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Chapter 1.

Introduction

The current dissertation provides an overview of the development of studies of
religious experience in Estonia. The main part of the dissertation consists of six articles
concerning the social context and the psychic aspects of religion. Because religious
experience is one of the main topics of the psychology of religion, the development of the
entire academic discipline will be summarized. First, the historical background of the
psychology of religion in Estonia will be described. Second, the importance of the social
context for religious experience will be analyzed. Third, studies of the psychology of

religious experience will be described.
Historical background

Studies of religious experience in Estonia lead back to the beginning of this
century. From its early decades, The Dorpat School of Experimental Introspection has
been known. The leader of the school was a Baltic-German theologian, Karl Girgensohn
(1875-1925). He struggled for years with the question: “Is it possible to understand the
essence of Christianity by means of the methods of modern science?” (Girgensohn, 1926).

He saw an answer to this question in the method of experimental introspection
developed by Oswald Kiilpe, one of the leaders of The Wiirzburg School of Psychology.
After studying Kiilpe's method himself, Girgensohn came to the conclusion that the
method of introspection is a valid way for studying religious experiences and for
promoting the understanding of the essence of the Christian faith. The idea of the method
was that well-trained subjects were presented with a problem to be solved or a written text
to be interpreted. Once the solution was found or the text read, the subjects were asked to
describe as precisely and fully as possible their subjective (conscious) experience. The

reports were recorded and later analyzed.
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4

Girgensohn’s experiment was conducted among 7 men and 7 women within the
age range of 20-37, all of whom had a higher education. Twenty six little-known religious
poems and hymns were used by Girgensohn as stimulus texts. The subjects were asked to
read them in as natural a manner as possible, and then to describe their accompanying
experiences. The work with each subject involved 30 sessions. As a supplementary
procedure, an in-depth interview concerning foundations of faith, trust of God and
religious concepts was conducted with each subject.

The results of the study were published in Girgensohn's (1921) classic book, “The
Psychic Structure of Religious Experience” (Der seelische Aufbau des religiosen
Erlebens). The main finding of Girgensohn was the structure of a religious experience. He
distinguished two primary and two secondary components in religious experience. The
first primary component identified was intuitive thinking described as vague and
unformulated, uncontrollable and unrepeatable, and associated with feelings of pleasure
and displeasure, as well as with symbols derived from organic sensations, rather than with
logic (p. 339). The second primary component, which Girgensohn himself found to be the
most essential, was called the ego function. The ego function means that a person's ego has
to take a stand when confronted by a religious reality. This stand-taking will go through
certain stages from purely intellectual reaction to the total extinction of ego in this reality.
The secondary components were called images and will. Images were “mental pictures”
the respondents reported to have seen during the reading of the text. Will is a result of the
ego function and means a new attitude in terms of a greater dedication and identity with
the religious reality. Girgensohn stressed, however, that these components are only
theoretical constructions while a real experience is an integral whole.

Primarily due to political reasons, Girgensohn left Estonia and moved to
Greifswald, Germany, in 1919. His ideas have had more impact on thinkers in other
countries than in Estonia (Grenbaek, 1970; Nobiling, 1929; Gins, 1992). The most famous
of Girgensohn's students, Werner Gruehn, stayed in Estonia for a few more years, yet his
writings on psychology of religion (Gruehn, 1924; 1926) likewise gained more credit in
other European countries than in Estonia.

In 1919, due to the separation of Estonia from the Russian imperium, the

University of Tartu (founded in 1632) was reformed into a national university. Among
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5
others, the faculty of theology was founded. Psychology of religion was taught at the Chair
Of Comparative Religions until the Second World War which led to the occupation of
Estonia by the Soviet Union. In the 1930's, the key figure was Professor Eduard
Tennmann. His main writings in the field of psychology of religion included ecstasy and
mysticism (Tennmann, 1936a), an overview of the psychology of religion (Tennmann.,
1936b), and a comparison of different religions (Tennmann, 1935). Tennmann did not
follow Girgensohn's method and ideas; however, he continued the tradition of the
psychology of religion at the University of Tartu.

In 1940 the Faculty of Theology was closed. This marked the beginning of the
Soviet or Communist era, which lasted for about fifty years. It was a hard time for all
studies of religion, including the psychology of religion. No institution or position dealing
with the discipline was established during that time. The only opportunity to receive
theological education was through the Institute of Religious Sciences of The Estonian
Evangelical Lutheran Church. The knowledge of the term “psychology of religion™ was
limited to churchgoers who learned it from writings of the pre-World-War-II era.

