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Nowadays in western society the forms and
expressions of religiosity are more diverse
than ever before. On the one hand, religion
is promoted in the public space; on the oth-
er, it happens that previously strong ties be-
tween religious institutions and individuals
become weakened. As a result, multilayered
religious identities are built up, and non-
institutional religious communities are
formed. Changes in religiosity open up
space for discussion about social capital,
which is one of the key aspects of the func-
tioning of religious communities and their
ability to enter the public space. This paper
is focused on non-institutional religious
communities in the perspective of social
capital, which determines their character
and ability for active participation in the
public realm.

Introduction

The forms and manifestations of reli-
gious communities in Western society are cur-
rently more diverse than ever before. The
transformations in religion and religious
forms are aptly illustrated by the phrase “be-
lieving without belonging™, i.e. “faith with-
out belonging ”, which can be seen as a mani-
festation of individualising religiosity. Hans
G. Kippenberg? mentions Sweden as an ex-
ample of such tendencies, where just 6% of
Christians go to church once a month, al-
though more than half the population state
that they are religiously-minded. He also
draws attention to another discrepancy, where,
on the one hand, half of the Swedish people
consider themselves atheists but, on the other
hand, up to 70% of Swedish citizens are
members of a church, a situation which in
turn can be described as “belonging without
believing ”.

Grace Davie, a British sociologist of re-
ligion, in her study published in 2006° pointed
to another significant religious tendency,
which is the fact that churches in Europe have
become participants within the public domain
and civil society. They are increasingly heard
in public debates and have the ability to gain
support for their activities. However, the sup-
porters of, and participants, in those activities
rarely transfer their activities into the lives of
their parishes, which Davie refers to as “vi-
carious religion”. The processes described
above secure the promotion of religion in the
public domain, but on the other hand the
strong links between religious institutions and
individuals weaken, the result of which is the
construction of multi-layered religious identi-
ties and the emergence of religious communi-
ties other than the institutional ones®. They
are, according to Jan Vané, an “attempt to
preserve an ‘official’ form of religion, while
making an effort to mediate religious truths,
symbols and standards in a manner that takes
into account the desires and needs of indi-
viduals to shape their own religiosity ‘in their
own way"”. Such processes of individualiza-
tion lead to a divergence from the traditional
religious communities and to the “erosion of
standardized methods of transmission and
sharing of religious ideas that worked up until
recently.’. Hans G. Kippenberg calls this
trend, when religious communities do not
carry out their activities under the supervision
of the official church but rather they act in
competition with the participants in the public
sphere of civil society, a “new legal form”’
where the deprivatization of religiosity points
to the obvious social and civic potential of re-
ligion. Religious Studies expert Tatiana Po-
dolinska states that non-institutional privatiza-
tion, individualisation and de-traditionalization
of religion is typical for post-communist
countries in which the “the traditional church

numero uno

47

febbraio 2016




Spazio aperto/Open Space

faces new religious trends that are a distinc-
tive phenomenon of late-modernity: new
forms of membership, new forms of participa-
tion, new forms of faith, new forms of belong-
ing and loyalty, new forms of commitment and
a decline in engagement™®. These processes
of radical change, relevant to the transforma-
tion of religiosity (including the consequences
for the functioning of religious institutions),
open up space for debate about social capital,
which according to Robert Putnam is one of
the key aspects of the functioning of religious
communities and their ability to enter into the
public domain®. The aim of this paper™ is to
analyze the functions of social capital in non-
institutionalized religious communities, which
are, thanks to their new kind of status in pub-
lic life, fundamentally different from tradi-
tional forms of religiosity™.

A conceptual definition of the non-
institutionalized religious community

The idea of “community” in the social
sciences is quite significant, though due to the
different perspectives’® on the study of the
concept of ‘community’, it is considered quite
ambiguous. Community (i.e. Gemeinschaft)
was characterized by Ferdinand Tonnies as a
social formation in which its members are
linked by a bond of reciprocity-they know
what to expect from each other and can trust
each other without imposing on each other
performance requirements- distinguishing it
from “society” (i.e. Gesellschaft). Community
can be described essentially as an assemblage
of people whose relationships are based on
solidarity and a sense of security. It is a place
where one can obtain emotional support, ap-
preciation and practical help in everyday
life'*. Jan Vand, when defining a non-
institutionalized religious community, prefers
the definition of community by René Konig,
who sees it as a “smaller/minor social unit
united by common goals, norms and strate-
gies of purpose realization. Its daily activities
and scope are geographically defined, while
the ontological status of the community is ‘de-
termined by the awareness of being unique’,
which is dependent on the degree of ‘protest’
against certain mechanisms generated by

