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The Protestant Reformation and its Tridentine counterpart
involved not just an effort to change theology and implement
this In practice. It was an effort to change religious
experience.l This was a holistic endeavor that embraced sensory
elements, from church decoration to religious soundscapes, as
well as liturgical practices that translated theology into

parish life, with different aims and outcomes among churches.

Communion played a central role In the reformation of
religious experience. The emergence of varying Protestant
interpretations of the bread and wine and the Catholic
codification of the Thomist view at the Council of Trent—from
Tfull presence of the body in Catholic transubstantiation to
Lutheran consubstantiation, or the real presence, to a mere
rite of remembrance in the more radical Protestant movements—
reflected a profound change from the multiple perspectives of
medieval Christian theology. The change was reflected also iIn

the social meaning and experience of Communion as the act of



sharing the holy body of Christ. This, In turn, was mirrored
in how relationships between God and believers and between

church members themselves were understood.

Both Lutheran and Catholic reformers strove, at least on
the theological level, for a more individualistic concept of
Communion, one oriented toward the relationship between the
individual and God. This orientation was the essence of the
priesthood of all believers as well as Catholic obsession with
frequent Communion and the Jansenist fear that i1ts frequency
would erode the individual’s faith and pursuit of moral
perfection. Nevertheless, for both Lutheran and Catholic
theologians, the whole point of Communion was for the
congregation to take part in sharing Christ’s divine body. On
the level of religious customs, studies of Protestant and
Tridentine Catholic Communion have shown that laypeople were

dedicated to the social and collective aspects of the rite.?

In early modern Finland—then part of Lutheran Sweden—the
role of Communion was likewise closely essential in the
changes 1n religious experience. Indeed, one of the first

known appearances of the word experience (kokemus) in Finnish

occurs in connection to Communion, in the first Finnish-

language prayer book, Rucouskiria Bibliasta, compiled by

Mikael Agricola in 1544. Here Agricola states that Holy
Communion is the “experience of [Christ’s] sacred body and

blood.”3 The essentialist connection Agricola makes between



Communion and experience is the starting point for this
article, and it suggests why i1t would be profitable to explore

Communion as an experience of early modern lived religion.

The task of this study is to look at tensions between
personal convictions and the sharedness of the experience of
Communion In early modern Finland from the time of Agricola’s
text to the late seventeenth century. | use as source material
Agricola’s liturgical works and later church ordinances from
1570 to 1686, as well as court records on religious offenses
concerning Communion. The former show how the ideal Communion
experience was shared, In the church’s view, and the latter
demonstrates how 1deals were expressed and modified in
practice. Despite a seeming dichotomy between types of source
materials, my aim IS not to create an opposition between
learned and popular perspectives, but rather to understand how

ideals conformed to actual conditions and local contingencies.

Agricola is often considered “the father” of the Finnish
written language, since he was assigned the job of translating
the necessary liturgical and other religious texts after the
Reformation. His work, therefore, created the basis for the
Reformation and the Lutheran Church’s theology. Formally,
early modern Sweden and Finland (at the time the eastern
province of Sweden) adopted the Reformation swiftly following
a royal decree 1n 1527, but in practical terms the parishes

and the politics In the country took much longer to change.



Agricola’s work was part of this phase, producing the first
catechism In the Finnish language iIn 1543, the liturgical

handbook Rucouskiria Bibliasta in 1544, and finally the New

Testament in Finnish in 1548. The Swedish church searched for
its confessional identity for the rest of the sixteenth
century, until it settled on the Lutheran Augsburg Confession
in the Uppsala Synod of 1593. During the next decades, a
Lutheran middle-ground theology was forged to serve both the
political and theological needs of a country that aspired to
be a Lutheran leader during the Thirty Years” War and that had
to distinguish i1tself from both Catholic and competing
Protestant denominations. After the Peace of Westphalia iIn
1648, the Swedish church settled the practicalities of
adopting a middle-ground Lutheran orthodoxy, only then to meet
challenges posed by the arrival of Pietism at the end of the
seventeenth century. In Finland religious challenges during
this century also included coexistence and conflict with the
Russian Orthodox Church in the east and the Sami indigenous

religions in the north as the Swedish kingdom expanded.4

In what follows, 1 first place Agricola’s text in its
contexts to examine what he meant by Communion and
“experience” i1n different settings. | then look at the most
important church ordinances, liturgies, and church laws to
sketch how the i1ntersection of Communion and experience

evolved In early modern Finland and Sweden. This material



consists of a selection of the first liturgical materials of
the Reformation in Finland (the catechism and the prayer book

