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In this article, we explore the learning of new-
comers in a religious community through a 
micro-sociological approach, making use of 

Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger’s (1991) notion of 
“legitimate peripheral participation” to conceptu-
alize initial stages of inclusion and involvement in 
social practice. Our case study concerns Ortho-
dox Christianity and is based on material gathered 
through fieldwork in a course targeting potential 
new members organized by a Finnish Ortho-
dox parish. In the analysis, we inquire into how 
beginners learn skilful participation in Orthodox 
liturgical life, and specifically embodied ritual con-
duct. This learning takes place primarily through 
participation in real-life divine services. The article 
highlights challenges faced by beginners in acquir
ing the embodied repertoire of Orthodox ritual, 
including adapting to the artistic use of ritual 
gestures, and negotiating the meanings produced 
through them. Furthermore, it also illustrates how 
nuanced dynamics between newcomers and old-
timers influence the learning process.

Introduction1

After the service, I exited the church 
together with Laura,2 and we ended 

1	 Helena Kupari has been responsible for 
data-gathering and analysis, as well as for 
writing the first draft of the article. Sub-
sequent drafts and the overall research 
design have been developed together by 
Kupari and Terhi Utriainen, the principal 
investigator of the research project “Learn-
ing from New Religion and Spirituality”, of 
which this study forms a part.

2	 This is a pseudonym. See footnote 10 for 
more details.

up walking together for a while. In 
group meetings, Laura has always 
been very quiet, but now she was sur-
prisingly talkative. As we walked side 
by side on the icy pavement, she spoke 
about her own religious background 
and her decision to become Orthodox. 
She mentioned that while her previ-
ous experiences with other Christian 
groups had left her disillusioned, she 
missed being part of a community. 
Moreover, what she found particularly 
appealing in Orthodox Christianity 
was the ritual nature of collective wor-
ship. … After a while Laura once more 
took up the topic of liturgical life. 
First, she wondered at the length of 
Orthodox services. In the beginning, 
she related, she had been shocked by 
how long the services were, but now 
she felt that “time somehow went by 
quicker”. “How do you manage?”, she 
asked me, to which I noted that even 
though the services are long I have 
found them less tiring than I had 
expected. “I just go into this state and 
listen.” Next, she commented on the 
difficulty and awkwardness of church 
etiquette, and especially making 
the sign of the cross. “What if you 
do something wrong and someone 
notices and disapproves?”, she fretted. 

https://doi.org/10.30664/ar.136236
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I admitted that making the sign of 
the cross is difficult to me as well, 
which is why I have decided that I can 
replace it with a bow. I continued that 
what troubles me especially is that if 
you make the sign of the cross for the 
wrong reasons, namely, to fit in, is it in 
fact disrespectful? Laura responded by 
reasoning that making the sign of the 
cross “cannot come naturally to you, 
if you haven’t gone to church since a 
child”. Nevertheless, “if you make it in 
a good and respectful spirit, it cannot 
be wrong, even if you don’t quite know 
what you should think about it and 
how it should feel”. … We talked non-
stop until we reached Laura’s bus stop, 
where I left her to wait for the bus. 
(Field diary, 2 March 2022)3 

This excerpt from Helena Kupari’s field 
diary recounts an interaction that took 
place after an Orthodox Christian Great 
Compline service celebrated at an urban 
Finnish church during Lent 2022. The 
exchange involved a scholar doing field-
work and her interlocutor, two people with 
differing motives for taking part in collec-
tive worship.4 Nevertheless, it also incor-
porated features of a discussion between 
two newcomers to a religious community, 
bonding over challenges of adapting to the 
community’s style of worship. Today, con-
versations of the latter kind are common. 
They take place in cloakrooms and door-
steps of places of worship, in coffee bars and 
at kitchen tables, as well as on the internet. 

3	 Helena Kupari has translated all excerpts of 
the interview data from Finnish to English.

4	 Laura knew that her companion was a 
scholar; in fact, one of their talking points 
was the latter’s previous and current re
search on Orthodoxy.

This, at least, can be assumed based on the 
popularity of religious and spiritual seeking 
in contemporary societies. Many adults, 
with motives ranging from a desire to con-
vert to casual curiosity, embark on projects 
of familiarizing themselves with a religious 
or spiritual tradition previously unknown 
to them. Often, this includes taking part in 
the activities of some community or other – 
and learning its ways from scratch.

In this article, we explore the learning 
of newcomers in a religious community 
through a micro-sociological approach, 
with a focus on ritualized practices (cf. e.g. 
Pagis 2019; Di Placido 2023). Depending on 
the community, learning expectations and 
orientations differ. Our case study concerns 
Orthodox Christianity. In the Orthodox 
tradition, collective worship holds centre-
stage both in terms of the community and 
– at least ideally – individual religiosity. 
For beginners, acquiring the basic skills for 
participating in this essential ritual there-
fore forms a central learning objective. We 
inquire into some of the activities involved 
and ask how newcomers learn skilful par-
ticipation in Orthodox liturgical life. An 
important theme in our analysis is the 
performance of ritual gestures, which, as 
the above vignette illustrates, is a cause of 
concern for many newcomers. The study 
is based on ethnographic material gath-
ered through fieldwork in a catechumen 
course, a form of group instruction target-
ing people interested in Orthodoxy, organ-
ized by one Finnish Orthodox parish.

Even though religious experimentation 
and secondary socialization are common 
enough phenomena in today’s world (see 
Klingenberg, Sjö and Broo 2019), there is 
not much research focusing specifically on 
learning among beginners. Since all learn-
ers are beginners at some point, the theme 
is implicit in many discussions of reli-
gion and learning (e.g. Berliner and Sarró 
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2007), but is less often directly addressed.5 
Two classic anthropological research 
fields in which beginner learning is heav-
ily involved are training for specialist roles 
such as a medium, witch, or religious, and 
initiation or recruitment into closed groups 
such as esoteric or extremist organizations 
(Cejvan 2023; Kenney 2017; Lester 2005; 
Luhrmann 1989; Merriam, Courtenay and 
Baumgartner 2003). Religious converts are 
another prototypical example of beginners. 
Research on religious conversion is bounti
ful; nevertheless, learning has rarely pro-
vided an explicit analytical framework for 
this scholarship (see, however, Galonnier 
and de los Rios 2016; Long and Hadden 
1983; Luhrmann 2012; Shanneik 2018).

