book at our annual conference, but for the benefit of those 
who weren’t in the room, what is your book about? 
 
The book starts from a simple sociological premise: that people’s ways of thinking 
arise in particular times and places and are shaped by those socio-historical-cultural 
origins. They are not determined by them; humans are much more creative than 
that; but they are definitely shaped. We know this, and we regularly use this idea to 
understand the social worlds we investigate. 
 
We typically forget, however, that this insight applies to sociologists as much as it 
applies to anyone else. Our own socio-historical-cultural milieu leads us to absorb 
certain ways of seeing the world, and leads us to notice things that our social-
historical-cultural spotlight illuminates. We also fail to see things that it does not. 
The sociology of religion arose in Europe and North America, which had for centuries 
been dominated by Christianity. The field thus inevitably used Western Christianity 
as a model for all religious life. Despite some progress, we still mainly highlight 
aspects of religion that Christians find important, such as religious beliefs and formal 
organizations. We pay less attention to other elements. 
 
Alternative Sociologies of Religion asks a simple question: What would the sociology 
of religion look like, had it arisen in other times and places? What would we see 
clearly that we now find hard to understand or tend to ignore? The book explores 
three non-Western traditions for answers, then applies each to a contemporary case, 
to see what these non-Western approaches reveal. 
 
The first comes from traditional Confucianism, where the sacred is manifest in 
rightly ordered relationships and in a social model of the self. Observing American 
congregational religion, a Confucian sociologist would ask “Who maintains the 
sacred relationships on which congregational life depends?” It turns out that the 
women cooking the church suppers are often more important for maintaining 
religious life than are formal clergy. A Confucian sociologist studying New Age 
spiritualities, on the other hand, would focus not simply on individuals but on the 



web of relationships that Western students of spirituality often ignore. 
 
The second approach comes from the writings of the 14th-century Muslim historian 
Ibn Khaldūn, whose notion of al așabiyyah (or ‘group-feeling’) describes both 
ethnicity and religion as sources of social solidarity. Until recently, we Westerners 
put ethnicity and religion in different conceptual boxes. What can we learn by 
examining their interrelationship? Here, I produce a Khaldūnian analysis of the 
‘miracles’ at Medjugorje, in Bosnia; there, a Marian apparition (religious) was 
followed quickly by ethnic warfare. Seeing them as one process rather than as two 
opens new vistas. 
 
The third comes from traditional Navajo religion, which lacks many of the things that 
Christians find central, such as formal organizations and an emphasis on belief. It 
does, however, have ceremonies – five- to nine-day events that recreate the world’s 
original perfection in the experiences of the participants. Here, I develop an 
approach to ritual based on experience, not (just) on thought or symbolism. I apply 
that approach to the house-masses in a radical Catholic activist community, showing 
how the participants’ experience of their rather unusual mass helps restore their 
sense of hope in their mission.  
 
I end the book reflexively, by examining the social-historical-cultural origins of my 
own project. I take seriously two current critiques of current Western attempts to 
embrace ‘diversity’ and ‘multi-culturalism’; these target cultural appropriation and 
any form of conceptual universalism. I show – or at least I try to show – that our 
actual socio-historical-cultural milieu calls for a different response to the problem of 
inequality, one that takes seriously our increasingly interconnected world.  
 
 
How have these different approaches been received by your colleagues in 
the discipline? 
 
So far, the commentary has been generally positive, if a bit more defensive than I 
expected. Many scholars have expressed support for my underlying idea: that 
different cultural starting points produce different ‘spectacles’ through which we see 
the world. Scholars coming from colonial and neo-colonial contexts – Africa, Latin 
America, Quebec, etc. – have been the most enthusiastic. So have many feminists 
and also interdisciplinary scholars. Maybe living on edges primes people to see 
things in new ways.   
 
I find it interesting that some European scholars think that my critique of the 
discipline’s Christian-centrism applies to America but not to this continent. As a 
long-time observer of European sociology of religion, I find it just as Christian-
centred. 
 
