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Van Gennep’s work on rites of passage can be viewed as part of the rise of
anthropology in the period prior to the First World War, and has been very
influential conceptually and on the practice of churches ever since.
This article examines how his own historical work, taking baptism as
an example of a rite of passage, compares with the practice of church
history at the time. It then seeks to assess van Gennep’s assumptions in
comparison with the assumptions about the past used in church history
writing today, acknowledging that the turn to plurality – that uniformity
in doctrines, rituals and texts is subsequent to diversity – of recent
scholarship is in several respects anticipated by van Gennep.

History was holy because the nation was holy.
Pierre Nora1

Arnold van Gennep’s most famous work, Les Rites de passage,2
appeared in 1909 and caused, apparently, not a ripple on the serene
surface of ecclesiastical history. The Church moved through time,
and history was, most simply, the account of that procession. If its
history were more positively conceived, then history was an intellec-
tual relic that made the Church’s past present. History was sacred
because it made the vital connection between the holiness of the
past and the actuality of what Christians were doing day by day.

* E-mail: thomas.oloughlin@nottingham.ac.uk.
1 Pierre Nora, Realms of Memory: Rethinking the French Past, ed. Lawrence D. Kritzman, 2
vols (New York, NY, 1996), 1: 5.
2 Arnold van Gennep, Les Rites de passage. Étude systématique des rites (Paris, 1909); trans-
lated by Monika B. Vizedom and Gabrielle L. Caffee as The Rites of Passage (Chicago, IL,
1960).
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The churches looked to their histories as prologue, genealogy guaran-
teeing origins and (when seen aright) a roughly linear continuity from
the clear moment of origin to the present. Within this well-defined
narrative, the anthropologists’ abstractions based on folk religion and
non-Christian cults had seemingly little to offer. By contrast, van
Gennep saw religious practices as expressions of the particularities
of groups seen in their folklore – he saw himself as an expert in
French folklore and, by extension, ethnography – and it was this his-
torically shaped endeavour that would reveal more universal truths
about humans and their beliefs.

Given that this volume takes its theme explicitly from van
Gennep’s classic work, it is worthwhile to see how reading it again
can form a basis for historiographical self-reflection on how the dis-
cipline of ecclesiastical history has changed over the last century, both
in its fundamental assumptions and within the larger subject area of
theology and Christian studies. What I seek to offer is not a history of
history, much less an overview of key developments during the last
century, but rather an examination of some of the ways in which
van Gennep utilized Christian historical evidence in his work and a
comparison of that with historians’ practice then and now. My aim is
to show that not only has the framework of rites of passage entered
our work as historians, but also that we now share some of van
Gennep’s most basic assumptions about religious movements.

CONTEXT 1: ANTHROPOLOGY

The decades preceding the First World War can be seen as the heroic
age of anthropology: the territories of the world were now open to
both colonization and study. Scholars turned their attention to the
exotic peoples and their customs that were to be met in their colonies
with a fascination that was rooted not only in the assumption that
they were curiously different ‘from us’ but also in a conviction that
they were ‘us’ as we used to be. The anthropologist was working in
a living museum and might there discover elemental truths about
humanity. The apparent ‘rawness’ (crudité) of the cultures encoun-
tered by anthropologists showed a human condition without the
occluding effect of layers of civilization with its inchoate note of arti-
fice and inauthenticity. Typical of this movement was the now
famous 1907 exhibition of African art at the Trocadéro Museum in
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Paris. It was there that Picasso ‘discovered’ African masks and what
he wrote about this event – in explicitly religious, indeed liturgical,
terms – captures the larger atmosphere:

Men had made those masks and other objects for a sacred purpose, a
magic purpose, as a kind of mediation between themselves and the
unknown hostile forces that surrounded them, in order to overcome
their fear and horror by giving it a form and an image. At that moment
I realized that this was what painting was all about. Painting isn’t an
aesthetic operation; it’s a form of magic designed as mediation between
this strange, hostile world and us, a way of seizing power by giving form
to our terrors as well as our desires. When I came to that realization, I
knew I had found my way.3

Whether it was from objects taken from colonized peoples or in rec-
ognizing the untutored peasant mind that produced a Breton calvary
or a Bavarian votive painting, there was a truth to be uncovered from
the time before modernity. The turn to anthropological evidence
appeared to offer a direct route to fundamental human understanding.
A Chokwe mask (Figure 1), for example, was an encounter with a rit-
ual object that spurred comparative studies of ritual between ‘primi-
tive’ cultures and those of Europeans. That there could be common
features – over a long time span and crossing cultures that were sup-
posed to be in isolation from one another – allowed writers such as van
Gennep to see themselves as anthropologists in the strict sense: they
were investigating a fundamental aspect of what it is to be human.