Our study follows established pathways 
in that it concerns people in the process 
of converting to Orthodox Christianity. 
Nevertheless, we do not frame our study as 
a study of religious conversion. On the one 
hand, our focus is more limited. Learning 
to rightly appreciate and conduct oneself in 
collective worship is arguably an important 
step in becoming an Orthodox Christian 
(see Carroll 2018, 90; Naumescu 2019, 
395; Slagle 2011, 111), but it does not in 
itself amount to conversion. On the other 
hand, our interest is broader, for the kind 
of learning that we examine does not only 
take place as part of religious conversion. 
Familiarizing oneself with Orthodox litur-
gical life does not necessarily result in or 
even aim at change in religious affiliation. 
Not everyone who attends a catechumen 
course ends up converting. Furthermore, 
also people who do not pursue membership 

5	 For many religious communities, children 
and teenagers constitute the most import
ant group of beginner learners. Children’s 
religious socialization has received a lot of 
scholarly attention, but our focus here is 
squarely on adults.

in the Orthodox Church can frequent 
Orthodox services.6 

In this study, we approach begin-
ners’ experiences of and perspectives on 
Orthodox collective worship through the-
orizations of social and situational learn-
ing by Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger (Lave 
and Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998). These 
two scholars have conceptualized begin-
ner learning as taking place through modi-
fied participation in interactional contexts 
they refer to as communities of practice. 
A number of previous studies (Stausberg 
2001; Merriam, Courtenay and Baum
gartner 2003; Csinos 2010; Courduff 2018; 
Shanneik 2018; Cejvan 2023) suggest that 
their concept of “legitimate peripheral par-
ticipation” (Lave and Wenger 1991) pro-
vides a promising perspective for under-
standing learning processes of newcomers 
to a religious community. In this study, we 
use this theoretical vantage point to inter-
pret our ethnographic material, testing the 
concept’s usefulness for deciphering how 
beginners learn in and about collective 
ritual. Given our top-down approach, the 
article does not follow all conventions of 
ethnographic writing.

Beginner learning in religious and spiritual 
communities
Lave and Wenger start from the premise 
that learning is an intrinsically participa-
tory phenomenon. In fact, “learning is an 
integral part of generative social practice in 
the lived-in world” (Lave and Wenger 1991, 
35). Lave and Wenger anchor this interpret
ation in a theoretical understanding of the 
mutually constitutive relationship between 
social subjects and social world mediated 

6	 In Finland, these people are mainly Luther-
ans with an ecumenical mindset or with 
Orthodox family members.
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through practice (Lave and Wenger 1991, 
50–51; Wenger 1998, 12–15). Here, prac-
tice refers to doing attuned to the historical 
and social context, through which this 
context can be experienced as meaningful 
(Wenger 1998, 51–54).

Lave and Wenger focus on specific sites 
of learning called communities of prac-
tice. Wenger (1998, 72–73) defines com-
munities of practice as contexts of interac-
tion characterized by participants’ “mutual 
engagement” in a “joint enterprise” using a 
“shared repertoire”. Communities of prac-
tice depend on concrete collaboration 
between members. They are not intrinsic
ally homogeneous or harmonious, for 
different parties often harbour differing 
views of and interests regarding the prac-
tice. Yet, through their history of co-par-
ticipation, members come to negotiate a 
collective response to their situation and 
take responsibility for carrying it out (pp. 
73–74, 77–79). In pursuing their goal, they 
develop and adopt resources that come in 
many forms (pp. 82–83). 

Communities of practice can be seen to 
form out of the “shared histories of learn-
ing” of their members (Wenger 1998, 86). In 
established communities, the most intense 
learning takes place among newcomers. 
According to Lave and Wenger, begin-
ners integrate into communities of practice 
through a process of “legitimate peripheral 
participation” (Lave and Wenger 1991, 29; 
Wenger 1998, 100). Peripherality refers to 
facilitated participation through which 
beginners are nevertheless exposed to and 
involved in the practice of the community. 
Legitimacy is needed for their presence 
to be accepted even though they do not 
yet have the competence of full members. 
Over the course of their involvement, new-
comers gradually gain knowledge and skill 
in both embodied and linguistic aspects of 
the practice and come to take a more active 

part in the pursuits of the community (Lave 
and Wenger 1991, 95; Wenger 1998, 136–
37). Changing forms of participation and 
belonging also contribute to the develop-
ment of their identities (Lave and Wenger 
1991, 110–11, 115; Wenger 1998, 152–56).7 

The concept of community of practice 
has been highly influential in late-twentieth 
and early-twenty-first-century research on 
informal and workplace learning and adult 
education (Hughes, Jewson and Unwin 
2007, 1–2). It has also been applied to inves-
tigating learning in a variety of religious 
and spiritual contexts: ritual magic users 
(Cejvan 2023; Merriam, Courteney and 
Baumgartner 2003), parish organs and small 
groups (Otero and Cottrell 2013; Anderson 
2018; Regan 2016; Robinson, Cranley and 
O’Connell 2023), medieval monasteries 
(Long 2017; Long and Vanderputten 2019; 
Snijders 2019), extremist religious groups 
(Kenney 2017; Knott and Lee 2022), and 
faith-based collective housing (Murphy 
2018), as well as among Jesus’s disciples 
(Csinos 2010; Courduff 2018), medita-
tion practitioners (Lomas et al. 2016), Jain 
ritualists (Stausberg 2001), and Muslim 
communities (Olson 2017; Shanneik 2018). 
Only a minority of the studies target new-
comers’ experiences. 

7	 This outline is drawn from the seminal 
works of Lave and Wenger (1991) and 
Wenger (1998). Of these two volumes, the 
first targets the phenomenon of beginner 
learning, whereas the second elaborates on 
communities of practice as sites of learning 
(Lave and Wenger 1991, 42; Wenger 1998, 
12–13). Wenger later published a third 
book centred on communities of practice 
(Wenger, McDermott and Snyder 2002), 
which diverges from the other two in its 
approach. In this book, communities of 
practice are redefined as informal groups 
that are assembled for the specific purpose 
of knowledge-sharing (Cox 2005, 527–28, 
533–34; Hughes 2007, 36–37).
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The concept of legitimate peripheral 
participation has not held quite as much 
appeal among scholars studying religion or 
spirituality. However, several scholars have 
made use of it to investigate power issues 
related to newcomer integration into com-
munities. Michael Stausberg (2001), study
ing Jain pūjā rituals, has observed that 
newcomers’ gradual movement towards 
full participation is not only dependent on 
their increasing competence in the practice 
of the community, but social, political, eco-
nomic, ethnic, and national factors as well 
(see also Shanneik 2018, 134). Similarly, 
Yafa Shanneik (2018) has explored the 
power dynamics between beginners and 
old-timers that limit the options of the 
former. She argues that, while being nom
inally recognized as legitimate participants 
in their new communities, women con-
verts to Shiʿa Islam in the UK have a hard 
time shedding their status as peripheral 
members. 