The second main comment has been that my approach is well and good, but why do 
we need to go to Confucianism to discover how important women are to maintaining 
Western religious communities, or to Ibn Khaldūn to see the connection between 
ethnicity and religion, or to the Navajo to discover the importance of religious 
experience?  Several colleagues say that we can get these ideas elsewhere.  And they 
are right.  My response, however, is that very few people have done so.  I am not 
claiming that one has to be non-Western to see the things I have found; I merely 
claim that it is easier – and that cultural prejudice plays a large role in mainstream 
sociology’s neglect of these parts of religious life. 



 
So far, few critics have engaged with the book’s final point: that there is a connection 
between our own emerging social-historical-cultural situation and the kind of 
sociology that we will need to understand the coming century.  But the book has only 
been out for six months.  It will take time to absorb. 
 
 
What’s the next project that’s interesting you? 
 
I’m working on two.  The first is a book on religious globalization, tentatively titled 
Religion in an Interconnected World.  It’s not a textbook, but a summary of the state 
of the field.  About two-thirds of it covers four distinct empirical patterns; the 
remaining third discusses various theorists’ ways of understanding what is going on.  
The second project is a long-delayed book on the sociology of religious experiences.  
It outlines four main sociological approaches and two anthropological approaches to 
the topic, showing what each of them sees and doesn’t see about religion’s 
experiential side.  I don’t choose between them.  I guess I’m in favor of having many 
intellectual tools at our disposal and examining each to see what it can and cannot 
accomplish.  That’s what Alternative Sociologies of Religion does, and it’s what my 
next projects do as well. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Daniel DeHanas 
Lecturer in Political Science and Religion 
King’s College London 
Keynote speaker for Socrel Chair’s Response Day 
2017 “Faith & Civil Society: Building Bridges or 
Walls?” 

 
 
What are you currently working on? 
 
At the moment I am working on questions at the intersection of religion and 
populism. I serve as editor of the journal Religion, State and Society with my 
colleague Marat Shterin. With all the unexpected events of 2016, we were both struck 
by the general lack of sustained academic thought at this intersection of themes. We 
put out a call for papers for a journal special issue on ‘Religion and the Rise of 
Populism’ to be published early next year. Although we are still in the middle of the 
peer review process, I can say that the response has been brilliant. There is much 
excellent research being done, especially from younger scholars writing on a wide 



range of relevant themes from Hindu nationalism to religion in Donald Trump’s 
America. 
 
In terms of my own sociological research, for several years now I have studied post-
migration religion and politics and I have often focused on British Muslims. As a 
next project I hope to direct my energies to new research on what I call 'Atlantic 
Islam.' I presented an initial concept paper on this at the last Socrel conference in 
Leeds. The new project would build on Paul Gilroy’s book The Black Atlantic, in 
which he argued that we can think of the Black ‘diaspora’ as a transnational space of 
hybridising cultural and political exchange, forged in the crucible of the transatlantic 
slave trade. I would like to investigate the extent to which Muslims in the North 
Atlantic societies of Britain and the US are participants in an analogous ‘Muslim 
Atlantic.’ There certainly is much transatlantic exchange among Muslims, including 
in intellectual circles, policy networks, and cultural arenas such as theatre and hip 
hop. From what I have observed this transatlantic sharing of ideas and sentiments 
increased in the Bush-Blair years as Muslims in the US and UK faced common 
challenges from their governments’ foreign policies, curtailments of civil liberties, 
and the worsening public opinion of Islam. Not surprisingly, such issues are coming 
to the fore again with Brexit and the new US president. It seems to be a fitting time to 
study these transatlantic connections and the roles they may have in shaping 
collective Muslim experience. 
 
 
As an American living in Britain, what do you notice about the different 
expressions of religion in relation to the state in these two countries?  
 
That’s a good question. It’s something I find endlessly fascinating. If we place our 
focus on England, the established Church of England is afforded many institutional 
privileges, of course, like its role in coronations or the seats reserved for its bishops 
in the House of Lords. Yet privilege does not necessarily translate into popular 
affection. I have always been intrigued by Grace Davie’s descriptions of English 
Christianity as ‘vicarious religion’ or ‘believing without belonging.’ Such forms of 
religion are practically invisible. Detecting them requires an almost superhuman 
subtlety of intuition. 
 
