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spirituality. In addition to explaining the difficulty of defining
these two terms and discussing similar, previously proposed,
kb and useful concepts to overcome this difficulty, | present the
ArStia ryeugion’ process of creating of the term “religionesque” and its proposed
sociology, cultural ~ use in empirical research. During my empirical fieldwork,
anthropology, ethnography | experienced the need for the missing term, which | believe
should be introduced not only because of the analysis of certain
alternative forms, but also because it nicely translates a term
that already exists to some extent in the Hungarian language.
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1 Introduction

This article is a conceptual analysis — based on the findings
of empirical fieldwork —, that leads to the proposal of a new
term, which | call “religionesque”. | introduce this term for use
in (primarily) empirical research on alternative religion. In
fieldwork, one can encounter the diversity of many different
approaches to religion and spirituality, and alternative cate-
gories of religious self-identification, which can lead to con-
fusion in the analysis of empirical findings. The many forms
of non-religious spiritual, and religion-related beliefs and
approaches suggest a gap between the religious, spiritual
and secular understandings. Concepts such as pseudo-religion,
quasi-religion, re-enchantment, and the notion of the sacred
have been and are being used to bridge this gap, and they
work in certain settings. However, my observations are that
they are not always fully adequate.

This study proposes an umbrella term that would help to
overcome this problem and build a bridge between the reli-
gious/spiritual and the non-religious/non-spiritual catego-
ries.

The first part of the study explains the limitations of em-
pirical research on alternative forms of religion. The second
part discusses the difficulties of defining religion, presents
previously proposed and useful concepts for describing alter-
native religious forms, and describes complications with the
term spirituality. The third part presents “religionesque” as an
umbrella term and explains its creation process, usefulness
and limitations.

2 The Limits of Empirical Research

Many different approaches to traditional, institutionalised
religion and everyday religion can be observed in empirical
studies of contemporary religion in Hungary, and more gen-
erally in Western and Central-Eastern Europe. Recent decades
have witnessed the emergence of new religious movements,
New Age influenced movements, alternative religious forms,
spirituality, neo-pagan movements, and gatherings (Heelas
1997; Shimazono 1999; Clarke 2008; Gecewicz 2018). The
meaning and interpretation of terms such as religious, spir-
itual, and mystical are constantly changing, leading to mis-
understandings in different contexts. People’s belief systems
are strongly influenced by 1) traditional religious forms such
as Christianity, especially Roman Catholicism, 2) Eastern reli-
gions and philosophies such as Buddhism and Hinduism, and
3) so-called alternative lifestyles such as alternative medicine,
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alternative psychology, mindfulness, or the revival of pagan-
ism and ancient traditions. The role of globalism, marketing,
authenticity, and politics either strengthens or weakens these
forms of belief (Bowman 1999; DAndrea 2007; Schouten,
McAlexander, and Koenig 2007; Kasim 2011; Gauthier 2021,
2022).

In the history of Hungary, in a country with a predominantly
Christian background, the subject of faith, or the “not un-
questionably plausible supernatural agent” (Rlipke 2019, 1202)
of one’s belief has always been the Christian God. But the
alternative forms of religion and the emergence of “muddled
beliefs” (Gilliat-Ray 2005, 364) have affected this notion, and
nowadays, in certain contexts, believers prefer to avoid the
term “God” (with a capital G) and refer to the “higher power”
they believe in as the divine, ancient power, transcendent, ener-
gles, gods (in the plural), supernatural, and so on.

It has also become more common to describe one’s religious
self-classification as spiritual, but not religious (Erlandson
2000; Fuller 2001), believing without belonging (Casano-

va 2020; Tromp, Pless and Houtman 2020), or religious in
one’s own way (Tomka 1986; lvan 2012) in order to distance
oneself from 1) “religion” as a concept, 2) a (particular) reli-
gious institution, or 3) God.