This anthropological turn was already to be found in Britain in the
work of Sir James Frazer. His Golden Bough first appeared in 1890 in
two volumes with the subtitle: ‘a study in comparative religion’; then
again in 1900 in three volumes, now subtitled: ‘a study in magic and
religion’; and yet again over a span of nine years (1906–15) in twelve
volumes, quite apart from a very popular one-volume abridgement
(first published in 1922) which avoided frightening its wider reader-
ship by omitting many comparisons involving Christian origins. Van
Gennep was aware of Frazer’s work and not only cites him in Rites of
Passage as a quarry for material, but also declares him to be the foun-
der of a school of investigation. By this act of classification, he dis-
tanced his own methodology from Frazer’s.4

3 Cited according to Colin Rhodes, Primitivism and Modern Art (London, 1994), 116.
4 Van Gennep, Rites of Passage, 6.
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Another monument to British scholarship spanning this period is
the Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics, whose thirteen volumes were
produced under the editorship of James Hastings, an inveterate
organizer of reference works, between 1908 and 1926.5 While
focused on religion as universal human category, the choice of topics
and the methods employed by very many of its contributors reflected
the new interest in anthropology within religious studies, while the
work as a whole with its diligent gathering of diverse evidence
exhibited the new attention to empiricism that was common to
both anthropologists and historians. Hastings, despite his own very
explicit biblical and theological interests, showed an appreciation of
the value of anthropology, both by treating equally other living reli-
gions alongside Christianity and in his desire to attend to religions
globally. The detail of popular religion which the Encyclopaedia
embraces was expansive and included what previous generations
would have dismissed as ‘magic’ and ‘superstition’: each phenomenon

Figure 1. A late nineteenth- or early twentieth-century Chokwe mask, a Pwo,
from Angola, used in female initiation rites. The cross-like tattoos probably derive
from crosses distributed by seventeenth-century Portuguese Franciscan missionaries.
© The author.

5 In the 1960 translation of van Gennep this work is cited on p. 79, but in an additional
note by the translators. Van Gennep finished Les Rites de passage in 1908, the year that the
first volume of the Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics appeared.
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was to be valued as part of the overall description of homo religiosus. It
is probably this implicit anthropological dimension that has ensured
that nearly a century after its production the Encyclopaedia of Religion
and Ethics can still be useful to scholars today.

Although published after Rites of Passage, a work from 1912 is
probably the best indicator of the new confidence in the value
of anthropology in religion: Émile Durkheim’s Les Formes
élémentaires de la vie religieuse which (unlike van Gennep’s work,
which took over fifty years to find an English translator) appeared
in English in 1915.6 We tend to think of this work in terms of the
philosophy of religion – and it engaged with all the great themes of
Western philosophy of the period – or the sociology of religion, but
it is also a work of anthropology using historical research as a cen-
tral investigative tool. While in English it is subtitled ‘A Study in
Religious Sociology’, we should note that its original subtitle links
it directly with the themes of anthropology: ‘Le Système totémique
en Australie’.

So, while church historians may not yet have been taking the
insights of anthropology into the core of their research, among
anthropologists the history of the practices of the Christian churches
was now being studied afresh and being brought into the centre of an
expanding discourse.

CONTEXT 2: CHURCH HISTORY

While technically the later long nineteenth century saw a transforma-
tion of the landscape of church history – one need but recall the
advent of new and more accessible sources, whether in the form of
inrush of papyrus fragments or the steady progress of Monumenta
Germaniae Historica7 – conceptually very little happened with regard
to its place within Christian studies: de facto, it remained a subdisci-
pline within theology mainly concerned with the training of

6 Durkheim’s work was published in Paris in 1912; it was translated by Joseph Ward
Swain and published as The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (London, 1915).
7 The Gospel of Peter was published by Urbain Bouriant in 1892 and can be seen as mark-
ing the beginning of arrival of ‘new’ material that directly affected understanding of the core
of Christian memory seen as a well-defined ‘New Testament’: cf. Brent Nongbri, God’s
Library: The Archaeology of the Earliest Christian Manuscripts (New Haven, CT, 2018),
91–8; M. D. Knowles, ‘Presidential Address: Great Historical Enterprises, III. The
Monumenta Germaniae Historica’, TRHS 5th series 10 (1960), 129–50.
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ministers. However, we should begin by noting some voices that
anticipate a later time. In 1908 W. C. Bishop, in a review article
prompted by the publication of F. E. Brightman’s Liturgies Eastern
and Western, wrote:

The tendency to approach the consideration of liturgical questions
from a hard-and-fast dogmatic standpoint has too often been a stum-
bling block in the way of historical truth and a right understanding of
the problem presented. In order to obtain fruitful results from any
investigation of this kind it is an essential condition that we should
begin by investigating the historical facts, putting on one side for the
purposes of the investigation whatever dogmatic prepossessions or
beliefs we may hold, and treating them as non-existent for the
moment.8