Regarding Wicca covens in the US, 
Sharan Merriam and her colleagues (2003) 
also highlight the gatekeeper role of com-
munity elders in granting newcomers legit-
imacy, monitoring their progress, and con-
trolling their access to different aspects of 
the practice. Their main focus, however, is 
on beginner learning as such. In these com-
munities, Merriam and her colleagues note, 
movement from periphery to centre com-
bines formal study with situational learn-
ing. Interaction with more experienced 
community members constitutes one 
important facet of the learning process, and 
hands-on experimentation with the prac-
tice another. Similar elements have also 
been found to play a part in newcomers’ 
integration into radical religious groups 
(Kenney 2017; Knott and Lee 2022). In 
one Islamist activist network, for example, 
beginners learn by accompanying and 
observing more experienced members at 

their work, by getting involved in the activ-
ities early on, by participating in discussion 
groups, and by developing relationships 
with peers and mentors (Kenney 2017). 
Depending on the organization of the com-
munity of practice in question, beginners’ 
advancement towards fuller membership 
can also involve various stages. This is illus-
trated by Olivia Cejvan’s (2023) ethno-
graphic study, which meticulously analyses 
learners’ centripetal progress in a Swedish 
initiatory society of ritual magic users.

In this article, we approach Orthodox 
Christian worshipping communities as 
communities of practice. Our particular 
concern is newcomer participation in the 
practice of one such community, and what 
it tells about the learning involved in being 
able to skilfully participate in Orthodox 
liturgical life. The study contributes to the 
scholarly discussion on learning in reli-
gious and spiritual communities by articu-
lating a beginner’s perspective on the con-
struction of legitimate peripherality in the 
context of collective ritual.

Catechumen courses and a beginner’s 
perspective on Orthodoxy
The Orthodox Church of Finland (OCF) 
is an autonomous Eastern Orthodox 
archbishopric under the jurisdiction of 
the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Con
stantinople.8 It separated from the Russian 
Orthodox Church in 1918, after Finland 
had gained independence from Russia. 
During the first fifty years of its existence, 
conversion to the OCF was rare. Around the 
turn of the 1970s, however, the number of 
new adult members started to grow signifi
cantly (Nguyen 2010, 70–72). The annual 
number of people joining the OCF grew 

8	 For a concise introduction to Orthodox 
Christianity in Finland, see e.g. Martikai
nen and Laitila 2014.
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pronouncedly for several decades, before 
levelling off in the 2010s. Since the turn of 
the millennium, the Church has welcomed 
between 700 and 1000 new members every 
year (Nguyen 2010; Suomen ortodoksinen 
kirkko 2023). Most newcomers hail from 
a Lutheran background. In 2022, one per 
cent of the population of Finland (around 
56,000 people) belonged to the OCF 
(Statistics Finland 2023).

According to Riina Nguyen (2010, 
43–52), prior to the 1970s, conversions to 
Orthodoxy were such uncommon occur-
rences that priests were not necessar-
ily even aware of the proper sacramental 
procedure involved. When the number of 
newcomers increased, the organization of 
teaching of potential members became an 
issue. Larger parishes started to experiment 
with group instruction (Nguyen 2010, 
80–81). This gave the impetus for contem-
porary catechumen courses. More recently, 
the OCF has tried to ensure greater uni-
formity in the education of newcomers. 
To this end, it has published a curriculum 
of adult education as well as an adult edu-
cation textbook to be used in catechetic 
work (Piiroinen-Backman 2008; Aikonen 
and Okulov 2016).9 No church-wide pro-
gramme has been put in place, however, 
allowing individual parishes to organ-
ize instruction as they see fit. In rural 
areas where newcomers are rare, group 
instruction is not organized. Even where 
catechumen courses are available, they 
are not mandatory, for priests assess each 
potential member’s needs individually 

9	 This article is concerned with Finnish-
speaking converts. The systematization 
of catechetic teaching for other language 
groups in the OCF has lagged behind that 
of the Finnish-speaking majority (Koponen 
and Hattunen 2011; Piiroinen-Backman 
2008).

(Koponen and Hattunen 2011). Overall, 
formal instruction has not replaced other 
forms of familiarization with the Orthodox 
faith, such as involvement in liturgical life, 
private conversations with a priest, and 
spiritual literature. 

This article builds on Helena Kupari’s 
fieldwork in a catechumen course of one 
OCF parish. The parish in question covers 
the area of several major Finnish cities, and 
at the time of the study catechumen groups 
were organized in all of them.10 The groups 
followed their own schedules but made 
use of the same online material. Between 
September 2021 and May 2022 – that is, 
for the duration of the course – Kupari 
took part in group meetings in one urban 
church. Here, we refer to it as the Church 
of the Transfiguration. The group met once 
every few weeks in the nave of the church 
after a divine service. The meetings were 
presided over by a priest we call Father 
Pekka. Some meetings began with his lec-
ture on a particular theme, while others 
consisted of participants interrogating him 
on different topics occupying their minds. 
In addition to meetings, Kupari took part 
in the preceding services and engaged in 
informal discussions with group members. 
She also went through the material dissem-
inated electronically. 

Furthermore, between May and June 
2022, Kupari gathered experiences and 

10	 The parish is the basic administrative unit 
in the OCF. At present, the whole of Fin-
land is divided into ten parishes. The par-
ishes are geographically large and include 
both rural and urban areas. Each parish has 
several churches and chapels located in sev-
eral municipal centres. We provide limited 
information on the parish and church 
under study, because the small size of the 
OCF would render it easy for connoisseurs 
to identify the location of the fieldwork 
based on very few details.
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reflections from participants in differ-
ent catechumen groups of the parish. The 
interlocutors were selected based on their 
response to a call sent to everyone who 
had signed up for the catechumen course 
between autumn 2021 and spring 2022. 
They were eleven in total. Six had joined 
the church in April 2022, while the other 
five intended on joining later.11 The inter-
locutors had the option of either partici-
pating in an interview or submitting their 
reflections in writing. The interview frame 
and writing assignment both contained 
open-ended questions regarding respond-
ents’ interest in Orthodox Christianity, 
experiences of the catechumen course, and 
adoption of different Orthodox practices.

