
  



Introduction 

Heavenly acts: aspects of performance* through an interdisciplinary lens 

In the second half of the twentieth century and the first decade of the twenty first, a 

substantial body of thought, research and writing in a range of disciplines has been devoted 

to exploring areas of human experience and activity that can be understood as performance-

oriented. This early research has been built upon to such an extent that there are now a 

number of distinct, but related, threads in evidence in the fields of human arts and sciences 

that represent different disciplines, diverse settings and a range of methodological 

approaches, all approaching ‘performance’ from one direction or another.  In linguistic 

anthropology the work of Bauman and Briggs (1991) has understood performance through 

the process of entextualisation; in identity studies Butler’s (1997) performative notion of the 

‘repetition of stylized acts in time’ is how she theorises gender and sexuality; drawing on 

reader response theory, speech act theory and theatre studies, Biblical Studies scholars 

have developed Performance Criticism as a discrete and fruitful lens through which to view 

performance; ethnomusicologists, in particular, are exploring new configurations around 

musical performance and global impact deriving from transnational and diasporic processes. 

A common characteristic uniting all these threads is the nexus formed by performance and 

religion. Much of the early anthropological gaze was upon ritual and ceremony. More recent 

activity is exploring how performance informs and is informed by religious experience and 

activity whether that performance is musical, linguistic, theatrical, identity-oriented or ritual 

(Rosowsky, 2012, 2013).  

These trends indicate that a much wider cross-disciplinary approach to this topic is now 

needed. This international network, for the first time, brings together scholars researching in 

these different areas to share the insights and expertise they have of their own fields, to 

explore the potential there evidently is for cooperation and collaboration across these 

disciplines, to seek to develop both theory and methodology in a trans-disciplinary manner 

and to make an important contribution to knowledge about performance in religious settings 

and contexts. Furthermore, with these different researchers carrying out their studies within 

and across a variety of religious traditions and contexts, the network has an explicit and 

integral inter- and cross-faith dimension that is of interest and importance to non-academic 

beneficiaries who, it is intended, will use the network to further their own agendas in respect 

of inter-faith cooperation, understanding and collaboration. The contribution to social 

cohesion and cultural understanding in this respect is potentially significant. 

It is envisaged that the convergence of activities from these diverse fields, and the 

opportunity to bring together these pioneering scholars from around the world, with varying 

levels of research experience, and performers, practitioners and audiences from diverse 

faith communities, will be a very efficient and economical way to forge academic and public 

engagement and to share expertise and knowledge between researchers, including matters 

of methodology and new theoretical developments. At a time where religious performance, 

after a long period of exile, is once again being admitted, or being forced to be admitted, into 

hitherto secularised public space, it is timely to address the issues and challenges such 

convergence presents. 

 
*Performance here is understood in as wide a perspective as possible to include the linguistic ‘performativity’ of Austin and 

Searle, the ‘performance’ of identities/subjectivities in the Butlerian sense, societal performativity in the Lyotardian sense, the 

performance-oriented verbal art of Bauman and the theoretical perspectives on performance articulated through ‘performance 

studies’ by Schechner, Conquergood and others (Edelman 2013, Carlson, 2003).  

  



Programme for Heavenly Acts II 

Language, Performance and Identity in Faith Contexts 

Monday 21 and Tuesday 22 March 2016 

University of Roehampton– Whitelands College 

Day One 

9.30  Coffee/Tea. Registration 

10.00 Welcome and Introduction – Tope Omoniyi and Andrey Rosowsky 

Session 1 

10.15 Is abstaining more “yes” or more “no”?  Celibacy and identity performance  

Thor Sawin, Middlebury Institute of International Studies 

Session 2 

10.55 Performativity of sacred spaces: contemporary Russian cases 

Anna Glukhanyuk, Ekaterinburg State Drama School 

11.35  Coffee/Tea 

Session 3 

11.50 Domain theory and the analysis of performance in religious worship 

Nana Aba Appiah Amfo, University of Ghana and Tope Omoniyi, Roehampton University 