These slight differences become more apparent when con-
ducting empirical fieldwork, both in quantitative research
(usually with a questionnaire with pre-defined answers from
which the respondent must choose one option regardless of
the wording) and in qualitative research (where the respon-
dent is free to express their views in their own words, result-
ing in many different answers that are difficult to analyse
together). Especially in contexts where scholars have face-
to-face contact with their respondents, the various answers
need to be handled carefully. If respondents do not classify
themselves as religious or spiritual but do believe in some
kind of higher power and/or do not belong to a religious
institution but use religious semantics, the interpretation of
their belief system cannot be called “religious” or “spiritual’,
especially because of the wide range of different understand-
ings of these terms in both academic and everyday circles.
The researcher does not have the authority to decide wheth-
er someone is religious or spiritual if they explicitly reject
these terms. He or she can only use these terms carefully and
explain them in the context in which they are applied [1].
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3 Religion, Alternative
Concepts, and Spirituality

Many have, of course, recognised this problem and solved

it by introducing terms such as “‘quasi-religion” and “pseu-
do-religion” The distinction between these terms was made
by Paul Tillich (1963, 5-6), who explained “pseudo-religion”
as a movement with similarities to traditional religions, such
as new religious movements, New Age beliefs, and similar cur-
rents, while “quasi-religions” are non-religious movements with
similarities to religion, such as a political party, for example.
This distinction seems appropriate, but it severely limits the
use of the two terms, especially in the non-institutionalised
environment. First, defining the two terms as movements
already implies that there must be a community, a group, or
an institution behind these gatherings or ideologies, which
excludes those who have beliefs of some kind but reject the
idea of the institution, preferring for example to experience
or live their faith alone or in temporary communities. Second,
while quasi-religions unintentionally resemble religions and
use religious semantics, pseudo-religions do so intentionally,
excluding those who use religious semantics intentionally
outside the institutionalised environment or who are aware
of the religious meaning of the symbols or ideas they use but
reinterpret them in their own way.

Defining religion has always been a challenge in any disci-
pline and at any time, resulting in several definitions with
different focus points, such as the functionalist approaches
of Durkheim, Bellah, or the symbolic definition of Geertz
(Durkheim 1964; Bellah 1964; Geertz 1999). These defini-
tions emphasise the social function of religion, while the
substantive approaches, such as the understanding of re-
ligion as sui generis (Otto 1958; Eliade 1987), understand
religion from the level of the individual, as belief in a super-
natural power.

To overcome some of the difficulties, some scholars have
worked on the distinction between institutionalised religion
and the understanding of religion as it is lived in everyday
life. The latter approach, now commonly known as “lived
religion”, has been used, for example, by Robert Orsi (Orsi
1997), Leonard Primiano (Primiano 1995), Meredith McGuire
(McGuire 2008), and Nancy Ammerman (Ammerman 2021).
Each scholar has a slightly different take on the concept
(see, for example, a detailed article on the subject by Knibbe
and Kupari 2020). Orsi, for instance, distinguishes between
‘official” and “folk” understandings of religion, while Primia-
no (1995, 44), who defines vernacular religion ‘as it is lived:
as human beings encounter, understand, interpret and practice
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it”, stresses that the official/folk distinction is derogatory to

forms of vernacular religion. While McGuire prefers the term
“lived religion”, Ammerman uses “everyday religion” instead.
Vernacular or lived religion suggests a way of redefining the
concept of religion, but the perspective is still “from within”
religion, excluding those who do not see themselves in this

category.

Contemporary research, especially in Central-Eastern Europe,
links the problem of indefinable concepts mainly to tempo-
rary events, such as festivals and carnivals as one of the main
driving forces of alternative, muddled beliefs. Some schol-
ars call this phenomenon “re-enchantment”. This approach
suggests, first, that the revival of pagan habits and folkloric
national beliefs and rituals brings enchantment back into the
modern world and, second, that the Weberian concept of dis-
enchantment needs to be revised (Moore 1997; Jenkins 2000;
Graham 2007; Stiegler 2014; Josephson-Storm 2017). The
concept of re-enchantment began to gain popularity in the
2000s, and it has not yet to be given a common definition.
Alessandro Testa uses the term as a typology for (re)emerg-
ing alternative religious forms. He distinguishes “five different
types of religious or pseudo-religious phenomena... from both
institutional religions and new religious movements” (Testa
2017, 26). These types are: (1) forms of “vernacular” religion;
(2) forms of magic; (3) the religious aspects of the production
and consumption of cultural heritage; (4) new forms of ritual
and social memory that have religious features but are not
necessarily seen as religious; and (5) claims to believe in
“something”, or to have “spirituality” without being a member
of a church or an organised religious movement (Testa 2017,
26).