Permission for the research was sought 
from and granted by the priest of the 
parish, Father Pekka, as well as priests 
presiding over other catechumen groups 
in the parish. In the first meeting of the 
catechumen group that Kupari attended, 
Father Pekka presented her to the rest of 
the group with the words: “we are being 
studied, and that is a good thing”. After 
this initial introduction, Kupari regularly 
reminded the participants of her status as 
a researcher.12 During the fieldwork, her 

11	 To protect the privacy of research partici-
pants, identifiable information presented 
in this article has been minimized. This 
includes the participants’ genders. Approxi-
mately three-quarters of the catechumen 
group members were female, as were all 
but two of the people taking part in the 
collection of personal reflections. To mini-
mize the risk of identification of our male 
interlocutors, we have given all the people 
quoted in this article a female pseudonym.

12	 Kupari informed her catechumen group 
members of the data-gathering both ver-
bally and in writing. The people who took 
part in the collection of interview and writ-
ten material were provided with a detailed 
information package about the research 

interlocutors interacted with her in dif-
ferent ways. She could be treated either 
as another newcomer or as an expert on 
Orthodoxy – or both. 

Fieldwork in a catechumen course pro-
vided us with unique access to people who 
were presently in the process of familiar-
izing themselves with Orthodox liturgical 
life. Moreover, we also make use of Kupari’s 
personal impressions concerning the per-
formance of ritual gestures as an additional 
point of reference. As a scholar engaged in 
participant observation, her motives for 
attending collective worship differed from 
those of her interlocutors. Nevertheless, as 
someone who is not Orthodox Christian, 
she shared with them the status and experi
ence of legitimate peripherality resulting 
from having limited knowledge and skill in 
the practice of the community. 

The legitimacy of peripheral participation
Communities of practice form where 
people regularly spend time cooperating 
with each other: in homes, workplaces, 
schools, associations, and recreational 
activities (Wenger 1998, 6). Most people 
belong to various communities of practice 
over the course of their lives. Not all social 
networks or aggregates of people consti-
tute communities of practice, however. 
Members do not merely share a common 
characteristic, nor do they come together 
to do their own thing. They assemble to 
pursue a joint activity, in the process creat-
ing sustained reciprocal relations and a cul-
ture of their own (Wenger 1998, 73–74; see 
also Fuller 2007, 20–21).

Based on these criteria, Finnish Ortho
dox parishes are too large and scattered to 

project, data management, and the volun-
tary nature of participation, and signed 
a consent form regarding the use of their 
data.
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constitute communities of practice. Rather, 
they potentially contain many such com-
munities, formed around churches and 
chapels, clubs, organs, occupational groups, 
and so on. In this article, we approach the 
worshipping community of the Church 
of the Transfiguration as a community of 
practice.13 The church is one of the oldest 
in the parish. Several services are held 
there every week, officiated by two or more 
priests, assisted by lay employees and vol-
unteers. The church also has a lay choir 
and a team in charge of catering. By wor-
shipping community, we refer to people 
regularly participating in services in this 
church. The joint enterprise of this commu-
nity of practice centres on the observance 
of services of the Byzantine rite common 
to Eastern Orthodox churches worldwide. 
Additional activities include coffee hours 
after Divine Liturgy and other occasional 
events, such as the gathering organized 
on Lazarus Saturday 2022 to decorate the 
church for Easter.

The Church of the Transfiguration is 
a large urban church with a worshipping 
community of heterogeneous membership, 
including many converts and some immi-
grants. As part of the fieldwork, Kupari 
participated in the services celebrated in 
the church on the days of catechumen 
group meetings. Most of the meetings were 
held on Sundays, after the Divine Liturgy, 
which brought together several dozen wor-
shippers. During much of the fieldwork, 
Covid-19 restrictions obliged participants 
to wear face masks and practise social 

13	 The catechumen group itself did not in our 
opinion constitute a community of practice. 
The group met for the first time in Septem-
ber 2021 and dispersed in May 2022. Com-
munities of practice need time to develop, 
and the meetings failed to mould the par-
ticipants into a tight-knit group, by our 
judgement or their own.

distancing. Nevertheless, after a few visits, 
Kupari could easily identify many regu-
lar worshippers. These people, and indeed 
most participants, appeared comfortable in 
the service, immersed in their experience, 
knowledgeable of the progress of the lit-
urgy, adept at the code of conduct of this 
specific church. Nevertheless, not all par-
ticipants expressed the same level of ease 
and familiarity. There were also people who 
stayed back, reacted with hesitation, or 
simply observed from the sidelines. These 
included most of the catechumens.14 

The presence of non-members is ac
cepted in the liturgical life of the OCF. You 
don’t have to be Orthodox, or even in the 
process of becoming Orthodox, to take 
part. Furthermore, with the notable excep-
tion of partaking in the Eucharist, there 
are no limits to non-member participa-
tion in the Divine Liturgy. In most Finnish 
churches, they can even join the choir. In 
theory, the worshipping community thus 
provides beginners with wide access to its 
practice.15 For newcomers, the experience 
can nevertheless be ambivalent. Consider 
the following:

14	 In this article, we refer to members of the 
catechumen group as catechumens. This 
corresponds with everyday parlance in 
the OCF (Father Teemu Toivonen, per-
sonal correspondence to Helena Kupari, 
21 August 2023). Officially, however, group 
members become catechumens only after 
an initiatory ritual at the beginning of Lent, 
where they publicly declare their desire to 
become Orthodox.

15	 From a theological standpoint, the legit
imacy of newcomer participation is in
grained in the very core of Eastern Ortho-
dox collective worship, for the first section 
of the Divine Liturgy originally focused on 
the instruction of catechumens and still 
contains prayers read on their behalf (field 
diary, 9 January 2022).



18Approaching Religion • Vol. 14, No. 2 • April 2024 

Marja: Going to church is an awfully 
big step, interestingly. You feel embar-
rassed. You feel ashamed and wonder 
whether you are worthy and can func-
tion. … So that you don’t make a fool 
of yourself. After going [once], it took 
me a long time to go again. I really had 
to struggle and pray to have the cour-
age to go there. … What has made it 
easier and more comfortable is the 
presence of other catechumens. It is 
pretty significant, to be able to discuss 
with others and hear their stories. I 
find it an important part of socializa-
tion to church.

Helena: Have you interacted with 
other parishioners yet, or mainly with 
the catechumen group?

Marja: There was a colleague of mine 
there. I saw her at a glance and later she 
asked me whether I had been there. It 
meant a lot, being seen. Otherwise, 
and this might be my own experience, 
but I have the feeling that it is not very 
open. … They do not actively make 
contact. They don’t drive you away 
either. But anyway.