Rucouskiria Bibliasta) and a selection of ordinances from the

Swedish Church Ordinance of 1571 to the Swedish Church Law of
1686. These materials show the development of how Communion
was supposed to be treated and administered, how 1t was
supposed to be experienced, and how that experience was to be
shared. It is normative material describing ideal experience.
While 1t may well be that no one reached that ideal, the
church”s teaching about Communion formed one set of norms for
religious experience—a script that could be followed or
adapted to fit other protocols that may have applied to the

same people at the same time.

Alternative norms of experience will come to light as 1
move to variations of the script in other settings outside the
church, where the way modes of sharing—or individualizing—the
experience of Communion were appropriated for varying purposes
by people of different social standings and situations. | use
court record narratives of suspected religious crime or error
that were related to Communion. These investigations into
irregular religious practices sometimes began in church
courts, but 1If the i1nvestigation revealed anything
substantial, the matter was always referred to a secular
court, since the secular court was the only judicial entity

with the power to impose civil punishments. In the secular



court, church authorities, suspected wrongdoers, and various
witnesses for and against any party were heard in public
meetings. Pressure may have been applied, but there was no
recourse to torture except in some political cases, and
defendants as well as witnesses seem to have talked fairly
freely, even naturally, with as much strategic choice as they
could muster. Their testimonies were recorded meticulously,
though usually not verbatim. As the purpose of court records
was to record testimonies—that Is, communication—it iIs in
their nature to emphasize the communicative aspects of the

process of creating and curating experience.®

I rely on definitions of “experience” and “lived
religion” presented in the introduction to this special issue
and 1n my previous work. Experience is a relational process in
which individuals and communities make sense of cumulative
encounters with the world they live in. As the process is
repeated, structures and cultural norms develop that guide
what people think there is to encounter in the world and how
to experience i1t. Lived religion is the sphere of the world iIn

which this experience takes place.b

Experiences are formed and constructed-and evaluated,
approved, and sometimes dismissed—in relation to the
experiences of other people. For that to be possible, people
must communicate with others in order to share their

understanding of what they are experiencing. If a shared sense



of experience can be successfully formed, a community of
experience can be created, which then leads to new
interpretations of experiences and the ways in which they are
shared—-this interactive dynamic establishes a common framework

for how to experience.’

Few communities In history have ever been quite unanimous
on anything, let alone on experience. Hence, any history of
experience must also be a history of negotiation or struggle
over the norms of experience and who has the power to set
them. Those with the power to set the parameters of experience
will more easily have their own experience serve as the basis
for expectations about future experience in society, while
those who are pushed to the sidelines may struggle to get
their experience acknowledged at all. Experience, therefore,
IS not a matter to be taken at face value any more than any
other historical construct. Rather, 1t must be questioned and
its norms and social tensions analyzed.® Such norms can be set
in many ways, but when they are accepted, they form cultural
and social scripts for experiencing the world. The most
dominant of these scripts In early modern culture came from
religion, often from the Bible or church teachings, but they
were also influenced by other social expectations in local
communities, by occupational or status groups, or within kin
and family. Masters faced different expectations from

laborers, men from women, clergy from the laity. Some people



encountered the same norms, but they may have differed for
others. Placing the topic of my inquiry (experience of and iIn
Communion) in the context of early modern Finland allows me to
look at the effect of a changing cultural setting on

experience.

While the focus of my inquiry may look like a peripheral
view of European religious change, it in fact affords a
viewpoint on one of the central agents In European politics at
the time. Concentrating on the areas of Sweden east of the
Gulf of Bothnia—what we today call Finland-also shows how
cultural and social conditions influenced experience. While
the western region of Finland occupied part of the
geographical core of Sweden and was culturally similar to it,
the eastern region of Finland was enmeshed in cultural
exchange—in terms of both coexistence and conflict—-with people
of different religious backgrounds In Russia, Poland, and
Lithuania. While this geographical context may be atypical for
modern European historians, it should be familiar to
historians of the early modern period, and It resonates with

some religio-political challenges faced in Europe today.