Research on re-enchantment in European carnivals and festi-
vals is attracting scholarly attention. Testa (Testa 2017; 2019;
2020) and other scholars (Povedak 2018; Teisenhoffer 2018;
Van den Ende 2022; Illés and Nita 2022) are active in this
field. Ongoing research on re-enchantment is a promising
project to formulate a typology of contemporary non-institu-
tional, non-traditional religious forms [2].

One could suggest that the phenomenon under study should
simply be called by its name, such as esoteric, neo-pagan, or
mystical practices and beliefs, but the typology seems more
appropriate to categorise the many different interpretations
of the alternative forms discussed. Testa’s work should also
be influential for its use of the term pseudo-religion: not as

a movement or institution but as a phenomenon. It should
not be forgotten, however, that re-enchantment is a descrip-
tion of a social and cultural process which is derived from
the Weberian concept of disenchantment.

Another angle of contemporary research is simply to call
such phenomena “religion-like” (Taves 2009; Sulmasy 2013)
or “sacred” (Gilliat-Ray 2005; Pike 2022). This seems to be the
easy way out: the simple and clear wording assumes that it
does not need any explanation or definition. Moreover, the
term “sacred” seems to have been resurrected in recent years,
replacing the term “religious” or “spiritual” with just another
word that comes from the emic religious environment. The
term “sacred” can refer to something associated with religion,
such as a sacred place (Chidester and Linenthal 1995) or

a secular place that has been “sacralized” (Gilliat-Ray 2005,
358). However, it can also mean a sacred place outside reli-
gion, ‘an inversion of the ‘default’world... a sacred space apart
from ordinary life” (Pike 2022, 201). In addition to spatial
approaches, it appears, for example, in the reinterpretation
of collective effervescence (Durkheim 1964), as a “sense-of-
the-sacred”, independent of traditional religions (St John and
Gauthier 2015, 5).

“Spirituality” - another confusing concept in the modern Eu-
ropean context — mainly covers a shift in the 19th and 20th
centuries from traditional Christian religion to inner spiritu-
ality. Originally, the term “spiritual” meant a “deeply religious
person” (Koenig 2008, 349), but it slowly became associated
with a post-Christian/New Age spirituality. This shift began
to be interpreted differently by scholars, and was understood,
for example, as a shift from traditional religiosity to a holis-
tic worldview or the Easternisation of Western worldviews
(Tromp, Pless and Houtman 2020, 511; Van Niekerk 2018, 9).

The different interpretations have led to a wide range of
understandings of the term “spirituality”, which has remained
without a common definition. The emergence of the spiritual,
but not religious (SBNR) and similar categories made a clear
distinction between “spiritual” and “religious”, implying that
the two terms are incompatible, and suggesting that reli-
giosity means a traditional, institutionalised form where
individual thinking is suppressed, whereas spirituality means
a non-institutionalised, individualised, experience-oriented
worldview (Tromp, Pless and Houtman 2020, 511-515).
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The term itself is still undefined and broad, which in the
European context seems to allow for the study of anything
outside the traditional Christian understanding of religion

by defining it as “spiritual” It is also noticeable that spiritu-
ality is usually used together with the term “religion” and is
understood as something different from religion. Pargament
attempts to define spirituality as something that is “becoming
differentiated from religion as an individual expression that
speaks to the greatest of human capacities” (Pargament 1999,
3). In these contexts, the term seems inseparable from “re-
ligion” or “religiosity” and has no meaning apart from them.
Koenig notes that spirituality was originally understood from
within religion, whereas in modern settings religion is under-
stood from within spirituality; spirituality refers to something
broader and also includes non-religious beliefs and practices
(Koenig 2008, 349-351).