For our interlocutor Marja, participat-
ing in Orthodox services had involved pro-
found spiritual experiences of “a strong 
connection”. At the same time, it had been 
hindered by a fear of making mistakes 
and an experience of a closed group. Her 
description of how she “had to struggle and 
pray” to be able to enter the church opens a 
different perspective on the theme of legiti-
macy. Even though Marja knew she had the 
right to be there, she appears not to have 
felt completely accepted. Similar descrip-
tions of the worshipping community ini-
tially appearing as inaccessible were also 
provided by other interlocutors. Piia, for 

example, stated: “I feel that some church 
communities can be very close-knit and 
therefore maybe a bit cliquey. … When you 
join the Orthodox Church as an adult, it 
can be very challenging to get included in 
circles where everyone knows each other 
already.”

Based on the fieldwork, old-timers of 
the worshipping community of the Church 
of the Transfiguration did not mind new-
comer participation in services. Passivity, 
inexperience, and awkwardness did not 
cause disapproval. Nevertheless, there was 
a certain lack of interaction between begin-
ners and other worshippers that could well 
cause experiences of exclusion to people 
eager to integrate into the community. It 
was not customary to greet strangers before 
the start of the service. During the service, 
people were focused on the ritual and their 
own experience. Even the post-service 
coffee hour did not serve as an avenue for 
informal interaction, for first it was can-
celled due to Covid-19 restrictions and 
later catechumens were encouraged to par-
ticipate separately and return to the nave 
for the group meeting right after. All in 
all, the worshipping community appeared 
to establish what Lave and Wenger (1991, 
93) have called “a space of benign commu-
nity neglect” around newcomers, leaving 
them to figure out their relationship to the 
practice for themselves, supported by the 
catechumen group and its instructor.

For Marja, the overall scarcity of com-
munication between beginners and old-
timers was compensated by peer support 
offered by other newcomers. Yet, this was 
not able to dispel her feeling of invisibility. 
Marja’s emphasis on “being seen” is signifi
cant, as it can be understood to depict a 
basic form of mutual engagement – one of 
the characteristic features of a community 
of practice. The significance of this experi-
ence is evident in the material in other ways 
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as well. Emma, one of the more seasoned 
churchgoers among our interlocutors, 
described the worshipping community as 
“pretty clannish”, but explained that after 
she had participated in services regularly 
for some time, people started taking notice 
of her, which to her signalled that she had 
gained their “silent approval”. Furthermore, 
she also fondly recalled a situation where 
an old-timer had guided her hands-on to 
take a more active part in the ritual: “she 
saw how important the moment was for 
me, she saw that and took me with her. And 
it was just that moment, no more and no 
less.” For Emma, this moment constituted 
a memorable experience of acceptance into 
the community.

Marja, Piia, and Emma exemplify the 
delicacy of the newcomer position as 
regards the construction of inclusion and 
exclusion. While the legitimacy of new-
comer participation in Orthodox worship-
ping communities is founded on beginners 
having access to most rituals, our mater
ial highlights the importance of spontan
eous interaction between beginners and 
old-timers for the feelings of beginners 
being accepted. Old-timers could bolster 
the interviewees’ sense of the legitimacy of 
their participation by minimally engaging 
with them, by recognizing their presence 
in some way – or undermine it by ignor-
ing them.

Participation on the periphery:  
learning ritual conduct and gestures
In communities of practice, mutual engage-
ment in a joint enterprise relies on a pool of 
resources that is continuously refined and 
reinforced. This “shared repertoire” is a col-
lection of diverse elements, such as “rou-
tines, words, tools, ways of doing things, 
stories, gestures, symbols, genres, actions, 
or concepts”, that have become ingrained 
into the community’s practice (Wenger 

1998, 82–83). Newcomers learn the com-
munity’s repertoire through legitimate 
peripheral participation. For them, gaining 
competence in the use of the repertoire is 
an important step towards fuller member-
ship. In this section, we begin our inquiry 
into how this process unfolds in the wor-
shipping community of the Church of the 
Transfiguration. Our specific focus is on 
one aspect of the repertoire, ritual gestures.

Orthodox collective worship is charac-
terized by pronounced ritualism, rich sym-
bolism, and multi-sensory materiality. The 
stability of liturgical forms and choreog
raphies is greatly valued. At the same time, 
their execution requires situational creativ-
ity and improvisation on the part of both 
clergy and laity. Lay participation in litur-
gical life happens mainly through bodily 
postures, gestures, and movement. In Finn
ish Orthodox churches, it is customary to 
stand during services. The standard pos-
ture is to stand with one’s head slightly 
tilted down and one’s arms hanging loosely 
on one’s sides. For the most part, worship-
pers pick a place and stay relatively still. 
However, moving about in the nave is also 
accepted. People can come late and leave 
early, and they can greet icons in vari-
ous parts of the nave. At certain times, the 
congregation gathers closer to the altar. 
At other times, they must make way for 
priests coming to perform ritual actions in 
the nave. Common ritual gestures include 
making the sign of the cross, bowing, pros-
trating, and kissing or pressing one’s fore-
head to icons or other sacred objects. Some 
of these gestures have their fixed places in 
the services, while others are used more 
flexibly. 

The Church of the Transfiguration 
catechumens’ comportment in services 
varied from standing in complete stillness 
to active observance of the ritual choreog-
raphy. Most of them kept to the back of the 
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congregation. As months went by, some 
eased themselves closer to the altar and 
became more involved. As part of the field-
work, Kupari was also able to witness some 
examples of tentative engagement. Towards 
the end of a December service, a small 
group of catechumens approached the icon 
placed in the centre of the nave (field diary, 
19 December 2021). Of the three people 
in the group, two approximated the cus-
tomary way of greeting an icon by bowing 
and making the sign of the cross. The third 
assumed a completely different posture, 
supporting her chin with one hand and 
her elbow with the other, which made her 
look rather like a connoisseur assessing a 
piece of art. It is possible that this person 
had not yet embraced the bodily resources 
for paying one’s respect to icons, reverting 
instead to a posture from outside the com-
munity’s repertoire.