12.30 Lunch 

Session 4 

 1.30 Welcoming a Torah to Northwood: A Performative Reading 

Joshua Edelman, Manchester Metropolitan University 

Session 5 

 2.10 Children's stories of religious belonging across four faith communities in London 

Vally Lytra, Goldsmiths University 

2.40 Coffee/Tea 

Session 6 

3.00 Challenging the discursive positioning of young British Muslims through the 

performance of devotional song and poetry 

Andrey Rosowsky, University of Sheffield 

Session 7 

3.40 Heavenly Acts network discussion (including Horizon 2020 proposal) 

Andrey Rosowsky, University of Sheffield  

4.30 End of Day One 

6.30 Dinner at restaurant in Putney (optional)  



 

Day Two 

 

9.30 Coffee/Tea.  

Session 8 

9.50 Crossovers: Sacred Languages in Concert Halls 

Brian P. Bennett, Niagara University 

Session 9 

10.30 Patterns of Language Use and Identity in City Churches in South-western Nigeria 

Oladipo Salami, Obafemi Awolowo University 

11.10 Coffee/Tea 

Session 10 

11.20 Accounts of managing multiple linguistic identities among young British South Asians of 

religious faith” 

Rusi Jaspal, De Montfort University 

 

12.00 Lunch and walk to Digby 

12.45 Faith and the Spoken Word – performance by rapper and poet, Usaama Minhas  

1.30 Walk back to Whitelands College 

 

Session 11 

2.00 The Religious Experience in Hassidism: Performative and Linguistic Tools 

Tsippi Kauffman, Bar Ilan University 

2.40 Coffee/Tea 

3.00 Roundtable discussion. Heavenly Acts – book proposal 

3.40 Close of symposium 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Abstracts 

  



 

1. Is abstaining more “yes” or more “no”?  Celibacy and identity performance  

Thor Sawin, Middlebury Institute of International Studies 

 Christians who self-identify as LGBT inhabit an often-tense intersectionality, with many forms of 

identification on offer (Hall 2015; Meza 2013; Taylor, Falconer & Snowdon 2014).  LGBT Christians 

face the choice of joining communities of Bible interpretation which sanction same-sex relationships 

(self-identified Side A Christians), or a those communities which see only either celibacy or mixed-

orientation marriage as Biblical (self-identified as Side B).  Celibacy is a fraught choice, both for the 

individuals who make it, as well as for the larger Christian and LGBT communities, since an 

individual’s choice can be seen as setting a policy precedent.  In social media performances, Side B 

Christians position their abstention from sex not as a “no” – to the LGBT community and to 

relational intimacy as Side A Christians allege – but rather as a “yes” –  to the historical church and to 

more intensive communal intimacy.  This presentation, using data from public Side B blogs and a 

private facebook group, analyze this attempt to frame Side-B-hood as a “yes” community united not 

by refusal, but by embrace.  Implications for other intersectional groups whose superset 

communities are seen as being at odds are discussed. 

 

  



2. Performativity of sacred spaces: contemporary Russian cases 

Anna Glukhanyuk, Ekaterinburg State Drama School 

Sacred spaces play an important role in cultural identification of landscapes in contemporary 

societies. Such spaces usually can be characterized not only by symbolical elements, but also by 

activities that are accompany sacralization process. To put the analytical boundaries I’m going to use 

the idea of ‘hierotopy’ suggested by A. Lidov – Russian historian and religious art researcher. 

“Hierotopy is the creation of sacred spaces regarded as a special form of creativity, and a field of 

historical research which reveals and analyses the particular examples of that creativity”. Orthodox 

Church includes different aspects of performativity that are included into architecture pieces, icons, 

services, religious processions etc. I want to present a case study of performativity of the sacred 

space on the example of The Monastery complex in name of Saint Regal Martyrs, which is situated 

near Ekaterinburg (on the place where bodies of killed family of the last Russian Tsar were found). 

 

 

  



3. Domain theory and the analysis of performance in religious worship 

Nana Aba Appiah Amfo, University of Ghana and Tope Omoniyi, Roehampton University 

In our presentation we interrogate the practice of domain assignment and analysis in 

Sociolinguistics. Since this is an SLR project, we are questioning the extent to which concepts in the 

discipline of sociology of language can be adopted wholesale and employed in the sociology of 

language and religion in order to help us develop a strong theoretical apparatus for the emergent 

subdiscipline. This is in line with Fishman’s injunction in setting out the Decalogue of theoretical 

principles for SLR in 2006.  