Bishop did not draw out the point that implicit in this epoché was the
possibility that historical fact might not align with subsequent doctri-
nal certainty as to the ubiquity, clarity and consistency of the tradi-
tion. However, one who did was George Tyrrell. In his 1903 book
Lex Orandi and its 1906 sequel Lex Credendi, he explicitly appealed
to the historical practice of different groups of Christians – be that
differing formal practices or popular customs and beliefs – as part
of the Christian inheritance.9 But such writers were marginal voices:
the debate on the eucharist to which Bishop contributed rumbled on
until the 1980s without his insight being taken seriously,10 while the
approach of Tyrrell came almost to a complete stop when he was
excommunicated by the Roman Catholic Church; the relationship
of the so-called lex orandi and the lex credendi is still not a settled mat-
ter in that church.11

8 W. C. Bishop, ‘The Primitive Form of Consecration of the Holy Eucharist’, Church
Quarterly Review 66 (1908), 385–404, at 386.
9 George Tyrrell, Lex Orandi (or Prayer and Creed) (London, 1906); idem, Lex Credendi:
A Sequel to Lex Orandi (London, 1908).
10 See Thomas O’Loughlin, ‘Reactions to the Didache in Early Twentieth-Century
Britain: A Dispute over the Relationship of History and Doctrine?’, in S. J. Brown,
Frances Knight and John Morgan-Guy, eds, Religion, Identity and Conflict in Britain:
From the Restoration to the Twentieth Century. Essays in Honour of Keith Robbins
(Farnham, 2013), 177–94.
11 See Paul De Clerck, ‘“Lex Orandi, Lex Credendi”: The Original Sense and Historical
Avatars of an Equivocal Adage’, Studia Liturgica 24 (1994), 178–200, which explores how
the rejection of Tyrrell’s work was still an active force in Catholic studies of the liturgy
until at least the 1950s.
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For most church historians, their work was that of fleshing out in
practical detail a grand plan whose essentials were doctrinal certain-
ties: there was one single and largely unambiguous past.12 While the
past might be fiercely contested by each group claiming it as their spe-
cific inheritance, the common ground was that anyone who would
look at it with sufficient dispassion would come to a singular conclu-
sion: the difficulties lay in the observers, compounded by technical
obscurities which were gradually being overcome, rather than in
the past itself. As such, the past was ‘the secure judge’ and an appeal
to it was a route to a certainty that would empirically underpin, and
perhaps confirm, the known doctrinal certainties. This objective qual-
ity of history was pithily expressed by the leading French military his-
torian of the time: ‘History alone leads us to solid conclusions which
nothing can shake, and whence convictions spring. Therefore, in
order to rough out a sketch of military science we shall have recourse
to the historical method.’13 We could substitute ‘theology’ for ‘mili-
tary science’, because the practitioners of both shared a confidence
that this method would deliver certain, externally verifiable results
that would be beyond sectarian prejudices.14 There was a single
revealed datum within the historical record that industry and care
could reveal.15 This was the very opposite of those more vague gen-
eralizations found among anthropologists, with their sometimes
eclectic combinations of evidence from different cultures and
periods.16

12 See William H. C. Frend, From Dogma to History: How our Understanding of the Early
Church developed (London, 2003); the chapter on Louis Duchesne (ibid. 108–43) is par-
ticularly relevant.
13 Jean Colin, The Transformations of War, transl. L. H. R. Pope-Hennessy (London
1912), xv; the French original appeared in 1911.
14 See Thomas O’Loughlin, ‘Divisions in Christianity: The Contribution of “Appeals to
Antiquity”’, in Simon Oliver, Karen Kilby and Thomas O’Loughlin, eds, Faithful
Reading: New Essays in Theology and Philosophy in Honour of Fergus Kerr OP (London,
2012), 221–41.
15 See Jonathan Z. Smith, Drudgery Divine: On the Comparison of Early Christianities and
the Religions of Late Antiquity (Chicago, IL, 1990).
16 Anthropologists such as Durkheim were aware of this problem of generalizing from a
limited base of evidence but seemed content to note similarities in distinct cultures as evi-
dence of common human elements. For example, in discussing ‘the idea of the soul’ and
referencing a range of material collected from Australian tribes, Durkheim wrote that ‘the
bases on which our inference rests may be deemed too narrow’, yet he then proceeded to
resolve this difficulty thus: ‘but … the experiment holds good outside of the societies
which we have observed directly. Also, there are abundant facts proving that the same
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Turning to histories of those Christian ritual events that can be
seen as falling within the bounds of ‘rites of passage’ – baptism, mar-
riage and ordination – the emphasis is on the history of the doctrine
of which the actual ritual is but a visible manifestation. When a ritual
variation is noted, it is as an item within the larger wrapping that
might reflect a commitment to this or that approach to the doc-
trine.17 Religious practice is pared down to a legally understood min-
imum because this alone had a reality that was greater than the
transient wrapping of ceremony. Similarly, the Church is understood
as the collection of assenting believers rather than a cultic community
with a community’s needs for cultic expression. Where practice was
important was in providing precedents for issues disputed later. Did
they (i.e., some group of Christians in the past) at that time in the past
baptize infants? Was that baptism performed by immersion or sprin-
kling? Was marriage considered a sacrament or not? Did that past
group of Christians imagine a specific ‘power’ conferred in ordination
and were there further qualifications on the transmission of that
power? Since church historians were asking of earlier evidence a set
of precise questions whose existence was a function of a later para-
digm, these investigations were rarely conclusive; it could hardly be
otherwise. In the face of inconclusive evidence, while some took ref-
uge from the difficulty in ‘black box’ solutions such as that put for-
ward by John Henry Newman that the evidence was there but in a
form that could not yet be seen, most scholars redoubled their efforts
to understand the evidence, as witnessed by the constant stream of
new and better editions of historical texts.