A key constituent of peripherality is an 
awareness of one’s limited competence in 
the practice. In the interviews and informal 
conversations, our interlocutors expressed 
concern about proper church conduct and 
performance of ritual gestures. An import
ant cause of anxiety was making mistakes 
in front of other worshippers. As we have 
already learned, Laura worried about caus-
ing “disapproval” and Marja about “making 
a fool of herself ”. Jaana, in depicting her 
first visits to Orthodox services, used simi-
lar expressions: “I was really nervous about 
conducting myself in the right way, so that I 
don’t disturb anyone’s experience by doing 
something wrong and behaving badly.” 
Whereas some of our interlocutors con-
veyed a fear that their lack of skill weakened 
their legitimacy in the eyes of old-timers, 
others emphasized wanting to avoid stand-
ing out as a newcomer (see Lave 2009, 205). 
Overall, they described their initial partici-
pation in services as characterized by “shy-
ness”, “embarrassment”, and even “shame”. 

In the learning of ritual conduct, imita-
tion played a central role. Piia described her 
early experiences: “I didn’t feel shy exactly, 
but first I floundered with the signs of the 
cross, like, when to make them. But then 
Father Pekka explained that you learn the 
right times by following others, and that 
is where it concretizes.” Besides this ritual 
gesture, catechumens took the example of 
other worshippers in many aspects of the 
practice, including how to stand and when 
to approach the altar, how to greet an icon, 
when and how to perform prostrations in a 
Great Compline service, and how to kiss the 
cross after the Divine Liturgy. To adjust to 
different social situations through mimicry 
is characteristic human behaviour. What 
heightens its importance in the context of 
Orthodox liturgical life, however, is the lack 
of explicit instruction. Orthodox services 
do not allow for much meta-level discourse 
between clergy and the congregation. The 
proceeding of the ritual is not easily inter-
rupted for the purposes of commentary 
or direction. Moreover, there may not be 
much informal communication among lay 
participants either – at least there was not 
in the Church of the Transfiguration.16 

According to Lave and Wenger, the 
absence of didactic language use is not 
a problem but an asset when it comes to 
legitimate peripheral participation. After 
all, “If masters don’t teach, they embody 
practice at its fullest” (Lave and Wenger 
1991, 85). Nevertheless, communities of 
practice also have local customs and genres 
for sharing experiences and information (p. 
109). In the worshipping community of the 

16	 One of our interlocutors pointed out an 
interesting difference between Finnish and 
Russian language services of the OCF. In 
Russian services, she remarked, worship-
pers socialize much more openly between 
themselves.
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Church of Transfiguration, time for such 
talk was outside the services proper, maybe 
during coffee hour (cf. Teisenhoffer 2018). 
Furthermore, catechumens were provided 
with a special venue for talking about prac-
tice: catechumen group meetings.

In the catechumen course, liturgical life 
was an important topic. Group meetings 
and online content covered Orthodox ser-
vices from many angles, including origins 
and evolution, different types of services, 
the liturgical calendar, liturgical texts, 
church art and architecture, church music, 
and sacraments. Towards the end of the 
course, a special Divine Liturgy was cele
brated in which simultaneous interpret
ations were provided for different parts 
of the service. The theme of ritual con-
duct, however, received little coverage. It 
was not often spontaneously broached by 
Father Pekka. Moreover, when it came up 
in the question-and-answer sessions of 
catechumen group meetings, a mismatch 
emerged between the catechumens’ desire 
for precise instructions and the vague-
ness of Father Pekka’s responses. He often 
simply encouraged people to model them-
selves on other worshippers, in this way 
emphasizing observation and imitation as 
key to ritual competence. 

This advice, however, did not satisfy 
all catechumens. It was considered insuffi-
cient for the simple reason that not every-
one at church behaved the same way. Of the 
members of the worshipping community 
of the Church of the Transfiguration, most 
stood but some sat, some positioned them-
selves closer to the altar than others, some 
moved about more than others, and some 
performed ritual gestures more actively 
than others. Lacking the capacity to deci-
pher these differences, catechumens were 
left wondering whether one style of par-
ticipation was the right one. In a January 
2022 catechumen group meeting, Katja 

admitted that all the individual variation at 
church “makes her head spin” (field diary,  
9 January 2022). She described how she was 
constantly observing other participants 
there, “comparing the depth of bows and 
the frequency of signs of the cross”. Father 
Pekka had no simple solution to Katja’s pre-
dicament. He emphasized the importance 
of cultivating respect for a variety of reli-
gious “dialects”, while also conveying the 
point that the structure of the liturgy leaves 
little room for innovation or individualism.

The discussion related to Katja’s confu-
sion highlighted a key limitation of obser-
vation and imitation as methods of learn-
ing. It boiled down to the question of who 
to mimic. In his contributions, Father 
Pekka strove to highlight the flexibil-
ity of suitable conduct, whilst guiding the 
catechumens towards traditional forms of 
embodied ritual participation. In so doing, 
he sketched the boundaries of the wor-
shipping community’s repertoire regard-
ing ritual conduct. For catechumens, the 
challenge lay in the lack of precise guide-
lines. As part of their learning, they needed 
to develop a feel for the limits of accept-
able variation (which for the most part 
remained unarticulated) and the ability to 
creatively adjust their behaviour to emer
ging situations.

Participation on the periphery:  
the negotiation of meaning
Skilled use of the shared repertoire of a 
community of practice involves apply-
ing elements of the repertoire to projects 
valuable to the community (Wenger 1998, 
134–36). Successful utilization of the reper-
toire, moreover, is not merely about getting 
something done. It is about meaning “as an 
experience of everyday life” (p. 52). This 
experience emerges through situational 
negotiation, in which elements of the rep-
ertoire function as “points of focus” (p. 
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59). From this perspective, becoming more 
knowledgeable in the use of the repertoire 
translates into new experiences of meaning. 
This does not entail that the elements of 
the repertoire have set meanings attached 
to them that newcomers come to internal-
ize. Everyone does not need to agree on the 
precise meaning of a specific resource for it 
to help create a sense of cohesion and pur-
pose among community members (p. 83). 

In Orthodox liturgical life, worship-
pers cultivate a relationship with God. This 
encounter between divinity and humanity 
is mediated through a multi-layered sen-
sory and material environment, includ-
ing church art and architecture, liturgical 
texts, recitative and singing, ritual objects 
and sacred substances, and choreographies 
of embodied interaction. Using Wenger’s 
(1998, 58–59) terminology, all these 
resources constitute “points of focus” that 
give form and direction to the “negotiation 
of meaning” taking place in the services. 
To become a full member of an Orthodox 
worshipping community, a beginner needs 
to learn to relate to this repertoire in a way 
that contributes to an experience of mean-
ing sufficiently aligned with the commu-
nity’s enterprise. In this section, we inves-
tigate this process, keeping our focus on 
descriptions of embodied ritual conduct.