In attempting to define this controversial term, several ob-
servations can be made. “Spirituality” is often associated with
inner practices, suggesting that “religion” does not have indi-
vidual or spiritual aspects (Zinnbauer, Pargament and Scott
1999). Sometimes it is understood to be closely linked to the
New Age, to various new religious movements, to alterna-
tive religious forms, to Western esotericism (Bowman 1999;
Moberg 2009), or to mental health (Zinnbauer, Pargament
and Scott 1999; Koenig 2008). What makes the term even
more confusing is the fact that its meaning depends largely
on the interpretation of the person using it - not only in ac-
ademic circles, but also in everyday life. Not to mention the
fact that, in personal conversations, even some people who
used to claim to be spiritual now distance themselves from
the term because they associate it with a derogatory mean-
ing [3]. The different understandings of the term have led to
academic debates and misunderstandings, and most of the
papers on the subject that | came across ended up avoiding
any applicable definition, trusting that common sense would
know how to interpret it in the given context. Some scholars
have collected various definitions and categorised them, end-
ing up with 9 or 13 different categories (Zinnbauer, Parga-
ment and Scott 1999, 893-94, citing Scott 1997; Zinnbauer
1997). These collections suggest that spirituality can mean
experiences or relationships; behaviours and beliefs with

a distinction between sacred and secular; a set of beliefs in
a higher power; and institutionalised forms or structures.
These categories show a wide range of understandings of the
term, leading to the suggestion that not only is a common
definition impossible, but “there is no necessity for a concep-
tualization of ‘spirituality’ — the concept of religion is sufficient.”
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(Zinnbauer, Pargament and Scott 1999, 448). This statement
also implies that there is no spirituality without religion, and
that spirituality is more of an emic understanding of the in-
ner part of religion with a more Christian-oriented thinking.

Even in the face of attempts to define “spiritual” and “spiri-
tuality”, we have to accept that it is and will remain a widely
used and variously interpreted term. | propose to clarify its
meaning within the context in which it is used. In empirical
research, it is usually acceptable to use it as the subjects of
the study use it (Marler and Hadaway 2002; Koenig 2008).
However, this can be problematic when the subjects have dif-
ferent understandings of the term, or when several different
research environments are involved. In order to avoid this
problem, a thorough analysis is needed, and multi-layered
definitions should be developed.

All of the above approaches and terms provide an angle and
opportunity for understanding and interpreting contemporary
alternative phenomena, but the importance of a clear defini-
tion and clarification in the context of use must be empha-
sised. Pseudo-religion, quasi-religion, lived, and vernacular
religion and spirituality are all terms that can be used in cer-
tain contexts. However, if someone has a spiritual, mystical,
or religious experience or belief, it does not mean that they
see themselves as falling into one of these categories.
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4 Introducing Religionesque

In what follows | would like to introduce the term “religion-
esque”, which | propose to use in empirically researched con-
texts to refer to something that has religious characteristics,
semantics or nature, looks similar to religion but is not actually
religion. It is more of an umbrella term that allows for the
analysis of terms such as “religion-like”, “supernatural’, “mysti-

” «

cal”, “transcendent”, and others.

The term “religionesque” first emerged as a result of a lan-
guage barrier. In Hungarian, the expressions “vallasi jellegy”
and “vallasszerU” refer to something that has a religious na-
ture or looks religious. In order to find the most appropriate
term to indicate the original meaning, the addition of the
suffix -esque describes well what the original suffixes “jel-
leg/G” and “szer(i” represent.

The use of “religionesque” helps to broaden the perspec-
tive on religion, as the lived/vernacular religion approach
suggests (Knibbe and Kupari 2020, 168), and to overcome
previous biases in using similar but inadequate terms for
the experiences of the individuals or groups being studied.
Re-enchantment categories, for example, are religionesque
because they distance themselves from traditional religious
institutions and new religious movements but use religious
semantics and reinterpret religious ideas in their own way.
As a term, religionesque creates space for those who do not
wish to identify with the term “religious” or “spiritual” but
who nevertheless have some connection with it. Their atti-
tudes or views have therefore an -esque nature.

We can see some examples of the use of the suffix in every-
day and academic contexts. First of all, the dictionary defini-
tions of the suffix -esque is as follows:

in the manner or style of; like (Merriam-Webster n.d.),
or

indicating a specified character, manner, style, or resem-
blance. E.g., picturesque, Romanesque, statuesque, Chaplin-
esque (Collins English Dictionary 2023).