The script of an experience: Personally shared Communion

Agricola describes Communion In terms of experience in one of

the first printed texts iIn Finnish, Rucouskiria Bibliasta in




1544 . He refers to experience (kokemus) to account for the

holistic effect of Communion:

Take, therefore, most Merciful Lord Father, all my wrongs
and sins from me so that 1 might be cleansed in my mind
and my heart and might taste the most sacred loan, that

the experience of your sacred body and blood, which 1

intend to take though I am unworthy, would be the
forgiveness of my sins and the perfect cleansing away of
all my crimes, the scaring away of all my evil thoughts,

and the rebirth of my good conscience.®

Rucouskiria was an extensive collection of translated prayers

for various moments of the day and liturgical needs, as well
as for private devotion. Primarily, it was meant to help the
clergy perform the liturgy in the vernacular. It includes a
calendar, advice for both liturgical and more mundane
situations, and almost seven hundred prayers that were
collected and translated from some thirty sources—medieval
Catholic, Reformed, and Lutheran.1® Some of the prayers were
meant to be sung, some orated. Around eighty of the liturgical
prayers were intended to be used in connection with Communion.
Experience is mentioned around ten times, not just iIn

connection to Communion.

Rucouskiria is generally thought of as a conservative

endeavor: by the time Agricola published i1t, plenty of

Lutheran prayer books had appeared, yet only a few of the
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prayers in Rucouskiria came from Lutheran sources, even though

Agricola had studied in Wittenberg and considered Melanchthon
his tutor.!l The section on Communion features more alterations

than most of the other sections of Rucouskiria, perhaps

because the theological and doctrinal differences on the topic
were the clearest and perhaps quickest to develop between

Catholicism and Lutheranism.

This particular prayer was adapted and translated from

Hortulus Anime, a widely circulating Catholic prayer book iIn

Latin and German. Where Agricola’s Finnish text speaks of the
experience of the sacred body and blood of Christ (“se Pyhe
sinun Rumis ja weres cokemus’), the Latin version only
mentions taking the elements of Communion. Kokemus or
“experience” i1s, In this context, Agricola’s own addition to
the text, presumably to clarify the text. Agricola therefore
postulates that Communion does not just involve the
consumption of the bread and the wine, or the body and the
blood, but a more holistic experience of borrowing and lending
divine grace, goodness, and justification from God. Agricola’s
idea is purposefully ambiguous: he simultaneously evokes the
Finnish words ‘“kokemus™”, experience as a holistic and somewhat
unverbalizable first-hand knowledge and “laina”, which means a
loan, emphasizing that the sacred body and blood, or the grace

that 1s given through them do not belong to believers on their
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own merits, but are only extended to him or her by God,

subject to His will._12

Communion is not the only type of experience addressed in

Rucouskiria; nevertheless, the sense of a holistic knowledge

of salvation i1s most often connected to Communion. In the
preface’s exhortation, Agricola recommends that believers
should both publicly and privately repeat their prayers so
that they can “experience mercy” on Judgment Day.13 Often this
means knowledge that believers gain of the divine and the
Lord”s good will and intentions.14 Agricola also uses the verb
experience In the sense of testing and gaining true knowledge
of the human condition: men testing i1If they could gain
justification by following the law and experiencing the
resulting failure.1®> Or again in a prayer before Communion, it
iIs said that the light of the Father the Lord “tests
[experiences] my innermost kidneys from the outside and
inside.” In the literal sense, the word used, munaskuut, means
“kidneys,” similar to the King James Version of Jer. 17:10 (“I
the Lord search the heart, try the reins [Kidneys]”), but it
iIs most often translated as “the innermost,” sometimes as
“Innermost secrets” or “innermost thoughts.” However, God
knows the human’s munaskuut can be known “from the outside and
inside” separately, which seems to point to something at least
partly material and corporeal. What Agricola means i1s that

God, too, tests a human and finds out his true state — bodily
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and spiritually.1® Several passages discuss similarly God
either testing, trying or refraining from testing humans

through experience.l’

None of these passages discuss Communion, but they show
what Agricola thought of experience and how he used the word
kokemus: In both cases experience and experiencing mean
gaining knowledge about humanity through experimenting, though
the active party experimenting gaining the knowledge changes
from humans to the Divine. The knowledge gained through
experience 1s holistic: both material and spiritual, personal

and generalizable at the same time.