Accompanying the search for justifying evidence – in the manner
of a lawyer seeking out precedents – was the notion that doctrine had
primacy in Christian revelation and was, subsequently, manifested in

or analogous conceptions are found in the most diverse parts of Australia [thus justifying
his opening statement that “all the Australian societies” held certain beliefs] or, at least,
have left very evident traces there. They are found even in America [thus justifying his
more embracing generalisation]’: Durkheim, Elementary Forms, 256.
17 One can see examples of this approach in the bitter controversies that followed the
Vatican’s statement on the invalidity of Anglican orders in 1896. One of the underlying
assumptions among the statement’s authors was that changes in ritual were indicative of a
shift in theology, an assumption that can be otherwise expressed by saying that ritual is but
a manifestation of doctrine: see Thomas O’Loughlin, ‘Locating Contemporary
Catholicism in Relation to Apostolicae Curae: What it can tell Catholics about themselves’,
Centro pro Unione Bulletin 101 (Spring 2022), 30–40.
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rites. Consequently, specialists in liturgical history aside, any atten-
tion given to ritual evidence was not from interest in the ritual itself
and what that manifested about those engaged in it as a primary
human reality, but concerned with how that ritual gave expression
in a material manner to the doctrine which was the object of faith.
While van Gennep and the anthropologists pursued rites for what
their actuality told them about societies, Christian historians pursued
them as symptoms of doctrines assented to by individuals. Hence
there was a belief that beneath the apparent diversity of historical phe-
nomena and conflicting opinions – heresies – there was an original
unity: as logically diversity follows unity, so historically the original
moment of perfect uniformity in unity, when there was ‘one Lord,
one faith, one baptism’ (Eph. 4: 5), was the starting point. Just as
no one doubted that one could, though skill and patience, return
to the New Testament in the ‘original Greek’, so too no one doubted
that it was possible to return to the original practice and understand-
ing.18 The main difficulty was the toll that time and vandalism had
taken on the evidence, but the surviving fragments were coherent and
mutually coherent, provided one could interpolate the lost material,
and it was this act of ‘filling the gaps’ so that the jigsaw fitted that
constituted scholarly brilliance.19 Such vaults of imagination were
made possible by the tacit assumption that the same frameworks of
understanding being used by the historians were those of the people
or institutions being examined: the present reached back into the past
in such a way that the past manifested itself in the present.20 Since
there was confidence in the sequence that rites followed practices
which manifested doctrine, many assumed that if one could get the
theology rightly understood and agreed upon, then the other prob-
lems in practice between Christians could be resolved or eliminated.

18 The most explicit claim in English to this being the aim of editorial work is to be found
in the prolegomena volume to the edition of Westcott and Hort: Brooke Foss Westcott
and Fenton John Anthony Hort, ‘Introduction’ and ‘Appendix’, to The New Testament in
the Original Greek (Cambridge, 1881), 1–324 and 1–188.
19 There is hardly a better example of this in any language than the massive commentary
on Acts by F. J. Foakes Jackson and Kirsopp Lake, The Beginnings of Christianity, Part 1:
The Acts of the Apostles, 5 vols (London, 1920–33).
20 There could surely be no better expression of this than the dictum of Johann Albrecht
Bengel (1687–1752): te totum applica ad textum: rem totam applica ad te (‘apply your
whole self to the text, then apply the whole text to yourself’), which prefaced Nestlé-
Aland editions of the New Testament prior to the twenty-sixth edition which appeared
in 1979.
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Thus history was more than a tool in apologetics, but held the prom-
ise of resolving disputes by discovering the golden moment underly-
ing differences. In this return ad fontes there was the vision also of
renewal, and perhaps even of a perfect liturgy.21 Since there had
once been a perfect moment, could there not be one again?

VAN GENNEP AND BAPTISM

Reading Rites of Passage as a text from the first decade of the twentieth
century presents us with a world that is the polar opposite of that his-
torians’ idyll. This radical divergence in approach is captured in the
book’s opening sentence: ‘Each larger society contains within it sev-
eral distinctly separate social groupings. As we move from higher to
lower levels of civilization, the differences among these groups
become accentuated and their autonomy increases.’22 Van Gennep
assumes that diversity is at the heart of human society and that rituals
not only reflect this, but that diversification and separation into dis-
tinct groupings is what we should expect. While we baulk today at his
casual assumption that there is a ‘scale of civilizations’, a notion he
introduces at the very beginning of the book and employs throughout
it,23 it is clear that history is more than sources. Rather, it is a study of
distinct societies that differ both from one another and from the soci-
ety of the researcher: only the subjects’ humanity is common.