modern society”**. This definition is thor-
oughly supported by the findings of several
authors (P. L. Berger, S. Bruce, T. Luckmann,
D. Martin, B. Wilson et al.) who see the con-
cept of modernization, and its key thesis of
secularization in relation to religion, as un-
tenable. Furthermore, while the secularization
theory predicted the end of religion, its crea-
tors themselves have gradually relinquished
their assumptions. Today, the manifestations
of religiosity in post-modern society are being
discussed in connection with detraditionaliza-
tion™ rather than secularisation. In the context
of this phenomenon we also acknowledge dis-
course about non-institutionalised religious
communities (Catholic, Protestant or others),
which are a free independent community of
believers, not under ecclesiastical jurisdiction
and generally have no interest in being a
purely civic organisation. A typical character-
istic of non-institutionalised religious com-
munities can also be the fact that they mostly
consist of individuals who have undergone a
religious conversion and who reflect the feel-
ing of a lack of preparedness and response of
the church to their need for community™.

A conceptual definition of social capital

Among many others®’, it was primarily
Bourdieu (1980, 1986), James Coleman
(1982, 1988, 1990), and Robert D. Putnam
(1993, 1995, 2000) who attempted a theoreti-
cal and empirical analysis of social capital.
The theory of social capital has gained the
particular attention of the sociological litera-
ture and, although there are different perspec-
tives on it, researchers agree that social capital
is the basis of social bonds and relationships,
generating cooperation between individuals,
as well as trust and reciprocity™®. Even though
the phenomenon of social capital is still not
fully developed, it embraces many conceptual
approaches and typological definitions. One
of the most frequently discussed is the classi-
fication into bonding social capital, bridging
social capital and linking social capital or the
formation of social capital on micro, meso
and macro levels®®. Within Putnam's theory
bonding social capital is illustrated as close
contacts between people, characterized by
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strong bonds, seen for example among family
members or members of the same (ethnic or
religious) community. This type of social
capital is a sort of “superglue” which main-
tains homogeneity, reinforces solidarity, cre-
ates specific reciprocity and internal group
loyalty and mobilizes mutual cooperation.
Bridging social capital includes more distant
contacts with weak ties, the building of
bridges between different people and groups,
such as between business partners, friends
from different ethnic groups or ecumenical re-
ligious organizations. It brings people to-
gether despite differences and contributes to
the cohesion of the whole society®. Linking
social capital refers to contacts between indi-
viduals who hold a certain position of power.
It differs from the previous two as it speaks
volumes about relationships between people
who are not of the same social positions, or
about relationships between community
members and those who are outside of it. It
connects people with key political, religious
or economic authorities and institutions. This
type of social capital was introduced by M.
Woolcock (1998, 2001)*. The micro level
concerns an individual or small group of indi-
viduals (e.g. family) belonging to a certain
social context. Engagement in social (ethnic,
religious) groups and organizations with di-
verse membership is important for social capi-
tal at the meso level. The macro level of so-
cial capital is connected to the formation of
coherence on a nation-wide level, and facili-
tates the effective functioning of government,
economic growth, lower crime rates, active
citizenship and such like?.

Social capital in non-institutionalized reli-
gious communities

The social capital research on religious
(mostly Protestant) communities is the focus
of Putnam’s book American Grace, in which
he reached some surprising conclusions. The
first one was that the decline of religious iden-
tity in the United States was not directly re-
lated to the rise of atheism, but rather to the
weakening of ties to religious institutions. It
became apparent that the Americans refused
“organized religion” and an “official outline”