 
Teija: I have noticed that the embodied 
elements of services do not come nat
urally to me. Like that I should learn to 
make the sign of the cross when pray-
ing. That you go to bow to icons in 
respect. These things are difficult. … I 
have taken it as my guideline that I will 
start doing them when it feels right. I 
feel that it would be pretending to do 
them without feeling anything yet.
Jaana: I don’t go around bowing to 
the icons. I make the sign of the cross 
when entering the nave … and go to 

bow to the icon in the middle, and 
maybe some other icon, make the sign 
of the cross there. I don’t feel, at this 
moment, that I would dare to light a 
candle in prayer. … I want to proceed 
really slowly, and feel that now I have 
the need to, and the time is right, and 
then I will do it.

Through the postures they assume and 
gestures they make, worshippers express 
reverence, humility, and adoration, pray 
to God, bless in the name of God, and join 
themselves to the community of Christ. 
Some of our interlocutors, however, had 
trouble connecting their own experiences 
with these standard theological interpret
ations. In the quotations above, our inter-
locutors Teija and Jaana describe their hesi
tation with respect to performing certain 
ritual gestures. As a divergence from the 
discussion of the previous sections, Teija 
and Jaana do not admit to being particularly 
worried about successful execution of the 
ritual choreography. Rather, they are wait-
ing for the right time for them to adopt these 
gestures. In their understanding, the ges-
tures involve a feeling, which they had yet to 
attain. Without the proper mindset, the ges-
tures remain hollow. Teija’s and Jaana’s inter-
pretation contrasts with that of Laura, illus-
trated in the opening vignette of this article. 
There, Helena (the researcher) confesses to 
Laura her reservations over the sign of the 
cross. In her response, Laura reasons that it 
is all right to try out the gesture even if one is 
unsure about its intended internal compon
ent: “if you make it in a good and respectful 
spirit, it cannot be wrong.”

These accounts and interactions convey 
our interlocutors’ felt challenges with 
learning to make use of ritual gestures in 
a way that would tie them more closely to 
the worshipping community and its enter-
prise, that would contribute positively to 
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their bond with God and other worship-
pers. In other words, they illustrate begin-
ners’ tentative experimentations with the 
negotiation of meaning taking place in the 
community’s practice. While some inter-
viewees were struggling to find ritual ges-
tures relevant to them personally, others 
wondered about how their interpretations 
related to those of other worshippers or 
some abstract norm. For all of them, the 
important thing was that the use of the ges-
tures strengthened their evolving experi-
ence of the services as meaningful.

Emma: I don’t even remember that I 
asked anyone any questions, I just fol-
lowed others when it felt right to me, 
like now I want to go and greet the 
icon in the middle [of the nave] with a 
sign of the cross, as some icons spoke 
to me more than others. And it just 
came, the messages are there in the 
liturgical texts, Gospels and psalms, 
they give me answers, and then I 
follow the feeling, go along with it.

In contrast to the previous examples, 
Emma, whose embodied participation in 
services was active, did not express doubt 
about her association with the worshipping 
community’s enterprise. In the above quo-
tation, echoing Teija and Jaana, she empha-
sizes waiting for the right time to engage in 
different gestures. Like them, she also indi-
cates that the right time is ultimately about 
right feeling. Furthermore, she explicitly 
states being guided by icons and liturgical 
texts to reach the proper state of mind. 
In other words, according to her descrip-
tion, the community’s visual and linguistic 
resources help organize her experience of 
meaning at services.

An Orthodox worshipping commu
nity’s enterprise is not, in the last instance, 
about synchronized ritual choreographies. 

This is something that all our interlocutors 
had already realized. Rather, competent 
use of the community’s repertoire couples 
embodied gestures with an intentional and 
emotional component. As to the precise 
nature of these internal elements, however, 
no direct answers were available. Moreover, 
with respect to them, even observation and 
imitation could only take someone so far. 
In fact, when the topic of ritual gestures 
came up in catechumen group meetings, 
Father Pekka commonly noted that they 
need not be rushed. One should attend ser-
vices frequently but “show mercy to one-
self ” and not do anything that one was not 
comfortable doing (field diary, 20 February 
2022). With this comment, Father Pekka 
cautioned catechumens against mechanical 
copying of other worshippers’ outward ges-
tures. Through sufficient exposure to col-
lective worship, he reassured them, their 
sensibilities would be shaped to facilitate 
embodied orientation. This view parallels 
Wenger’s (1998, 138–39) interpretation, 
according to which sustained peripheral 
participation ideally transforms beginners’ 
experience of meaning to the extent that 
competent use of the repertoire becomes 
possible. In her interview, Emma can be 
seen to produce an emic description of this 
process.

At the time of the interviews, our inter-
locutors had come different distances 
in the journey towards full membership 
in the worshipping community of the 
Church of the Transfiguration. Emma, it 
can be argued, had already left behind the 
status of peripheral participant. The inter
viewees often linked the performance of 
ritual gestures to increasing competence 
and belonging. After all, it provided pos-
sibilities for more active involvement. 
Teija’s account, however, illustrates that 
profound embodied engagement was not 
essential to developing a connection with 
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the worshipping community’s enterprise. 
Summarizing her experiences of Orthodox 
collective worship, she noted: “Nothing is 
expected of me besides standing there and 
being present. [The congregation] takes 
care of everything. If I am too weak to pray, 
someone else prays for me.” The descrip-
tion conveys a sense of vicarious inclu-
sion in the community’s project, in which 
not even praying is required. The prioriti-
zation of presence and communality facili-
tated Teija’s sense of belonging and legiti-
macy, even with her difficulties regarding 
the observance of ritual gestures.

Conclusion and discussion
In this article, we have investigated how 
aspiring Orthodox Christians, partici-
pants in a catechumen course for potential 
new members organized by the Orthodox 
Church of Finland, develop ritual know-
how through taking part in liturgical life in 
one worshipping community. Making use 
of Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger’s concep-
tualization of social and situational learn-
ing, we have explored beginners’ experi
ences of legitimate peripherality as an 
initial stage of community membership. 
Our analysis has focused especially on 
the learning of embodied ritual conduct. 
Ritual gestures are an important aspect of 
lay participation in Orthodox services, as 
they constitute the way for worshippers to 
express their belief in God and deference 
to the Church actively and visibly. In the 
style of micro-sociology, we have empha-
sized nuances of face-to-face interaction 
and minutiae of practice. Because of this 
orientation and our theoretical commit-
ment, we have not paid as much attention 
to Orthodox liturgical theology as would 
be required in a more holistic ethnography.