It is directly from this approach to ritual as an essential part of a
social group’s cohesiveness that van Gennep first mentions baptism,
which he sees as an accessible example of a rite of passage familiar to
his francophone readership in 1908: ‘Being born, giving birth, and
hunting, to cite but a few examples, are all acts whose major aspects
fall within the sacred sphere. Social groups in such societies likewise
have magico-religious foundations, and a passage from group to
group takes on that special quality found in our rites of baptism
and ordination.’24 In this passage baptism is neither an ‘outward
sign of inward grace’, nor an external expression of a doctrinal reve-
lation, but a fact in its own right. Baptism is not taken aside into a

21 This was the agenda of Sources Chrétiennes, which was established in 1942: see
Patricia Kelly, Ressourcement Theology: A Sourcebook (London, 2021), 61–71.
22 Van Gennep, Rites of Passage, 1.
23 The phrase is first found at ibid. 2.
24 Ibid.
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special sphere as a Christian sacrament, but is studied among a set of
human phenomena characterized collectively as ‘magico-religious’
acts. It is this action placed within a social network involving many
individuals in one collective endeavour – baptizing and being bap-
tized – that brings about its ‘effect’ for the participants and it is to
be understood as part of their collective story. Baptism does indeed
‘effect what it signifies’ for the group in that individuals pass from
one state to another, they are changed by effecting the ritual, and
they move on into the future as new people. We shall note again
later that van Gennep starts with the ritual and then looks at what
this experience means in its effects among the group, not in terms
of a rational abstraction of ‘meaning’.

Baptism is next looked upon as one of a sequence of actions by a
specific group – Christian Bulgarian women in this case – as they
move through a rite of passage: through it they come to terms with
the disruption in individual, family and group life that goes hand in
hand with childbirth.

From St Ignatius’ day until the calends (Kolièda) the expectant mother
must neither wash her hair, clean her clothes, nor comb her hair until
after nightfall; she must not leave her house during the ninth month.
She must not remove for a whole week the clothing she wears at the
time of delivery. A fire is kept burning until the christening [jusqu’au
baptême] and the bed is surrounded with a rope. The cakes are baked;
the young mother must eat the first piece and share the rest with her
relatives; not a single crumb may leave the house. The relatives bring
gifts and all spit on the mother and child (obvious rites of incorpora-
tion). They come to see her throughout the first week. On the eighth
day the baptism takes place. On the fifteenth day the young mother
bakes cakes and invites her neighbours and the women of her acquain-
tance to come and eat; all of them bring flour.25

This account seems hardly remarkable, in that in a historically
Christian country like Bulgaria in the late nineteenth century we
should expect that the formal ceremony of baptism would be one
of the key events after childbirth. This looks like an ethnographic
account of the secular customs of a people into which a Christian

25 Ibid. 45; the presence of Christian liturgical language is more marked in the original
(directly translated here) than in the published translation.
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sacrament has been interwoven, but such a reading would not do jus-
tice to van Gennep’s cultural hermeneutic in Rites of Passage.

Van Gennep’s account is a single whole: he has described a com-
plete and unitary community process, and splitting it into moments,
such as secular / religious or sacramental / non-sacramental, would
miss his essential point. Through this process, this rite of passage,
the community comes to terms with its new member; the mother
relates to the community, her own experience and her baby; and
the newborn is properly prepared to know that she / he is a fully
accepted member of the group. Where does the ‘magico-religious’
– a favourite term of van Gennep – act begin or end? We have a
description of a long series of distinct actions, all in a known sequence
which is a datum within the community, leading to a known, desired
result. The meaning – if the perspective of the investigator is allowed
to intrude – of this ritual lies in the awareness of those involved of
doing what is needed: their experience is fundamental. This is
completely opposite to a focus on the parents bringing the infant
to the church to be baptized, and a set of rituals in which they
have minimal engagement, where they are told by the minister
from out of his study of an academic tradition of theology not only
what the experience is ‘really about’ or means, but also, indeed, what
the infant is experiencing.26 Instead, experience – and this is always a
social and bodily reality of common memory as is seen in the precise
details van Gennep believes we, the readers, must note – is the basis
for understanding. Any extrinsic ‘explanation’ would be simply one
more moment in the process and one additional mythic (albeit in
this case verbal) element in the group’s reality. In adopting this per-
pective, van Gennep anticipates several movements in twentieth-cen-
tury scholarship, all of which have a bearing on the work of church
historians. In its focus on community memory, I believe that van
Gennep’s approach anticipates the work of Maurice Halbwachs
(1877–1945) and more recently Pierre Nora, both of whom have
impacted on the historical work of New Testament scholars. In his
attention to process, he was directly the inspiration for Victor