The contrast with the US could hardly be sharper. Religion there is much more 
assertive. Brash crusades for a ‘Christian America’ are led by pastors and politicians 
alike. Yet far from privileging religion, the US is a secular democracy with a strict 
separation of church and state. These seeming contradictions point to complexity 
under the surface. I think Paul Weller has it right when he describes Britain as 
religiously ‘three dimensional’: it is Christian, secular, and religiously plural at the 
same time. In a similar way, the US has multiple levels of simultaneous 
(non)religiosity that complexify its character and make the sociology of religion there 
so interesting to study. 
 
The ironies of the US situation have been brought into stark relief with the election of 
Donald Trump as president. Trump, on his fourth marriage and in a long-distance 
relationship with the truth, is not exactly known for moral or religious consistency. 
In fact, a Pew poll during the 2016 campaign showed that the public viewed him as 
the least religious of the major presidential candidates, falling behind Ted Cruz, 
Hillary Clinton, and Bernie Sanders. Yet — and I still find this incredible — a higher 
proportion of white evangelicals voted for Trump than for any of the Republican 
candidates of recent elections: Romney, McCain, or even George W Bush. It seems 



that many white evangelicals took a mercenary attitude, voting for Trump despite his 
faults for a mix of pragmatic reasons that include their desire to install a conservative 
(anti-abortion) Supreme Court Justice, their wariness of Muslim immigrants, and 
their biblical-literalist view of male headship in which a ‘President Hillary’ was 
unthinkable. If we do manage to stave off a major catastrophe over the next few 
years, then the long term results of Trumpism could have silver linings. For 
American evangelicals, their dalliance with Trump could prompt a soul-searching 
through the moral hypocrisy that has festered in the Religious Right since the 1970s, 
leading to new realignments in American religion. One can hope! 
 
 
Your recent book looks comparatively – not across nation-states but at 
both Christianity and Islam among young people in London. What are 
the advantages of studying religion this way?  
 
There are thousands of publications on Muslims in European cities, with a large 
proportion of these focused on Muslim youth. Yet young Muslims are almost never 
studied in comparison to other groups. Such an exclusive focus on Muslim youth 
both perpetuates an image of Muslim exceptionalism, and ignores the fact that (until 
the recent refugee crisis) there were actually more immigrants entering Europe of 
Christian background than of Muslim background. Because we focus so myopically 
on Muslims, we know surprisingly little about the religious lives of other immigrants 
and their descendants. 
 
I tackle these issues in my recent book published recently by OUP (2016) — London 
Youth, Religion, and Politics: Engagement and Activism from Brixton to Brick 
Lane. The book is focused on second-generation young adults: Jamaicans (largely 
Christian) in Brixton and Bangladeshis (predominantly Muslim) in the East End of 
London. By placing young Muslims in comparative perspective with young 
Christians, I can normalise them with reference to the experiences they share as 
second-generation young people coming of age in a multicultural city. This 
comparative analysis also reveals differences. I have been able to demonstrate that of 
the two groups, Bangladeshi Muslims are the far more civically active. I build a 
multi-layered sociological explanation of how Muslim self-identification, religious 
narratives on citizenship, and a civic culture that is ‘pillared’ with Islamic rituals 
combine to animate civic engagement in the East End in a way that has been lacking 
in Brixton. Comparative research gave me a wide range of insights into each 
comparison group that I would never have seen otherwise. 
  



 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hazel O’Brien 
PhD Candidate in Sociology of Mormonism 
University of Exeter 
Lecturer in Humanities 
Waterford Institute of Technology 
 
 

What is your PhD about? 
 
My research explores how members of the Mormon community in modern Ireland 
experience their status as a minority culture. By examining what religious 
community and identity mean to Mormons in Ireland, how Mormons in Ireland 
experience their religious community and identities, and how Mormon religious 
community and identity are maintained and reproduced in Ireland, I aim to establish 
what it means to be a Mormon in Ireland.  
 
As an ethnographic research project, my fieldwork involved a year of participant 
observation, which explored congregational life for two Mormon congregations in 
Ireland. I spent six months attending church and social events with each 
congregation and during this time I also conducted a total of 30 ethnographic 
interviews.  
 