Every time Agricola uses experience, i1t seems to mean a
firm, profound, and holistic type of knowledge gained by
personal testing of (experimenting with) a matter. This iIs In
line with how Finnish-language corpuses reveal the word
kokemus was used in early modern Finnish, apart from the
religious sphere, to mean knowledge gained by personal
experimenting. In the first Finnish dictionary of 1787,

kokemus (noun) and kokea (verb) refer to experimenting,

attempting, and endeavoring, or to the knowledge gained by

such efforts. Consequently, the word kokea was also used, for

example, for checking i1f one’s fishnets or snares had caught
anything. Several eighteenth-century texts on agriculture also
talk about kokemus as the experience of cultivating rhubarb or

certain types of grain. While the information gained by
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checking snares may be fairly straightforward, there i1s often
a sense that experiential knowledge includes aspects that
cannot easily be taught by (written) word. One text even
exhorts “one who wants to know this, and has the power over

his fields, must gain the same experience.”’18

It 1s evident, too, that Agricola meant the experience of
Communion should produce knowledge of the sacrament’s content
and meaning. To see how that experience was to be shared or
personalized, I will next look at teaching on Communion iIn
early modern Finnish sources. Two distinctive developments
pull the ideal Communion experience iIn different directions
during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries: one further
emphasizing the shared nature of the sacrament, the other

emphasizing its corporeality and materiality.

Like other reformers, Agricola, in his catechism and more

lengthily iIn Rucouskiria, discussed the Communion experience

as being deeply personal. By connecting this experience to
terms such as munaskuut (kidneys), he located it in the
innermost, private self hidden within the body so that it was
secret from everyone except God. Yet, the experience was
generalizable. Agricola addresses his readers and listeners as
a group as “you” (in Finnish “te,” the second person plural)
or “we” (in Finnish “me”). These plural forms imply that the
experience was always shared, as Communion itself was

essentially about sharing the body of Christ within a
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congregation. Individual relationships with God were at the
forefront of Agricola’s teaching, but relationships among all
true Christians were equally present in Agricola’s

understanding of shared and communal Communion.

The importance of the congregation sharing Communion
became a programmatic desideratum in the 1571 Church Ordinance,
when 1t was decreed that the eucharistic liturgy must never be
celebrated without the congregation present. The same ordinance
was reiterated even more forcibly in the 1686 Church Law. This
law decreed that Communion should be offered at least every
three weeks and more often i1f parishioners so desired—Communion
should not be reserved for major annual festivals such as
Easter. This was probably due to general Lutheran opposition to
private masses, but problems had also emerged in local
parishes. In practice, Communion every three weeks was rare,
though variation In frequency seems to have been great. In some
of the more sparsely populated and remote parishes, it could
happen that only one or two households were present on a given
Sunday.1® Private masses either in church or in the home were
forbidden by both the 1571 Church Ordinance and the 1686 Church
Law. Only for the gravely i1ll and those In mortal danger should
the Eucharist be served in the home. This was not only meant to
stop private confessions but also to prevent religious
dissenters—be i1t Calvinist or Catholic in the sixteenth century

or Pietist in the late seventeenth—from developing their own
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Communion communities.?0

The communal nature of Communion was also emphasized by
preaching on the proper conditions for taking the sacrament:
one should be prepared not only iIn personal spiritual terms,
but also by making peace with fellow parishioners that one had
offended or hurt, and by clarifying any suspicions of crime
about oneself. The Ordinance of 1571 contains quite a long
paragraph on how the priest is responsible for following up on
criminal suspicions before administering Communion, but It also
states that being kept or voluntarily staying away from
Communion must not be used as testimony in a court trial for
anyone’s bad reputation or guilty conscience. The Church Law of
1686 also makes clear that Communion should be received only
after suitable preparation. A formal confession with absolution
by the priest-both as part of the public church service and
beforehand when the priest also examined parishioners’
knowledge of Christianity—were necessary. The law also states
that one should apologize and make amends with neighbors who
have been wronged.?1

It was the duty of the parish priest to make sure that
partakers in Communion were eligible, and it is not an uncommon
occurrence In court records that people step forth to confess
to a crime like premarital sexual relations or bearing an
illegitimate child in order to regain access to Communion. For
the same reason, quite a few parishioners wanted the court to

clear them from suspicions of crimes such as using magic or
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witchcraft. Some parishioners even took the parish priest to
court to regain access to Communion, like an elderly woman did
in the parish of Huittinen iIn 1624. The priest iIn gquestion
explained that the woman had “used a rosary string and other
old papist fallacies,” and since her husband admitted that such
a rumor existed, the priest was deemed right in denying her
Communion until the matter was cleared up. Sometimes skirmishes
and fights took place when parishioners who had disagreements
tried to hold each other back from taking part.?2 The exclusion
of some individuals was implicit in the pastoral emphasis on
Christian community, and it could be evinced in the local
experience of Communion.