Domains are social spaces of activity associated with specific language practices (cf. Fishman, 1972, 

Parasher 1980). In multilingual contexts, domains may be deciphered by the assignment of different 

languages to transactions that occur in them. These are sometimes backed by formal policy 

statements or they simply emerge from conventional practice. For example, it is rarely the case that 

a formal document stipulates the language of religious worship whereas the medium of instruction 

in schools is clearly laid out in the language in education policy document in sub-Saharan Africa. It is 

not stated in any formal document, but the lingua franca of the Nigerian Army is Hausa and 

increasingly Nigerian Pidgin. However, the official language in a court-martial proceeding is English 

because that is the official language policy of the country as contained in the constitution of the 

Federal Republic. The implication is that the linguistic landscape of a domain may comprise multiple 

languages albeit one may be the dominant language of transaction while the other(s) is/are assigned 

relatively lesser roles. 

In this study, we explore the language practice(s) of the worship domain through the case study of a 

church in Accra, Ghana which we shall call Adenta Church of Paradise (ACP) based on its physical 

location in the city. This is part of a larger ethnographic study of religions and language practices in 

Ghana. Our intention is to argue that the association of the worship domain (Church, Mosque, 

Temple, Shrine) with one religious language is misleading and simplistic. We shall present a detailed 

account of the activities that take place in the church and suggest that some of these activities 

belong traditionally to domains other than the Worship domain and when this happens the Church is 

reconstituted albeit temporarily taking on the features of (an)other domain – topic, language use, 

props, and social actors.  We shall present the specific case of a Sunday service in which a guest 

lecturer was invited to speak to the congregation on the topic of HIV-AIDS. However, we shall 

demonstrate that because the template is that of a worship domain, anchorage is derived through 

drawing illustrations from religious textual sources, in ACP’s case, the Bible. The study provides us a 

basis to make a case for multi-domain analysis in SLR rather than attempt to force practices into an 

existing theoretical strait-jacket. 

 

  



4. Welcoming a Torah to Northwood: A Performative Reading. 

Joshua Edelman, Manchester Metropolitan University 

On Sunday, 17 March, 2015, the Northwood and Pinner Liberal Synagogue of the north London 

neighbourhood of Northwood did something most synagogues will do once in their lifetimes, if they 

are lucky – they completed the writing of a new scroll of Torah. Though such a once-in-a-generation 

event certainly calls for a celebration, it is not one for which there is a ritually standardised form 

attached. I will explore the ways in which the leaders and members of this community created and 

performed their own ritual that spoke both to their sense of joy and responded to their complex 

identities as Britons, as Londoners, as (liberal) Jews, and as members of a quite particular local 

community.  

In this process, I hope also to demonstrate why a methodological approach borrowed from theatre 

and performance studies can be of use both to scholars of religion and those who study the place 

religious practice has in contemporary society. 

  



5. Children's stories of religious belonging across four faith communities in London 

Vally Lytra, Goldsmiths University 

In this presentation, I demonstrate how children from four faith communities in London (Tamil 

Hindu/Saiva, Bangladeshi Muslim, Polish Catholic and Ghanaian Pentecostal) combine and juxtapose 

rich and complex cultural, linguistic, scriptal and embodied resources, experiences, and frameworks 

of interpretations to craft unique oral and written stories. Drawing on sociocultural approaches to 

language and literacy learning (Gregory et al 2004) and the notion of syncretic literacies (Duranti and 

Ochs 1996; Gregory et al 2013) I seek to illustrate the creative and transformative processes in which 

the children engage to make personal sense and meaning in their lives and express their religious 

belonging.  

  



6. Challenging the discursive positioning of young British Muslims through the performance 

of devotional song and poetry 

Andrey Rosowsky, University of Sheffield 

This paper shares data which challenge current hegemonic discourses in public and mediatised 

spaces which reductively position young British Muslims as linguistically problematic. Framing these 

data are public space statements which argue for an overly simple linguistic basis to so-called 

extremist behaviour based on the presence or absence of the English language. Through an analysis 

of performance practices in a range of language varieties related to devotional song and poetry, this 

paper hopes to show how young performers, singers and reciters and their audiences, deploy their 

complex and mobile language resources to negotiate and fashion rich linguistic repertoires and fluid 

identities as young British Muslims which are (a) more representative of the wider British Muslim 

community, (b) unmarked, and thus generally invisible within public discourses and (c) a far cry from 

the prevailing discursive attempts to frame young Muslims as posing a linguistic problem. 