In 1991, the Faculty of Theology was reopened at the University of Tartu. The pre-
war faculty was used as a model for developing the new institution. Thus a position was
opened at the Chair of Comparative Religions for teaching and doing research on the
psychology of religion again.

This all means that the psychology of religion, the main topic of which is the study
of religious experience, is closely connected with social and political circumstances in the
whole country. The employment and dismissal of professionals, the creating and closing of
teaching positions, and opportunities for doing research have been tightly linked with what

1s going on in society at large.

The importance of the social context of religious experience

Religious experience is usually defined as a communication or relation between
man and divine. At the same time the social aspect of religious experience is stressed by
several authors. For example Sundén (1966; 1969) stated that religious experiences are

socially memorized in religious narratives. One who has heard a religious story is a
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6
“potential predisposed”, capable of interpreting God's presence in situations similar to that
described in the narrative. Fowler (1981) stressed the importance of the change in social
relations for the development of faith. According to Frankl (1962; 1975), one function of
religion is to give meaning to the difficulties of life caused by social circumstances. Glock
(1964) has pointed to economic deprivation as an important source of religious inspiration
and activity. Silverman and Pargament (1990) saw the significance of religion in coping
with the difficulties of life often bred by social conditions. Hood, Spilka, Hunsberger and
Gorsuch (1996, p. 386) emphasized the role of religion in overcoming socio-economic
stress. Religion, including its experiential dimension, is related to the different aspects of
social context.

Analyzing the importance of the social context for religious experience, the macro
and micro perspectives can be distinguished (Roberts, 1990, p. 47). Macro perspective is
an attempt to analyze the significance for religious experiences of the relationships and
developments in the society as a whole. Micro perspective is the analysis of one particular
social group or movement and of their religious experiences. These perspectives are not
exclusive. Rather, they are two different levels of generalization.

Mainly micro level studies have been performed in Estonia. The current
dissertation includes one study providing a macro perspective on contemporary religion in
Estonia. Chapter II supplies a sociologically founded overview of the current events on
Estonia's religious landscape. Of particular interest are the last eight years, since this
period embraces the disintegration of the Communist society, the restoration of religious
freedom, the rapid rise of religious activity in the early 1990’s, and the subsequent sudden
secularization in the mid-1990’s. The chapter describes the general social context for
religious life in contemporary Estonia.

Several micro level studies have been performed in Estonia. These include
membership changes in the Estonian Lutheran Church (Luhamets, 1996), reasons for
joining churches (Laasi & Rentel, 1995), teenagers' religious thinking (Pilli, 1996), and the
psychology of extreme religious groups (Lehtsaar, 1997). All the studies are related to
particular churches or religious movements.

This dissertation includes two micro level studies. Chapter III discusses reasons

for joining churches for those who became church members in 1992-1994. One of the
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7
main conclusions of the study stated that the motifs fuelled by experience were of greater
importance than the motifs lacking the experiential dimension. The reasons for joining
churches may be different in different societies. Apparently there is no one simple answer
to the question of why a number of people joined the churches of several Eastern
European countries in the early nineties. A rather parallel process of secularization could
be observed in all European countries (Dogan, 1995).

In Chapter IV the task group is evangelical pastors. Estonia is a primarily
Lutheran country and therefore the opinions and attitudes of evangelical pastors draw keen
academic and practical attention. One of the functions of the church is pastoral counseling.
The institutional, organizational and human resources of pastoral counseling create a
context for solving religious (experience-related) problems people may have (Clinebell,
1990, pp. 13-24; Switzer, 1989, pp. 245-268). After a fifty-year break in the development
of this discipline, both along the academic and practical lines, a study is needed first of all.
It is necessary to write textbooks, to compile curricula, and to train pastors to handle the
various problems and experiences people share with the clergy. The aim of this study is to
empirically examine the pastors' viewpoints and problems in the realm of pastoral
counseling.

The three first chapters of this dissertation try to provide an overview of the
selected aspects of the social context of religious experience in Estonia. The first renders a
more general description of religious landscapes, the second and third treat some aspects

of Estonian religious life in more detail.