Using a theoretical lens of tradition and change informed by Danièle Hervieu Léger’s 
Religion as a Chain of Memory, I have found that despite significant rapid changes 
in the Irish religious landscape, an identifiable religious tradition persists in the 
country. Mormonism in Ireland is shaped by the continued influence of Catholicism 
as the dominant faith, and a focus on family and community within Mormonism 
provides a continuance of values long held as significant within Irish Catholicism.  
 
However, perceived by the majority to be a rupture with the Irish Catholic identity, 
Mormonism in Ireland challenges existing conceptions of religion In Ireland. 
Additionally, the continued American influence on the emergence of global 
Mormonism results in Irish Mormons using American Mormonism as a kind of 
‘Other’ through which they define themselves. This leads to the creation of a unique 
‘Irish Mormonism’ which creates new ways of ‘doing’ religion in a religiously 
homogenous country. 
 
 

What’s been the biggest stumbling block in your research to date? 
 
For me, the biggest stumbling block I have faced has been myself! I’ve learned along 
the way that the most essential trait to have as a PhD student, and perhaps for 



research in general, is perseverance. It is difficult to pick yourself back up and keep 
going after the feedback for a piece of work has been more negative than you had 
anticipated and it is easy for self-doubt to take over. I have had to learn that doubt is 
ok, feeling sorry for yourself is ok, and what matters is that you keep going in spite of 
those things. It took me about two and half years to learn that lesson but now that I 
have I feel better able to plough through difficult periods.  
 
 
How do you balance your doctoral research with your work as a lecturer? 
 
Balancing working fulltime as a lecturer in a teaching-focused institution with PhD 
study, has been the most significant challenge for me from the beginning. I teach 16 
hours a week, and as you can imagine, combining this with teaching preparation and 
my long commute leaves little time for research. Nonetheless, at year 3 of my PhD I 
am at the stage of a first full draft, and I hope to submit within the next few months.  
 
Those starting out on the PhD journey often ask me how I’ve done it, and the answer 
is plenty of planning and a military-like routine! For instance, I planned quite early 
on in the research to take a semester off from my teaching work to give myself space 
to do the bulk of the writing up for the thesis. As this period was unpaid, advance 
planning was essential to ensure I was able to save for this time off long before the 
time actually arrived. So, I would advise anyone starting out to think about the 
entirety of the PhD programme to anticipate problems that might crop up down the 
line, or to be able to plan to make things easier for yourself, whatever those plans 
may be. 
 
In terms of the military routine, it has involved setting clear rules for myself, such as 
avoiding working late at night, ensuring I get to bed early to have enough energy to 
keep going, and making sure that most weeks I get a day off with no work and no 
PhD. Sacrifices are made of course; I rarely socialise during term time as my 
schedule means I’m often too tired, or I know that a late night might disrupt my 
weekend work so I avoid it. I tell myself these things are temporary, and now the end 
is in sight I’m starting to see how it might actually all be worth it one day! 
 
 
I’m sure it will! Does the perseverance that you talked about earlier 
change how you act now as a lecturer – empathy with student struggles, 
or maybe transmitting the strategies you’ve learned?  
 
I certainly feel that creating my own coping strategies for the PhD has helped in my 
work as a lecturer. It hasn't necessarily given me more empathy for students' 
struggles-I feel as though I have always empathised with their challenges due to 
remembering clearly my own undergrad days!  
 
However, I have found that I am more likely to explicitly mention challenges I have 
faced to students. This is in the hope that they come to understand that no one finds 
it 'easy', not even the person at the top of the classroom. I also tend to emphasise 
more often now that progress is not linear. If this helps them to have more faith in 
themselves and their abilities I would be very happy indeed.  



Sociology, Faith and Islam: Some Reflections on 
the Legacy of Peter L. Berger (1929-2017) 
 
Riyaz Timol 
Honorary Research Fellow 
Centre for the Study of Islam in the UK 
Cardiff University 
 
This essay was first published on The Sociological Review Blog 10 July 2017, with 
thanks to Mark Carrigan for permission to reprint here. Visit the original post here. 
 