of their faith. Putnam also found that those
individuals who claimed that religion was of
great importance to their lives, possessed a
higher degree of social capital compared to
atheists and that religious communities
“owned” most of the social capital in the
country. Finally, it turned out that members of
these religious communities were also truly
active citizens. They were interested in poli-
tics, more of them voted and they participated
more in diverse events within the public do-
main than others®®. However, and this was in-
teresting, it was not those believers who regu-
larly attended church who were more active,
but those who were members of a religious
community®® with strong social ties and an
extensive stock of social capital®®. Putnam's
research confirmed that unofficial forms of re-
ligion in the form of non-institutionalized reli-
gious communities had higher social capital,
which made them predisposed for a more active
participation in the public domain, distinguish-
ing them from the official religious institutions.
Social capital of non-institutionalized religious
communities is shared among their members at
the meso level. The meso community level
strengthens community life and can provide
the sense of belonging to something / some-
where®, which is a feature typical for non-
institutionalized religious communities. The
meso community level creates conditions for
the establishment of mutual cooperation and a
strengthening of trust. The homogeneity of
non-institutionalized religious groups helps
create a stable bond of interpersonal and so-
cial character®” and of a generalized reciproc-
ity”® based on the motto “I will help you and
you will help them” (positive social capital)®.
There are situations where the homogeneity of
the group, strengthened by the bonds within,
may also come with certain limitations. This
happens when members of the community
have the same or similar resources, which can
lead to the isolation of individual groups or
which can limit the ability of individuals to
act (negative social capital)®®. In both these
contexts bonding as well as bridging social
capital can be identified.
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Bonding social capital mobilizes posi-
tive social attitudes, and encourages civic and
political participation and an interest in public
affairs. For example, the members of the
non-institutionalized religious community
Gofer, studied by Jan Van¢, were involved in
working with youth, endeavouring to awaken
their interest in volunteering®. In turn, bridg-
ing social capital plays a relevant role in cre-
ating intra-group solidarity, in crossing the
boundaries between social (religious, ethnic
and other) groups and in overcoming intoler-
ance between groups®. The religious commu-
nity Gofer can be used again as an example,
where Vané found that its members moved
relatively easily®* between forms of identity
and membership of different (social, occupa-
tional and hobby) groups®. It should be em-
phasised that the formation of bridging social
capital requires constant efforts to exceed
one’s own identity (i.e. social, political, reli-
gious), and not to be afraid of forming rela-
tionships with those who are “not like us”. A
human being is, after all, characterized by a
need for belonging and for relationships,
which also supplies the sense of who one is
and where one belongs. Finally, in the context
of non-institutionalized religious communities
we can also talk about linking social capital,
which refers to contacts with individuals oc-
cupying certain positions of power. Since
linking social capital is rather vertical in na-
ture, which means that it connects ordinary
people with social (i.e. religious, political) au-
thorities and institutions, a weakening, even
absence, can be observed in the relationship
between the non-institutionalized religious
communities and official religious representa-
tives.

| believe that the transformation of re-
ligiosity towards the “informal forms” is a
phenomenon to be faced especially by the
“traditional churches” in post-communist
countries, which also have to deal with the
question of why they have failed to reach out
to and attract “defected” believers who more
or less shun the traditional Church, and who
carry out their activities - religious and civil -
independently, without any official Church

consent. In addition, religious authorities usu-
ally show a reserved, or even negative, atti-
tude to non-institutionalized forms of religios-
ity, resulting in a deepening of mutual mis-
trust. The sociology of religion in the post-
modern age finds this situation all the more
difficult, as it aims to examine the transforma-
tion of religious identities and religiosity that
are more and more non-institutionalized while
managing to remain religious°. Moreover, the
spiritual identity of “non-church”, less-
traditional (de-traditionalized), “alternative”
and non-institutionalized communities® s
represented by “living religiosity” and a sense
of belonging, an emphasis on the quality of
interpersonal relationships and abundant re-
serves of social capital, making them an op-
position to the “formal”, sporadic forms of re-
ligiosity without active participation.

Conclusion

This paper pays attention to the trans-
formations in religion, namely, to non-
institutionalized religious communities, which
are typified by private spiritual experience
and divergence from traditional religious in-
stitutions. At the same time, when compared
to traditional church communities, non-
institutionalized religious communities are
typically rich in reserves of social capital that
qualify them for active participation in the
public domain.

Present-day post-modern society is in-
creasingly atomized and de-socialized. We
can observe an increasing loss of social capi-
tal, a fading of reciprocity and social cohe-
sion. Non-institutionalized religious commu-
nities provide the chance for fulfilling the de-
sire for community, giving the opportunity to
share one’s personal experience of faith with
others. Personally experienced religiosity,
thanks to its “legal form”, has the ability to
enter into the public domain, “bring the be-
lievers into the streets” and aid in forming a
civic society. This shows the social power of
religion, whose “strengths and weaknesses”
manifested within society cannot therefore be
assessed on the basis of the official involve-
ment of churches in public life. Non-
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institutionalized forms of religious experience
play a considerable role in this area. Their dy-
namism and vitality, with an emphasis on the
quality of interpersonal relationships, are the
starting points for not only religious but also
social productivity.
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