Studies of the psychology of religious experience

Since the early writings on the discipline, the experiential character of religion has
been emphasized (Girgensohn, 1921; James, 1902; Starbuck, 1899). The experiential
nature of religion means that to be religious is to have religious experiences. Later authors,
however, have found that the experiential dimension of religion is not an inevitability. For
example, Allport and Ross (1967), in their classic study of religious orientation, used the
term “extrinsic orientation” as a characteristic of those who are disposed to use religion for

their own ends. Extrinsic values are instrumental for a utilitarian. Religion is used to serve
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8
other interests, like security and solace, sociability and distraction, status and self-
justification. In the multidimensional approaches to religion (Spilka, Hood & Gorsuch,
1985, p. 6-12), the experiential dimension is seen as one component among others. For
instance, it is possible to participate in rituals, to know the doctrine, to belong to a
religious community, or to favor a religious ideology without having personal religious
experiences. However, when working with and studying religious people, religious
experience is still an important issue for understanding people's behavior.

The psychological studies of religious experience in Estonia are inspired by the
needs of the church and the society. An academic approach attempts to give an empirical
and/or theoretical answer to the questions about religion raised in the society. Rapidly
developing and altering religious landscapes are a challenge, both for the church and the
researchers.

One of the most important aspects in the studies of religious experience in Estonia
has become the religious analysis and interpretation of crisis situations. One of the first
studies in this direction was a monograph presenting a theoretical overview of life's
problems and their religious interpretation (Lehtsaar, 1994). The number of counseling-
oriented articles in popular periodicals published by the church has risen rapidly as well.

Among other problems, loneliness has become like a “national problem” for
Estonians. Usually loneliness is connected with the level of urbanization (Jones, 1981;
Kutsar, 1990; Vaux, 1988). In Estonia, about 75% of the population is living in urban
areas. Tuiir (1989) investigated 240 people from different social groups in Estonia and
found that the experienced loneliness was mainly related to self-esteem and the level of
income. Estonian counselors mark loneliness as one of the most frequent problems people
have.

In Chapter V the emotional, social, cultural, religious and existential aspects of
loneliness are discussed. Using psychological categories and distinctions this study shows
that this experience can be an opportunity for personal and religious development. A
perspective for pastoral psychological and theological interpretation is opened.

The other problem in the Estonian studies of religious experience has been the
vocabulary to describe a person's (religious) problems. Due to the prolonged break in

theology and religious studies, the Estonian terminology is almost non-existent. Several
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9
authors (Gerkin, 1986; Pruyser, 1976) have stressed the crucial role of the vocabulary for
describing a person's religious experience. For the current situation in Estonia, it means
translating the terms from other languages and sometimes creating new words, terms and
concepts.

In Chapter VI a new concept of religious experiencing is introduced. The main
idea of the section is that religious experiences are not isolated events but cumulative in
essence. One religious experience may build upon a previous one and foster further
(religious) experiences. In the same study, the relationship between a person's religious
experiences and his life experiences of the past and future are analyzed. Several new
categories are introduced for describing the relationship of one's religious experiences to
the rest of his experiences. An attempt is made to introduce a model applicable for
describing and understanding one's religious experiences over his lifetime. In this respect.
the study serves as a contribution to creating new terms and categories.

The last aspect of the Estonian studies of religious experiences is the need for
psychodiagnostic tests. Psychometrics is one of the most developed spheres in the
psychology of religious experience (Wulff, 1991, pp. 204-217). Some of the inventories
have became generally known, while others are used more locally. In this respect, two
ways of development are open for the Estonian studies of religious experience: first,
inventing Estonian psychometric instruments to measure one's religiosity, or second, to
adapt internationally known instruments to the Estonian culture. The advantage of the
second opportunity is that it makes test results comparable with the data from other
countries and cultures. Similarities and differences alike will be informative.

Chapter VII presents the adaptation of Religious Status Inventory to the Estonian
language. The results reveal that the factor structure - the number of factors and the
meaning of factors - is different when compared to the data from the US. Considering the
results from the Pruyser's (1976) concept of pastoral diagnostics, the discrepancy can be
interpreted as the difference in the role of religion in everyday life. This article serves as an
attempt to adapt to the Estonian language a psychodiagnostic inventory for measuring
one's religious experiences and the role of religion in everyday life.

The studies presented in this dissertation are historically rooted and contempora-

neously oriented. This means that in a formal and in an organizational respect, these
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10
studies are based on historical heritage and traditions. At the same time the contents of the
research run along the contemporary rather than historical lines, trying both to relate to
modern research in psychology of religion in the so called “western” world and to

contribute to the Estonian psychology of religion.
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