I cannot remember this incident – my parents told me about it. I must have been 
four or five years old. For my birthday or for Christmas I was given the present of a 
very sophisticated electric toy train. One could control its movements through 
multiple tracks and tunnels across a miniature landscape. I had no interest in the 
mechanical wonders of this toy. I did not even turn on the electricity. Instead I lay 
flat on the ground and talked with imaginary passengers on the train. 
 
One might say that I have continued this conversation ever since. I never regretted 
it. It has been a lot of fun. It still is. 
 
Peter L. Berger 
 
I first discovered Peter Berger late in 2014. I’d passed the halfway point of my PhD 
and was busy generating reams of ethnographic data dripping with ‘thick 
description.’ My supervisor at this point was insisting I need to find a ‘theoretical 
hook’ on which to hang all this lovely data. So I cast my net around in the sociology of 
religion hoping it would dredge something up. It was Woodhead and Heelas’ 
excellent edited anthology Religion in Modern Times that first sparked my interest. 
Nestled amid excerpts from all the key thinkers in the discipline, Berger’s incisive 
prose struck a chord. So I followed up by procuring the source books from which his 
extracts were drawn. And, from that point on, I was hooked. 
 
What followed was a process somewhat akin to intellectual archaeology. I’d read 
Berger and Luckmann’s The Social Construction of Reality (TSCR) the year before 
and, despite its dense, technical style, had sensed its raw power. As I ploughed my 
way through The Heretical Imperative, An Invitation to Sociology and a lesser-
known earlier title The Precarious Vision, the realisation dawned that the author of 
these books was Luckmann’s self-same co-conspirator. So I returned to TSCR and 
began connecting the dots between the various texts. I also wanted to figure out 
exactly how much this guy had written. Title after title stared back at me from the 
Amazon search page and I scratched my head in bemusement (it was only 
afterwards, when I read his intellectual autobiography Adventures of an Accidental 
Sociologist, that I learned Berger refers to his “embarrassingly large” output as 
“bibliorrhea”). Yet two things endeared me to him. First was the relentless logic of 
his arguments which, simply put, usually just made eminent good sense. Second was 
the sheer quality of his prose. There was no doubt about it: the man was a master of 
the English language. I had never known sociology could be such good fun; not only 
was I hooked, but I had found my hook. 
 

https://www.thesociologicalreview.com/blog/sociology-faith-and-islam-some-reflections-on-the-legacy-of-peter-l-berger-1929-2017.html


Fast-forward to July 2015 where I presented my first attempt at theoretical 
coherence at the British Sociological Association’s Sociology of Religion (Socrel) 40th 
anniversary conference in Hoddesdon. I was privileged to enjoy lunch with Grace 
Davie and she, sensing my proclivity for Berger, was kind enough to facilitate an 
introduction. Thus began regular telephone and email correspondence that lasted 
until the illness preceding his death last week. Consequently, not only did my PhD 
end up relying significantly on his myriad contributions but I was lucky enough to 
have him comment on select drafts. 
 
It is difficult to summarise Professor Peter Berger’s wide-ranging contributions to 
sociology. His 1966 collaboration with Luckmann produced a trenchant classic 
whose influence is still felt. A year later, Berger transformed the ‘symbolic universe’ 
advanced in TSCR into The Sacred Canopy by applying generic principles in the 
sociology of knowledge to religion. Yet, despite developing a sophisticated theoretical 
apparatus that ostensibly debunked religion, Berger remained personally committed 
to faith. It was here I discerned a third reason for liking him: a string of titles - 
beginning most famously with A Rumour of Angels but continuing through The 
Heretical Imperative, A Far Glory and, most recently, Questions of Faith – 
unflinchingly engaged the ramifications of his sociology for his theology. Put simply, 
Berger remained perpetually vexed by the question of how the intellectually honest 
social scientist could continue to affirm the influence of non-empirical dimensions of 
reality that transcend the vagaries of taken-for-granted knowledge. While, 
understandably, Berger’s sociological-cum-theological gymnastics operated 
principally within the ambit of his “incurable Lutheranism,” there is no doubt they 
have broader significance for anyone concerned with the question of faith in the 
modern world. 
 