Based on our analysis, skilful participa-
tion in Orthodox collective worship was 
learned primarily through observation 

and imitation. Newcomers adapted to the 
rhythms, postures, gestures, and move-
ments of the congregation by following 
other participants. This was a necessity: for 
the most part, no explicit instruction was 
available. Even the priest in charge of the 
catechumen group under study encouraged 
catechumens’ organic processes of adjust-
ing to the services and mostly refrained 
from express teaching of ritual practice. 
For beginners, however, the difficulty of 
this method of learning lay with navigating 
variation and coupling embodied expres-
sion with intention and emotion.

While embodied engagement in Ortho
dox services builds on a repertoire of rec-
ognized gestures and postures, Orthodox 
church etiquette does not require complete 
uniformity of behaviour. At least in Finnish 
Orthodox worshipping communities, the 
observance and execution of ritual gestures 
allows for a degree of flexibility, recogniz-
ing differences in cultural background and 
personal preference. In some respects, the 
performance of these gestures in emergent 
events even resembles improvisation. Our 
analysis illustrated how catechumens strive 
to embrace the curated artistry of ritual 
practice, and to accept that it cannot be 
condensed into a set of rules.

Through ritual gestures, lay participants 
help produce and confirm Orthodox ser-
vices as a meeting point between human-
ity and divinity. As part of their experimen-
tation with the worshipping community’s 
embodied resources, our interlocutors 
struggled to align their personal experi-
ences with this shared goal. The analy-
sis revealed interesting differences in how 
interviewees interpreted the relationship 
between form and content in the perfor-
mance of ritual gestures. For some, a suf-
ficiently profound experience of meaning 
was a prerequisite for more active engage-
ment. All in all, a recurring theme in our 
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interlocutors’ reflections on ritual conduct 
was the monitoring of feelings, demon-
strating their high level of self-awareness.

The learning of ritual conduct took 
place in real-life situations, through par-
ticipation in collective worship in one 
Orthodox church. As part of our analysis, 
we examined how micro-level interaction 
between newcomers and old-timers con-
tributed to the newcomers’ sense of being 
accepted into the worshipping community. 
For many of our interlocutors, concrete 
experiences of inclusion and exclusion 
were constructed through nuanced dynam-
ics of recognition. 

Our interviewees’ fragile sense of legit
imacy brought additional challenges to their 
learning. It was connected to their anxiety 
concerning impression management and 
could even hinder participation in the first 
place. Negative emotions related to poten-
tial divergence from expected behaviour 
featured prominently in the material. As is 
to be expected, increased skill in the per-
formance of ritual gestures was connected 
to increased confidence and belonging. 
Nevertheless, it would be too simplistic to 
conclude that among catechumens more 
passive participation automatically indi-
cated peripherality and more active partici-
pation fuller membership. On the contrary, 
comprehensive embodied engagement 
was not always necessary for experien
cing a connection with the community’s 
enterprise.

It is important to note that ritual con-
duct and gestures constitute only one aspect 
of Orthodox liturgical life. Our study has 
not addressed beginner engagement with 
the rich historical, doctrinal, and sym-
bolic content of Orthodox divine services. 
What has justified our specific focus is that 
in our material visible embodied partici-
pation – more than theological interpret
ation – constituted a particular cause of 

concern for newcomers. Our interlocu-
tors’ early experiences of Orthodox collec-
tive worship were tinged by worries over 
lack of ritual know-how. Lave and Wenger’s 
theorization of social and situational learn-
ing has been useful in unpacking these 
dynamics related to the catechumens’ ini-
tial accommodation to Orthodox divine 
services. The notion of legitimate periph-
eral participation well illustrates the social 
and physical space reserved for beginners 
in the Church of Transfiguration worship-
ping community. More research is needed 
to assess whether this tool-kit provides a 
comprehensive framework for approach-
ing learning in the context of Orthodox 
liturgical life, including the cultivation of 
sophisticated theological knowledge.

The standpoint of adult religious begin-
ners constitutes an important topic of study 
because of its simultaneous specificity and 
topicality. On the one hand, newcomers 
perceive religious worlds differently from 
old-timers. On the other, they are a con-
spicuous feature of the religious landscape. 
The widespread popularity of religious and 
spiritual experimentation in today’s world 
has created a situation where first timers 
and beginners abound. Moreover, the 
multitude and heterogeneity of religious 
and spiritual communities renders count-
less trajectories of involvement possible. 

Our study suggests that Lave and 
Wenger’s conceptualization of beginner 
learning as legitimate peripheral partici
pation can help better understand the situ
ation and status of newcomers at the fringes 
of religious and spiritual communities of 
practice. It can provide nuanced insights 
into processes of religious conversion and 
secondary socialization, as well as religious 
seeking. The notion of legitimate periph-
erality, we propose, is useful in investigat-
ing not only the initial stages of integration 
into communities, but also what people 
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who never become full members learn, and 
how their religious knowledge and skill is 
constructed. After all, even a temporary 
position at the margins of a community 
may contribute to a person’s learning and 
identity development (Wenger 1998, 154). 
Whether our interlocutors stayed on an 
inbound trajectory after the catechumen 
course came to an end is beyond the scope 
of this study. However, based on informal 
discussions with priests responsible for 
catechetic work in the parish, disappear-
ing converts – not seen in the church after 
their anointment – were an existing phe-
nomenon. For the priests, this was a con-
cern, but the people in question did not 
necessarily see it as such. A characteristic 
feature of contemporary religiosity is that 
people can choose to take part in different 
communities with varying intensity and 
commitment.

Lave and Wenger’s conceptualiza-
tion of legitimate peripheral participa-
tion is founded on a practice-theoretical 
understanding of social activity (Lave and 
Wenger 1991, 49–51). To make use of a 
better-known concept from the same the
oretical tradition, what we have examined 
in our analysis is the embodied and visceral 
experience of trying to get by in a situ
ation of radical mismatch between one’s 
habitus and social surroundings (Bourdieu 
1977). The notion of legitimate peripheral-
ity can be employed to closely inspect some 
of the preconditions for and dynamics of 
budding processes of adjustment and re-
habituation, especially as regards the sur-
rounding community and its practice. In 
our opinion, it can offer a complementary 
perspective to scholars of religious conver-
sion interested in uncovering intricacies in 
the relationship between the convert and 
the receiving group. Another potential field 
of further implementation is that of ritual 
studies. As our analysis demonstrates, Lave 

and Wenger’s approach, which acknowl-
edges the significance of embodied, emo-
tional, and other non-verbal dimensions 
of experience, well facilitates inquiries into 
ritual learning. 
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