It can be concluded that greater emphasis was placed on
the shared nature of the Communion experience during the early
modern period in Lutheran Sweden and Finland. Private masses
were frowned upon, and private Communion was reserved only for
the purpose of last rites. That parishioners were present and
took part in Communion (in both kinds) was important both for
the theological distinction this provided from Catholicism and
for the practical unity of a congregation. But this did not
concern merely the congregation that was physically present.
It implied the sharedness of the experience with the Christian
community (understood from the Lutheran standpoint as mostly
Lutherans) as a whole, regardless of time and place. Most

importantly, engagement in Communion drew forth an experience
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between humans and the divine, where each gained thorough

knowledge of the other.

Limited group experiences: Household and village meals

Communion was to be served only iIn church—with the last rites
as the exception—-and any other practices were potentially
punishable as blasphemy. Therefore, there should not in theory
be much variation in how Communion was experienced or iIn what
ways and how widely that experience was shared. In practice,
however, plenty of such variation existed. Next, | look at how
this variation manifested itself in local court records. They
reveal other types of sacrificial meals celebrated in rural
early modern Finland that were not referred to as Communion
but made use of a Communion-like ritual or even sacrificial
meals. They, too, served to strengthen community coherence,

but these communities were more limited in nature.

A 1686 set of cases from the rural district court of
Jaaski and Ruokolahti In southeastern Finland (currently
mostly in Russia) serves as an example. The recent appointment
of the vicar, Magister Pahl Heinricus, in connection to the
publication of the Church Law the same year, led the vicar to
pursue a project to clean up his parish. At first, Heinricus
had inquired after parishioners” religious habits during a

pastoral visitation. Having become concerned enough to take
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action, he took various matters to the secular court. Most of
the individual complaints related to the selling and buying of
beer during church services. Nevertheless, the ways iIn which a
few parishioners celebrated various officially non-Lutheran
holy days—especially St. Catherine’s Day, the Feast of Corpus
Christi, St. George’s Day, and St. Olaf’s Day—took up more
time and pages iIn the records than any other matter at the
session.? The saints’ days obviously served as systematic
calendar markers i1n the cycle of the year: The dates coincide
with important moments in the annual cycle of agriculture and
cattle rearing, but they had multiple purposes that certainly

included religious and social cohesion.

Toasting in honor of the Virgin Mary or the saints had
been an important part of convivial piety throughout Europe,
including the late medieval Baltic region, but in Finland
ritual toasts were also offered to non-Christian deities such
as Ukko, the God of rain, crops, and thunder.24 Court cases
mention these rituals in the late seventeenth century, and
folklorists have collected evidence until the nineteenth
century. Toasting was seldom described as being limited to one
toast; the amount of drink consumed was thought to procure a
corresponding amount of good luck and protection.?> These are
all features that also emerge iIn other types of magic and
could be considered suspicious under certain circumstances.

These features also likened the celebration in various ways-by
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dress, singing, and prayer—to the celebration of church holy
days. The emphasis on the meal and toasts (with wine
substituted by ale as a more accessible drink for the northern
peasantry) can be viewed as an appropriation of Communion by
the peasant household. These traditions never sought to
distinguish the sacred or the sacramental from the secular and

mundane In the way theologians insisted.?25

Because the celebrations were considered i1nappropriate
for the dominant Lutheran calendar, the cohesion they brought
was limited to groups that were considerably smaller than the
whole of Lutheran or Swedish Christendom. The celebration on
St. Catherine’s Day, for example, included the slaughtering of
a lamb and cooking a special meal of it as a dedication to
God.27 Usually the celebrations included psalm singing and
prayers. According to various testimonies in the cases In
Jaaski and Ruokolahti, several villagers celebrated the said
saints’ days by putting on their best church clothes and
drinking special ale toasts with “no strangers or servants but
only those born in the house.”?8 The feast, and consequently,
the cohesion, was shared only within the household with blood

relations.