Berger also published prolifically on other topics such as processes of third-world 
modernisation, capitalism or the changing dynamics of the family. To the surprise of 
many, he also authored two novels (to relieve boredom while vacationing early in his 
career: The Enclaves and Protocol of a Damnation). The dedicated Bergerite will not 
have much trouble in tracking down other disparate titles churned out by his 
incessant bibliorrhea, including a book on globalisation co-edited with the Harvard 
architect of the 'clash of civilisations' thesis, Samuel P. Huntington. 
 
In much the same vein as Bryan Turner (Weber and Islam), I once suggested to 
Professor Berger the possibility of penning a piece titled Berger and Islam. While 
keen on the idea, he expressed a reservation: “Would you have enough to say about 
this?” I certainly think so. Berger always felt a sense of deep personal affinity with 
Islam as evidenced by the two anecdotes recounted in this blog article; he was also an 
admirer of Rumi and Al-Ghazali and well-acquainted with Annemarie Schimmel’s 
copious scholarship in the area. His doctoral thesis applied Weber’s ‘routinization of 
charisma’ to the evolution of the Baha’i faith for which he began learning Farsi. To 
illustrate a sociological point in his first book (1961), he concocted a bizarre 
hypothetical scenario in which three Christian astronauts, landing for the first time 
on Mars, are bewildered by the sight of a bluish alien announcing the Muslim call to 
prayer in Arabic! His concept of ‘signals of transcendence’ is an almost perfect 
translation of the pivotal Qur’anic term ayah – usually translated as sign or symbol – 
which posits that embedded in the fabric of the experiential world are a plethora of 
signposts pointing to a reality beyond themselves. Further, the resurgence of Islam 
was a key reason for his well-known recantation of the ‘secularisation thesis’ argued 
in The Desecularization of the World. And much of his theorising on pluralism and 
modernity has relevance to the situation of post-immigration European Muslims 
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who, having transitioned into a position of ‘cognitive minorities,’ are obliged to 
develop ‘plausibility structures’ that allow their ‘deviant’ beliefs to receive essential 
social confirmation in a socio-cultural condition characterised as ‘Euro-secularity.’ 
 
I liked Berger for two more reasons. Along with his penetrating intellect and 
masterful prose, an incorrigible wit permeates his vast oeuvre provoking, particularly 
in his later works, unexpected chortles. In fact it might be asserted – as others have 
intuited – that Berger was actually a comedian masquerading as a sociologist. 
Further his sterling gentlemanly conduct was attested to by almost everyone who 
knew him. Not only was Professor Peter Berger a world-class scholar, he was also a 
thoroughly nice guy. All of which leaves a pair of pretty big boots to fill. 
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The BSA (British Sociological Association) Sociology of Religion Study Group 
(Socrel) invites essay submissions on any aspect of contemporary religion addressed 

from a sociological perspective. 
 

 

Final Deadline: 31 January, 2018 
  
 

   The Winner of the Essay Prize will receive: 
 

 a Free Full Pass for the Annual Socrel Conference 10-12 July 2018, University 
of Strathclyde 

 a cheque for £100 (sponsored by Taylor & Francis) 

 a £50 voucher for books from Taylor & Francis (sponsored by Routledge) 

 a year’s subscription to the Journal of Contemporary Religion 

 an opportunity to get published in the Journal of Contemporary Religion (the 
winning essay is subject to JCR’s normal peer review) 

 for the runner-up essay, a cheque for £50, if the judges decide that there is a 
runner-up (sponsored by Taylor & Francis) 
 

  
 Submission Details: 
 

 The essay should be between 5000 and 7000 words, including footnotes and 
bibliography, and must not be available in print/electronic format or 
submitted for publication elsewhere. 

 The essay should be single authored, written in English and submitted as a 
single MS Word document attachment, including bibliography and cover 
sheet. (Failure to incorporate the cover sheet will render disqualification.) 

 Submitting authors must follow the JCR style guide. 

 The winning essay must be submitted to JCR within 3 months of the prize 
having been awarded. 

 Submitting authors must be postgraduates and be/become a members of 
Socrel to enter. 

 Application forms and further details are available from the Socrel website: 
www.socrel.org.uk 

 Electronic submissions with cover sheet downloaded from the Study Group 
website need to be sent to Dr Michael Munnik (munnikm@cardiff.ac.uk). 
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