26 However, since there is no way of assessing what the infant is actually experiencing (or
whether the infant – perhaps asleep – is experiencing anything), this account is an extra-
neously sourced (usually from a catechism of some sort) account of what baptism means
within the group’s formal theology. On this distinction of deriving a ‘meaning from’ and
placing a ‘meaning upon’ ritual, see Thomas O’Loughlin, ‘Eucharistic Celebrations: The
Chasm between Idea and Reality’, New Blackfriars 91 (2010), 423–38.
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Turner (1920–83), whose work (in my view) increasingly affects the
study of the history of liturgy as it moves away from being simply the
archaeology of texts. The concern with the intrinsic experience of
reality, as distinct from its extrinsic determination, mirrors the theo-
logical concerns of Maurice Blondel (1861–1949) and the historical
turn of Henri de Lubac (1896–1991) in historical theology, and the
incarnational turn of those theologians who engage with the signifi-
cance of the historical Jesus within theology, such as Edward
Schillebeeckx (1914–2009).

Rites of Passage mentions baptism, and the link between baptism
and naming, on several occasions, but the next extended reference
to it is when the importance of giving a name, or a new name, is
examined:

The rites of naming would merit a monograph to themselves. Though
frequently studied, I think they have never been considered in full
detail or in their true light. When a child is named, he is both individ-
ualized and incorporated into society.

…

It will be noted that in Gabon the rite of naming coexists with a rite
which is strikingly analogous to baptism. Baptism has most often been
regarded as a lustration, a purging and purifying rite, i.e., a final rite of
separation from the previous world, whether it be a secular world or
one that is actually impure. This rite must be evaluated with care, how-
ever, for it may also signify incorporation when it is performed with
consecrated rather than with ordinary water. In that case the person
baptized not only loses an attribute but also gains one. This consider-
ation leads us to examine a new set of ceremonies, ordinarily known as
initiation rites.27

Here, once more, we see the characteristic elements of van Gennep’s
approach: begin with the actual ritual and ‘read’ this within society:
the social group remains the primary locus of interpretation and
meaning. But this passage also draws us into another theme of mod-
ern historical research in that, after the mention of baptism, van
Gennep places a footnote indicating that ‘for baptism as a rite of ini-
tiation’ the reader should turn to a work of Lewis Richard Farnell

27 Van Gennep, Rites of Passage, 62–3.
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(1856–1934).28 Farnell is now known almost exclusively as a Greek
scholar and a classicist, but his 1905 work, subtitled ‘an anthropology
of religion’, puts him among those anglophone anthropologists who
influenced van Gennep and stand also in our own background as
church historians. Farnell’s work appeared in the Crown
Theological Library alongside volumes dedicated to bringing histori-
cal-critical scholarship to bear on both biblical studies and the histor-
ical issues in theology. It is perhaps best studied on the assumption
that its readers are historians of Christian practices and beliefs. On
baptism, Farnell wrote:

… we should probably find, if we followed out the history and origin of
infant baptism, that the pre-Christian tradition was a strong efficient
force for the settlement of the question: there were reasons why the
rite should soon have come to be maintained by the early Church,
for analogous rites whereby the new-born child was consecrated to
the divinity were probably part of the hereditary tradition of most of
the converted races.29

Religions exist within cultures for Farnell and to imagine them simply
as functions of their formal theology does not enter his landscape.
The act of investigating a ritual is much less a theological question
than an engagement with a cultural tradition and its needs. The ritual
has its own integrity as part of a group’s cultural heritage: it is shaped
by the group and it reveals the group to the investigator. This
becomes clearer in Farnell’s more detailed comments on baptism,
in which he rejects rationalist explanations of rituals, such as
Aristotle’s explanation of plunging babies into water as a ‘hardening
up’ process, in favour of a human need to engage with mystery. Thus
the baptism of the adult is a ‘mystic service’ that simulates both death
and being born anew, and the historical questions are to be pursued in
the light of this observation.30 Anthropology is here pressed into the
service of historical investigation; while theology, conceived of as ‘pri-
mary ideas and essential beliefs’, is to be understood not on its own
claims but as subsequent to the activities of a community engaging in

28 Van Gennep’s note is precise: ‘see Farnell, The Evolution of Religion, pp. 56, 57, 156–58’.
29 Lewis Richard Farnell, The Evolution of Religion: An Anthropological Study (London,
1905), 56.
30 Ibid. 57.
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rituals.31 Farnell, who acknowledged his debt to historians of liturgy
such as Louis Duchesne (1843–1922), saw a clear sequence of inves-
tigation: one begins with an anthropological study, then proceeds to
examine the diverse historical evidence, then looks at the explanations
offered in liturgy and catechetics; only then can one appreciate how
interpretation is ‘regarded’ by theology.32 His method prepares for
that used by van Gennep; indeed, Farnell is arguably the originator
both of the notion of ‘rites of passage’ and of the approach that
views baptism as ‘initiation’. He thus stands at the origin of the move-
ment that has been so enormously influential in Christian liturgy
since the 1950s.

