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The notion of secularization literally has
had its day. Today, many scholars insistent-
ly declare an ominous “return of religion”.
But has religion really been away? Can we
earnestly talk about the stage of post-secu-
larization? Anyhow, religion seems to have
made a staggering comeback, moving to the
center of political awareness and media at-
tention. Beyond doubt, religion still has
a tremendous impact on societies all over
the world and, therefore, deserves proper
advertence.

Strange to say, the foremost academic
field dealing with religion in a non-confes-
sional way — i.e. the Study of Religions (or
Religious Studies) — has nonetheless still to
be considered a stepchild of higher educa-
tion funding policies. Notwithstanding its
institutional marginalization and scarce fi-
nancial support, the Study of Religions has
contributed immensely to the scholarly dis-
course on religion. However, the Study of
Religions indubitably needs to enhance its
profile, highlighting more publicly its non-
confessional and matter-of-factly profes-
sional stance towards its object of investiga-
tion, i.e. religion. It necessitates a more
theoretical elaboration delineating and
working on the key questions (“Grundfra-
gen der Religionswissenschaft”) and ap-
proaches within its discourse in order to
sharpen its self-image and to spotlight its
professional competence.

The study at hand seeks to provide those
questions while attempting to frame appro-
priate answers with the purpose of consoli-
dating the scientific integrity of the Study of
Religions within its domain (p. 284).

Hartmut Zinser (b. 1944), one of the
most renowned scholars of the Study of
Religions in Germany, is Professor at the In-
stitute for the Scientific Study of Religion at

Free University Berlin. Having published
vastly on a wide range of topics, Zinser has
repeatedly demonstrated comprehensive
knowledge, and sound understanding of the
crucial issues of the academic Study of Reli-
gions. The author does not want to put out
yet another introductory guide to the Study
of Religions — simply reviewing basic ideas,
approaches and concepts —, after already
having edited one in 1988 (Harmut Zinser
[ed.], Religionswissenschaft: Eine Ein-
fithrung, Berlin: Reimer 1988). Rather, by
mustering up his broad scholarship, he tries
to collect and reconsider pivotal problems in
the Study of Religions, thereby giving his
own solutions and understanding.

Introduction (p. 11-19) and epilogue
(p- 281-284) tersely overview the aim of the
study, encompassing eleven chapters that
cover major categories and issues of re-
search on religion. After outlining the main
tenets of the Study of Religions — inherent
difference to theology, objects of investiga-
tion, objectives — in chapter 1 (p. 21-34),
Zinser puts down his bold views on the is-
sue of defining religion (p. 35-80). Chapter
3 offers a disquisition on a number of emi-
nent typologies classifying religion (p. 81-
115), whilst chapter 4 inquires the cohe-
rence of religious history (p. 117-136)
including a discussion on concepts of evolu-
tion of religion, secularization and criticism
of religion. The next chapters contain nu-
merous instructive reflections on major fea-
tures of religion such as rituals (p. 137-153),
oral and written texts (p. 155-193), clergy,
sacrifices and edifices (p. 195-216), deities,
spirits and other venerated entities (p. 217-
231), and oracles and revelations (p. 233-
245). Chapter 10 is focusing upon the reli-
gious context of work and death (p.
247-269), whilst the last chapter, eventually,
depicts the preceding modern stages of to-
day’s scientific Study of Religions (p. 271-
280).

The author advocates high readability
and, thus, refrains from adding extensive
quotations and references (p. 284). In fact,
the study is written in a smooth and reader-
friendly language. When using technical
terms, Zinser quickly provides plain expla-
nations making his work also readable for
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a non-specialized audience. In general,
some basic knowledge on large religious
traditions is taken for granted, otherwise —
the author states — readers will find difficul-
ties following up the theoretical discussion
(p. 18).

Throughout the book, Zinser continu-
ously displays his expertise in Roman and
Greek religion. However, in my opinion he
somewhat misses a balance when relating
most issues to practices and beliefs in Ro-
man or ancient Greek times. Moreover,
some of his views and ideas will “set
tongues wagging” — and this is hardly sur-
prising given the fact that the Study of Reli-
gions still knows numerous “discursive bat-
tle fields”. Such will be the case with his
harsh criticism towards functional and sub-
stantial approaches of defining religion (p.
70-72) or his dichotomous categorization
into “Heilsreligion” and “Erlosungsreli-
gion” (p. 100-101), just to mention two a-
mong several other possible points of con-
tention. Regardless of these controversial
issues — and we should keep in mind that
dissension rises automatically when dealing
with such fundamental questions —, Zinser
puts forward well-scrutinized and matter-of-
fact answers to the “Grundfragen der Reli-
gionswissenschaft” that definitely need to
be discussed further.

To sum it up, Hartmut Zinser provides
a well-written and intriguing study on key
issues in the Study of Religions based on his
life-long professional dedication to his aca-
demic subject.

LUKAS POKORNY

Zdenék R. Nespor,
Ne/naboZenské nadéje
intelektuala: Vyvoj ceské
sociologie naboZenstvi,

Praha: Scriptorium 2008, 432 s.
ISBN 978-80-86197-97-5.

Novodoba Ceska religionistika se pripra-
vuje na tieti desetileti své existence, a proto
se nevyhnutelné zacCind objevovat otdzka,
zda by nebylo vhodné zhodnotit jeji dosa-
vadni vyvoj. Recenzovana kniha plodného
prazského autora Zdetika R. NeSpora tako-
vym zhodnocenim je, a to i pfesto, Ze autor
se dle svych slov vénuje pfedevsim vyvoji
Ceské sociologie naboZenstvi. Obsah i cha-
rakter knihy vSak relativn€ tzkou oblast so-
ciologie naboZenstvi vyrazné pfekracuje.

Svij vice nez Ctyf set strankovy piehled
déjin ¢eského badani o naboZenstvi z per-
spektivy socidlnich véd zac¢ina NeSpor obec-
nym vymezenim zédkladnich témat a teorii,
s nimiZ se v sociologii ndboZenstvi miZeme
setkat. Diraz ptitom klade zejména na ty te-
orie, které nalezly vét$i odezvu pravé v Ces-
kém prostiedi. Jde o relativné stru¢ny, nic-
méné velmi vécny prehled, ktery by mohl
byt soucasti jakékoli propedeutické knihy
vénované akademickému studiu nabozen-
stvi. NeSpor se zde opird o své starsi texty,
zejména o Sociologii ndboZenstvi, kterou
vydal se svym brnénskym kolegou DuSa-
nem LuZnym (Zdenék R. NeSpor — DuSan
LuZny, Sociologie ndboZenstvi, Praha: Por-
tal 2007), a dale také o publikaci Prirucka
sociologie ndboZenstvi, jejimzZ byl spoluedi-
torem a autorem vyznamné Casti kapitol
(Zdenék R. Nespor — David Véclavik [eds.],
Prirucka sociologie ndboZenstvi, Praha:
SLON 2008).

Po této tvodni kapitole nasleduji tii his-
toricky zaméfené Casti. Prvni z nich je vé-
novdna pocatkim Ceské sociologie nébo-
Zenstvi a obdobi jejtho prvniho velkého
rozvoje v obdobi prvni republiky a v letech
nésledujicich po druhé svétové valce (kapi-
tola ,,Religiozita svobodné spolecnosti a je-
ji studium®). Poté nasleduje kapitola zamé-
fend na obdobi komunistického reZimu