The influential and world-famous literary mode of the car-
nivalesque, originating with Mikhail Bakhtin (1984a, 1984b),
represents the transfer of the mood, the sense of the carnival
atmosphere through humour, disorder, and chaos into a liter-
ary language.

The sense of folklore in popular culture, the use, reinterpre-
tation, and resemblance of folklore elements in contempo-
rary media, films, books, etc., can be described by the term
folkloresque (Foster and Tolbert 2016). The concept, created
by folklorists Michael D. Foster and Jeffrey A. Tolbert, indi-
cates that the use of folklore elements in popular culture
and media is currently increasing, but these elements are be-
ing heavily reinterpreted, losing their original meaning and
authenticity, as well as the tradition behind them.

Another example of the use of the -esque suffix can be found
in the term “ritualesque” in the work of Botond Vitos (who is
also Hungarian, so the logic behind his term may be similar
to mine) and his colleagues, who characterise festival par-
ticipants by their “ritualesque and carnivalesque” performance
modes (Vitos, Graham and Gauthier 2022, 111). There is, of
course, a limit to the use of the suffix. If all the original terms
such as religion, spirituality or ritual are excluded from stud-
ies, the question arises: If we cannot use them for anything,
what is their purpose? If we continue to use different defini-
tions, then there is no definition.

Therefore, the use of “religionesque” should have its limits,
and a clear distinction from other terms is needed. First

of all, religionesque is an adjective that is a description

of certain phenomena. There is no religionesque category
(re-enchantment), religionesque institution or movement
(pseudo-religion, quasi-religion); and the original terms such
as religion and spirituality should be used in appropriate
circumstances. Nor can a person be religionesque: their own
classification as religious, spiritual, spiritual but not religious,
religious in their own way, and similar typologies can be used
to describe the individual.

There is, however, a religionesque space and time. For ex-
ample, an event - say a festival - that creates a special
atmosphere for its participants, regardless of their religious
or spiritual classification can be described as religionesque.
There are religionesque symbols and semantics, such as
when someone uses religious objects, terms or motifs -
deliberately borrowing them from traditional religions or
worldviews but reinterpreting them in their own way. There
is also a religionesque experience - be it a community or an
inward, personal experience that cannot be easily described
in words, or a sense of the presence of some kind of higher
power, a sense of collective effervescence (Durkheim 1964),
communitas (Turner 1969) or a mystical experience (James
1982) [4].

SPIRITUALITY STUDIES 9-2 FALL 2023 © 23



5 A Model for Examining
Religionesque Experiences

Finally, I would like to devote more attention to religion-
esque experiences. In this part, | will explain the term “reso-
nant relationship” and show a connection between resonant,
religionesque and religious (or mystical, spiritual) experienc-
es.

Hartmut Rosa has developed a social theoretical approach
that he calls “resonance theory” (Rosa 2019). Rosa states that
the pressures of social acceleration (Rosa 2013) undermine
people’s ability to enter into resonant relationships. “Res-
onance is a kind of relationship to the world, formed through
affection and emotion, intrinsic interest, and perceived self-ef-
ficacy, in which subject and world are mutually affected and
transformed.” (Rosa 2019, 174). Resonant relationships are
uncontrollable, never expected, and can never be forced to
emerge. These uncontrollable relationships are the basis

of the good life that everyone seeks (Rosa 2019, 2020). The
characteristics of a resonant relationship — very much re-
sembling William James’ characteristics of mystical/religious
experience, namely ineffability, noetic quality, transiency and
passivity (James 1982, 248-49) - show that they can be reli-
gionesque experiences. However, while resonance is applica-
ble in many academic fields to explain relationships to the
world and human life, religionesque experience is a concept
for interpreting religion-related approaches. In this frame-
work, | define religionesque experiences as experiences that
have characteristics of resonant (Rosa 2019), and/or religious/
mystical (James 1982) experiences, but the experiencer has no
clear affiliation to religious institutions and/or has spiritual or
muddled beliefs (Gilliat-Ray 2005). This also suggests that
religionesque experiences can be resonant relationships but
not all resonant relationships are necessarily religionesque
experiences (see Figure 1).
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religionesque

Fig.1.