My last example of how van Gennep looked at baptism is taken
from his chapter on initiation rites:

Then came the transitional period: the catechumen, just like those ini-
tiated into the lesser mysteries, was permitted to attend religious assem-
blies and had a special place in the church, but he was required to
withdraw before the beginning of the true mysteries (the Mass). He
was periodically submitted to exorcism and thus separated more and
more from the non-Christian world; he was gradually instructed; his
‘ears were opened.’ After a last exorcism came the effeta: the priest
moistened his finger with saliva and touched the top of each catechu-
men’s upper lip; the candidates undressed, and their backs and chests
were anointed with consecrated oil; they renounced Satan; swore to ally
themselves with Christ; and recited the Credo.

…

It was followed by rites of the incorporation proper. … [T]he catechu-
men … hence became regeneratus, or conceived again according to the
very terms of the prayer pronounced during the rite which followed.33

31 Ibid. 156.
32 The key work of Duchesne used by both Farnell and van Gennep was his Origines du
culte chrétien. Étude sur la liturgie latine avant Charlemagne (Paris, 1889). It went through
numerous revisions and enlargements, with probably its most complete expression being
the fifth edition in English, translated by M. L. McClure: Christian Worship: Its Origin
and Evolution. A Study of the Latin Liturgy up to the Time of Charlemagne (London,
1919), which was reprinted many times.
33 Van Gennep, Rites of Passage, 94; the chapter on initiation (ibid. 65–115) contains
several sustained examinations of the ritual of baptism, especially at ibid. 93–6, 107–8.
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We have already met many of the themes of this passage, such as
attention to the ritual itself and the emphasis on sequence and
process, but its manner of reference to the liturgical details is notewor-
thy. Such attention to detail was the preserve of rubricians and those
who studied ritual from the standpoint of antiquarians: details to be
enjoyed, marvelled at or revived in their reconstruction of an ideal
past. Here, without any interest in making a theological point, liturgy
is part of human inheritance and this ritual is firmly in the social
sphere. Liturgy is examined as a complete unity in experience rather
than as ritual gestures tied to formulae – liturgy is no longer a book –
and in this van Gennep anticipates the key difference between mod-
ern liturgical investigators and the approach, dominant in most
Western churches until the 1960s, which was centred in written
texts. Here, explicitly, those texts – ‘and recited in the Credo’ – follow
the actual events that initiate and transform. In making this study van
Gennep references the work of Duchesne. Duchesne’s own engage-
ment with the liturgical past was that of a critical historian rather than
the nostalgic gathering of the jewels of an enchanted past in the face
of a bitter modernity that characterized so many of Duchesne’s con-
temporaries working in French, such as Fernand Cabrol (1855–
1937) or Henri Leclercq (1869–1945).

Because van Gennep took the Christian liturgy so seriously, view-
ing it as embedded in the human person who in turn was embedded
in society, what he wrote was immediately accessible to those theolog-
ical scholars who interpreted his work in the light of their theological
anthropology, and so it could speak seamlessly to their ecclesiology
and become manifest in their liturgical reforms. However, while
this influence of van Gennep was significant, we should also note
that it occurred without fanfare and was very uneven across the
Christian churches. This article has given a certain priority to franco-
phone scholarship in deference to van Gennep, but the patchiness of
his reception is perhaps best seen in English-language scholarship. For
example, it is often remarked that the churches of the anglophone
world were least aware of the movements for liturgical reform that
swept France and Germany from the 1920s. We see this in the com-
plaint by the Anglican scholar Peter Hammond in 1960 that the work
of the continental Liturgical Movement was virtually unknown in
Britain.34 Similarly, Roman Catholics from across the English-

34 Peter Hammond, Liturgy and Architecture (London, 1960), 4–10, 12–16.

‘Rites of Passage’ and writing Church History

23

https://doi.org/10.1017/stc.2023.3 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/stc.2023.3


speaking world, who might be expected to have a greater awareness of
developments in France, Germany and Italy, seem to have been taken
by surprise by the liturgical discussions of the Second Vatican
Council (1962–5). The English-speaking liturgical churches, as a
whole, appear to have begun to engage with the liturgical movement
only from the late 1960s.35 Perhaps this time lag is to be explained,
partly, by the fact that van Gennep was only translated into English in
1960.36

THE TURN TO PLURALITY

One of the most characteristic features of historical writing today
across the disciplines falling under the heading of ‘religion’ is the
awareness of plurality. We speak of the diversity of Judaisms that
were to be found in the period before the destruction of the temple
in 70 CE. We speak of the churches rather than ‘the church’ and of
early Christianities rather than assuming there was a single organiza-
tional or doctrinal edifice. We have become suspicious of the ancient
heresiologists and are aware that the development of ‘orthodoxy’ or
the canon of the New Testament are as much events in the evolution
of the Christian movement as the variations we find in rituals in dif-
ferent places. While this plurality is often not grasped or welcomed as
a reality by elements within each church, it is now the assumed norm
within the mainstream academy.