 

  



7. Crossovers: Sacred Languages in Concert Halls 

Brian P. Bennett, Niagara University 

Composers from J.S. Bach to Arvo Pärt have used sacred languages like Latin and Church Slavonic as 

semiotic resources. Though their works may not be liturgical sensu stricto, they still fall within the 

ambit of a recognized religious tradition. The turn of the twenty-first century, however, has seen the 

generally stable correlations of faith, identity, and performance increasingly scrambled in 

compositions of exuberant bricolage. John Tavener’s The Veil of the Temple (2003) is written for 

English, Greek, Hebrew, Church Slavonic, Sanskrit, and Aramaic. Karl Jenkins’s Stabat Mater (2008) 

supplements a Christian text with excerpts from Rumi; English, Latin, Hebrew, Greek, Aramaic, and 

Arabic are all utilized. The lines are blurred here between vernacular and classical, eastern and 

western, spiritual and commercial (Jenkins’s music has been used to sell a number of products). This 

paper considers the place of sacred languages in such crossover hits.  

 

  



8. Patterns of Language Use and Identity in City Churches in South-western Nigeria 

Oladipo Salami, Obafemi Awolowo University 

Early churches in Nigeria were established mainly by foreign missionaries and mostly English-

speaking. Thus the English language was the first language of the Nigerian church. As a result of the 

increasing need for proselytizing, there was the effort not only to translate the Bible into local 

languages such as Yoruba, Igbo and Efik, there also arose the need to train a crop of  natives to read 

and write both in English and their mother tongues. With the ability to read and write, there grew a 

crop of priests and church workers who were able to interpret and evangelize in local languages. 

However, with the evolution of indigenous African churches, more weight was given to a greater use 

of the local languages in order to be able to reach out to the larger community of the unlettered in 

the church and also to cater for their specific local cultural needs such as the inclusion of indigenous 

language hymns and songs. 

In this paper, I wish to explore the language situation in churches in Southwestern Nigeria today, 

specifically because of the rise in the level of education and the diversity of church-goers or 

congregation members, increasing urbanization and cosmopolitanism of the region. In doing this, I 

intend to investigate the language use patterns in activities taking place in churches in this region 

and their relationship with the varying identities of church officials and their congregation. The goal 

is to be able to unearth the nature of the relationships among language use, identity and 

performance in the churches in Southwestern Nigeria.  

  



9. Accounts of managing multiple linguistic identities among young British South Asians of 

religious faith” 

Rusi Jaspal, De Montfort University 

  



11. The Religious Experience in Hassidism: Performative and Linguistic Tools 

Tsippi Kauffman, Bar Ilan University 

 In Judaism, ritual bodily performance is axiomatic: Judaism is a religion of commandments, which 

are carried out by the body. In Kabbalah, this bodily performance reverberates in a greater 

dimension. Hassidism, a spiritual and social movement that grew within Eastern European Jewry in 

the 18th century, adopted kabbalistic ideas and expanded upon them. 

My lecture will focus on Hassidic performance. In hassidism, there is nomian performance, within 

the framework of Jewish law, with a-nomian performative elements added to the fulfillment of the 

commandments.  

At the same time, there is a-nomian performance, which is characterized by the fact that it does not 

reinforce the religious and/or kabbalistic worldview, but rather undermines structures and 

worldviews, thereby connecting the hassid to what lies beyond all structure: the all-encompassing 

presence of God. This a-nomian performative practice is evident in practices of disguise, ritual 

immersion, somersaults, and more. 

In addition, along with the a-nomian performative actions whose aim, as I shall argue, is 

deconstruction of identity and of the illusory image of reality in order to expose the infinite Divine 

presence that is beyond all structure, there is also a parallel attempt to deconstruct language, with 

the same purpose.  

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