Religious experiences can be religionesque
experiences and resonant relationships,
and religionesque experiences can

be resonant relationships.

This model suggests that religious experiences can be re-
ligionesque experiences and resonant relationships, and
religionesque experiences can be resonant relationships [5].
Sacred terms (e.g., “sacred”, “holy”, and “god”) can be placed
in all three sets of this model. These terms have different
meanings in a religious setting than in a non-religious one,
where they simply mean something that is “special” or “more
special than other things”. The use of sacred terms depends
on the context, whether they are used with a religious over-
tone or not, and in an everyday context they can have a reli-
gionesque character.

The religious/non-religious, sacred/profane or sacred/secular
dichotomy has not yet been fully resolved and is still an im-
portant topic of academic debate. Until now, there seemed to
be no adequate term for the transition in between. For some-
thing, that is both religious and non-religious. Something,
that is considered religious (or spiritual) by others, but not by
the experiencer. Something, that is sacred but located out-
side of religion. Hence, for example, the term “sense-of-the-
sacred” exists, which describes a religionesque phenomenon.
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6 Conclusion

On the one hand, the widespread use of approaches, terms,
concepts, and typologies to describe contemporary alterna-
tive religious phenomena provides a colourful palette for the
study of certain settings where the many possibilities offered
may be useful and necessary. On the other hand, the multi-
plicity of concepts leads to confusion in academic circles and
in everyday life. The term | propose may seem new, but its
origin in the Hungarian language and similarly constructed
terms with the suffix -esque show that it does indeed exist.
Moreover, its use suggests that there was an undiscovered
bridge above the “new” concepts (re-enchantment, quasi-reli-
gion, pseudo-religion, etc.) that sought to fill the gap between
the concepts of “religion”, “spirituality”, and the “secular”.

This term religionesque has, of course, its own limitations. It
cannot override certain functions of pre-existing concepts,
such as the categorisation offered by re-enchantment or the
institutional frameworks of pseudo-religions and quasi-re-
ligions. Moreover, it is not a category of self-identification,
which is a subjective choice of the individual.

It is important to stress its usefulness in empirical research,
its necessity in sociological, ethnographic, and cultural an-
thropological case studies and fieldwork. It can serve as an
umbrella term for many concepts used by researchers and
the research subjects (who have different understandings of
such terms) to enable empirical analysis. It can provide a de-
scription of the phenomena that occur between the religious
and the non-religious, the spiritual and the non-spiritual,
where existing terms are inadequate. It can replace unde-
fined or non-scientific terms such as religion-related and reli-
gion-like but should be used in conjunction with traditional
concepts such as religion and spirituality, and with self-clas-
sification categories. Finally, the term religionesque experience
offers a transient notion between resonant relationships and
religious experiences.

Notes

[1] On this issue, especially in relation to religious experi-
ence, Ann Taves has very insightful ideas and observa-
tions (Taves 2009, section 3).

[2] Focusing on the CEE region, the project The Re-Enchant-
ment of Central-Eastern Europe at the Institut Sociolog-
ickych Studii, Charles University, Prague, CZ, is currently
working on the topic (2020-2023): iss.fsv.cuni.cz/en/re-
search/funding/research-projects/re-enchantment-cen-
tral-eastern-europe-reencheu.

[3] | came across this problem at the Everness Festival in
Hungary, where | conducted interviews and question-
naires on spirituality and related topics with several
participants (2016-2021).

[4] | used the term “religionesque” in the context of festival
experiences and practices in a Hungarian setting (Heidl
2023), which | am currently writing about in detail in
my forthcoming dissertation in English. Online access
to the research project: https://www.uni-erfurt.de/
max-weber-kolleg/personen/vollmitglieder/doktorand-
innen/heidl-sara-eszter.

[5] Inthe figure above, the term “religious experience” is
borrowed from William James (James 1982). He also
uses the term “mystical experience” when describing it
as something independent of religions. Therefore, this
experience can be called religious, mystical, spiritual,
etc., depending on what the experiencer calls it. In this
model, | prefer to use the term religious, to emphasise
the distinction between religious and religionesque ex-
periences.
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