However, this interest in plurality has an even deeper foundation.
Probably from as early as the second century, one of the unquestioned
assumptions of much Christian scholarship has been that there was a

35 A good example of this is dissatisfaction with the medieval lectionary for use at the
eucharist which was taken over, more or less as it stood, into the vernacular liturgies of
almost all the Protestant churches (e.g. the Book of Common Prayer of the Church of
England); but it was the Evangelical Church in France which was the first to abandon
and replace it, in 1953, with a new lectionary with three readings in three cycles,
which proved to be the forerunner for the Roman Catholic Ordo lectionum Missae
(1969) and, thereby, for the now widely used Revised Common Lectionary: see
Annibale Bugnini, The Reform of the Liturgy 1948–1975 (Collegeville, MN, 1990),
415–17.
36 Significantly, the introductory essay by Solon T. Kimball (pp. v–xix) to the 1960
English translation of van Gennep’s Rites of Passage presents its importance solely in
terms of the sociology of religion and the ongoing work of anthropologists, without
any hint that contemporary Western practitioners of religion, such as liturgists, might
find it of value to their work.
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moment when all was perfectly one, harmonious and singular. The
work of Walter Bauer (1877–1960) in the 1930s (once again, note
the time lag before this appeared in English in 1971) shattered that
cosy illusion once for all.37 Bauer showed that consistent and explicit
doctrines are subsequent to a variety of teaching and a range of accept-
able formulae. More recently, Epp and Parker have shown that the
quest for the single original form of those texts, such as the gospels,
which later achieved canonical status is not only not possible but fails
to take account of the diversity inherent in their being ‘living texts’.38
In the actual life of the early churches, the texts were continually
being varied – deliberately and not as a result of faulty transmission
– as the situations in which they were being used varied. For over a
century, exegetes had sought out the ecclesial Sitz im Leben as a guide
to understanding the formation of the tradition, but the challenge
now is to speculate on the whole range of situations in which this
text, or one like it, was being used. Likewise, when it comes to
practices of the churches, the quest for the original action or pattern
has given way to an acknowledgment that diversity preceded
uniformity.39 The uniformity of a common ‘shape’ (to use Gregory
Dix’s term) was the result of liturgies seeking to borrow from one
another and pattern themselves on one another in response to an
earlier diversity, rather than the remnants of an original form
progressively diversified by corruption and idiosyncratic
development.40

The turn to plurality implies a second shift in perspective: a radical
acceptance of the incompleteness of our evidence. When, for exam-
ple, Westcott and Hort set out in detail their method,41 they were as
aware as we are of the fragmentary nature of the evidence. They

37 Walter Bauer, Rechtgläubigkeit und Ketzerei im ältesten Christentum (Tübingen, 1934);
the English translation is based on the second edition: Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest
Christianity (Philadelphia, PA, 1971).
38 See, for example, Eldon J. Epp, ‘The Multivalence of the Term “Original Text” in
New Testament Textual Criticism’, Harvard Theological Review 92 (1999), 245–81;
David C. Parker, The Living Text of the Gospels (Cambridge, 1997); from the many writ-
ings of these two scholars. While Epp and Parker approach the question from very differ-
ent starting points, they come to very similar conclusions: the notion of a single original
text – which ipso facto would have authority – is a later concern.
39 Paul F. Bradshaw, The Search for the Origins of Christian Worship: Sources and Methods
for the Study of the Early Liturgy, 2nd edn (London, 2002).
40 See Gregory Dix, The Shape of the Liturgy (London, 1945).
41 See Westcott and Hort, New Testament, 1–3.
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believed that by careful labour they might eventually glimpse the orig-
inal whole and it inspired their labour: even a partial access to that
wondrous moment was their reward. We have no basis for such con-
fidence. We simply know that there were situations earlier than our
earliest extant evidence, for it was those situations that produced our
fragments.

I began this article by noting that I would not attempt to trace spe-
cific influences of the anthropologists of van Gennep’s time upon
church historians (the academic pursuit of ‘spot the source’); nor
would I try to write a history of history (a foolhardy endeavour in
an article even if I were competent to undertake it). Rather, I wanted
to examine van Gennep’s assumptions and ways of working in order
to facilitate our reflection upon our own situation, for the pursuit of
history is always about us and is far more reflective in nature than we
often care to acknowledge. Writing of an earlier French historiogra-
phy, Pierre Nora has remarked that ‘[t]hrough the past we venerated
above all ourselves’;42 he might have been describing the ecclesiastical
history of the early twentieth century. The challenge facing us is far
more complex. We can no longer imagine ourselves like detectives
who assemble the evidence, aiming eventually ‘to close the case’. As
historical investigators of past religious phenomena our work is akin
to that of anthropologists who live with the incompleteness that is a
result of human variation. It is enough to understand something of
the past’s religiosity; veneration is best left to others.

42 Pierre Nora, ‘Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire’, Representations
26 (1989), 7–24, at 16.
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