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RELIGION, CHRISTIANITY AND THE QUESTION  
OF GENERATIVE PROBLEMS: COMMENT TO JON BIALECKI

�s MINNA OPAS �s  

In his path-breaking discussion on the Anthropology of Christianity, Joel Robbins (2003) 
notes that the objective of the—at the time new—�eld of research, is to study the concerns 
common to the di�erent context-dependent forms of Christianity. In his intentionally 
provocative contribution to this Forum, Jon Bialecki takes this point seriously and even 
takes the task further to include the category of religion at large. He argues, �rst, that 
‘there is (...) a uni�ed �eld of Christian language’, at the centre of which lies the problem 
of presence. Di�erent forms of Christianity and their di�erent ‘institutions, practices, 
and aesthetics can all be understood as a response to an underlying problem’. Second, 
Bialecki extends this logic to concern all religion. He notes that, despite the impossibility 
or at least refusal to speak of religion as something universal because of its nature as 
a historically created category, what we can (and perhaps should) do, is to speak about 
religion in terms of a shared generative problem. Furthermore, he sees all religion as 
motivated by the same generative problem, the problem of presence. Or as he puts it, 
‘when we have folks grappling with the problem of presence, we are dealing with religion’.

Now, while I welcome the understanding of the problem of presence as a generative 
problem motivating Christian religiosity, and I will return to this point below, extending 
this logic—which bears certain resemblance to the Geertzian idea of religion coming into 
being when people are faced with fundamental questions of human life—to concern all 
religion, appears somewhat more problematic. �is is because in extending the Christian 
problem of presence to concern all religion there lurks the by now very familiar danger 
of viewing all religion through Christian lenses. Talal Asad’s (1993) observation that the 
category of religion itself is a product of Christian thinking is instructive here. Even 
though a great number of authors (e.g. de Vries 2001; Engelke 2010; Espírito Santo & 
Blanes 2014; Meyer 2010; Stolow 2005, just to name a few) have noted that questions 
of mediation, of presence and absence, are common  to di�erent forms of religion, 
and although devotees in many religious traditions demonstratively do grapple with 
the question of the ontological gap between here and beyond, can we assume that this 
concerns all religion and that even when it does, it is the principal motivating problem 
organising people’s (religious) lives? Furthermore, we could ask, by viewing the problem 
of presence—even of ‘virtual’ presence—as central to all religion, are we not once again 
bringing the transcendent back to the very centre of our de�nitions of religion? 

However, taking a step back could prove useful here. �e idea of looking at religion 
through the notion of the generative problem is, I think, a proli�c point of departure for 
comparative work. Nevertheless, instead of looking at religion only through one speci�c 
problem, we could ask, what di�erent kinds of generative problems motivate religious 
traditions? In fact, Bialecki does put forward this idea too (see also Bialecki 2012). 
Although viewing the problem of (virtual) presence as something common to all religion, 
he still asks, in the plural, whether we could ‘speak about generative religious problems 
in the same way we can speak about Christian problems’?    



45

his hands, the bodily acts do not just represent or mean, but rather constitute through 
mimesis. Although the question of meaning is not alien to this case either, the focus 
on materiality or on the body makes it possible to ask other questions, to approach the 
constitution of people’s religious lives by sidestepping the question of meaning. 

Secondly, the recent focus on religious mediation, especially in relation to corporeality, 
often appears to leave aside the analysis of the e�ects of the wider social group or community 
on people’s religious experiences. Matthew Engelke (2010; see also Rutherford 2006: 106), 
for instance, has noted how the attention given to mediums and mediation in relation 
to the study of religion is prone to eclipse questions of institutional power. However, 
looking at questions of mediation within the framework of the problem of presence has 
potentiality to link the questions of mediation to those of institutional power. What media 
are made important in regard to experiencing the transcendent, how, and by whom? Who 
controls these media and/or the terms of their proper usage? What are the processes 
of institutionalising mediating practices like? Jon Mitchell’s (2010, 2015) discussion of 
Catholic visionary practices in Malta serves as a good example here as well. �e visions and 
performances of ecstasy of the Maltese Catholic man began as individual sporadic events 
but soon developed into precisely scheduled prayer events, which gathered hundreds of 
participants. Our Lady had announced to the visionary that she would ‘appear regularly 
every Wednesday evening to deliver a new message’ and the visionary would feel the pain 
of the �ve wounds in his body every Friday (Mitchell 2015: 27). �e problem of presence 
is played out in this case at many di�erent levels and therefore it does not only provide 
the opportunity to examine the process of institutionalisation of religious mediation and 
questions of power internal to this process, but also more generally the power struggles 
between institutions—accusations of blasphemy and questions of nationalism—related 
to and raised by religious mediation. 

Although very brief, these two examples work to demonstrate the potentiality of the 
focus on the problem of presence as a generative motivating problem to raise questions 
concerning Christianity, in particular, and religion, more generally. Such focus is de�nitely 
something research should keep looking into more closely.  
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AND SOCIOLOGY OF RELIGION:

COMMENT TO JON BIALECKI 

�s TERHI UTRIAINEN �s 

�e anthropology and sociology of religion make an interesting couple—a couple that 
could perhaps have even more conversation and family-life than they have today. From 
the perspective of the academic study of religion (or ‘religious studies’ as it is often called), 
which is my home base, anthropology and sociology are often considered two alternative 
approaches for the empirical study of contemporary religion—approaches to religion as a 
presence as well as to the presence (or absence) of religion in modernity. Even if they share 
some classics, Durkheim anyway, these two disciplines are sometimes considered to di�er 
both in their methods (ethnography for anthropology and predominantly quantitative 
methods for sociology) and their �elds and respective theories (non-Western others for 
anthropology and the religious and secularizing people in the West for sociology). �is 
is, however, changing. �ere is an increasing interest in the ethnographic approach and 
methods in the sociology of religion, in particular in the branch or sub-�eld that is often 
called ‘lived religion’ (McGuire 2008; Orsi 2005, 2010). One aim of this approach is to 
critique the opposition between o�cial/non-o�cial (or popular) religion which has often 
guided the sociology of religion but which is now increasingly considered as value-laden 
and biased.1 Penny Edgell, a North American sociologist of religion, describes lived religion 
as ‘a practical, everyday activity oriented toward interacting with superhuman others (…) 
drawing on sacred sources of power (…), generating experiences of transcendence and 
meaning (…), or some combination of these goals…’ (Edgell 2012: 253). 

When religion for anthropology has increasingly come to include Christianity and 
when non-Western Christians have brought renewed understandings and practices of 
Christianity to the West, the �elds of these two disciplines become inevitably entangled. 
Furthermore, ‘anthropology at home’ implies that the �elds of these neighbouring 