A different kind of example comes from the 1646 court
records of the parish of Huittinen, concerning the rather
remote village of Punkalaidun in western Finland. A group of

women were indicted for having held a rosary prayer meeting-or



20

a “Rosolia”-at a home with the intention of helping a fellow
woman in the village whose eyesight was failing. The women had
slaughtered a calf and prepared a meal of i1t with beer on the
table. They drank the beer and ate the calf, and they knelt
down together to read a sequence of prayers.?® Although clearly
different from the Eucharist and again taking place secretly
in private farmhouses, this celebration drew on Lutheran
teaching on the concept and experience of the meal as a
religious integration of humans with the divine and of humans
with each other. The communal and shared nature was enhanced
by the preparations for the meal, which took days, from
slaughtering the sacrificial calf or lamb and brewing the
special ale for the feast to cooking the meal iIn a group. The
rituals, as reported by the women in Huittinen, emphasized
togetherness, as they sang together, ate together, drank
together, and held each other’s hands as they knelt for the
prayers they recited together. The village women took action
as a community to help a woman of their group. This communal
nature survived In the court hearings: the women were indicted
as a group, and their testimony Is recorded as a group, with
no names attached to confessions. The record even states that
“all the women” thought that their prayers had been answered
and that the eyesight of the woman going blind was now

better .30
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Prayer meals In households and villages were forbidden
and investigated by authorities, though punishments were often
not as strict as the law would have recommended. The women in
Huittinen were cautioned, and the villagers i1n Jaaski and
Ruokolahti were sentenced to fines. Nevertheless, such rituals
are not wholly outside Lutheran teaching of the time; rather,
they can be seen as an extension of the various social and
communal aspects of Lutheran teaching on the Lord’s Supper.
The many forms of Communion in the late medieval church and
its lay extensions, such as serving blessed but not
consecrated bread to outsiders and the less-spiritually-
prepared, or even church ales that were common In northern
Europe, persisted through the Lutheran Reformation.3! However,
the contexts i1n which lay rituals were shared shifted to
smaller and more eclectic communities in contrast to Communion
in church. Only certain members of a community took part in
Communion-like meals, be it In a household as happened in
Jaaski or in a village ritual as occurred In Huittinen. This
division can be likened to that between clerics who handled
and received the eucharistic host and lay nonpartakers who
witnessed the elevated host, described by Robert Scribner as
participating with a “sacramental gaze.””’32 These distinctions
served to organize the relationship between humans and the
divine, but also between an ““us” and ‘““them” dichotomy based on
family, kin, gender, and status. They also created a

hierarchical tension between participants and onlookers. Lay
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Communion rituals thus delimited an inner circle of those
worthy of sharing the meal and gaining a participatory

knowledge from inclusion. Outsiders were kept strangers.

The importance of bloodline and household group to the
shared experience of ritual meals may have been especially
emphasized because of two specific local features that existed
in eastern Finland. First, this was an area of slash-and-burn-
agriculture that both needed and could maintain a larger
workforce than for field culture, which was dominant iIn
western parts of Finland and Sweden. This generally meant that
several generations of brothers with their families resided iIn
one household. The household’s success was, to a large extent,
dependent on 1ts ability to maintain stable relationships
within the family hierarchy, taking into account the division
of work within the family and i1ts assets. In this sense, the
importance of bloodlines i1s remarkable: the family was
comprised of generations of parents and offspring, but without
fully iIntegrating the spouses of offspring. Since women moved
to join their husbands” households more often than men to
their wives” households, this meant that rituals were
experienced in a community consisting mostly of men. Women
would give up their birth families and not be able to properly
join a similar community in their new homes. Similarly, those
who had entered the household by a work contract remained

outsiders.33
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Secondly, though the court records never iIndicate that
the defendants iIn question confessed to any other faith than
Lutheranism, some features of these cases suggest an Eastern
Orthodox influence: the exclusion of those not considered
quite part of a community Is reminiscent of the Eastern
Orthodox practice of excluding catechumens from the Eucharist
until they complete a period of spiritual preparation.
Likewise, the households involved had previously set up altars
either i1n the house or on the lands of the estate—the
defendants testified that they were abandoned before the court
case—which was customary in the Eastern tradition, and non-
Lutheran saints like Catherine of Alexandria and St. George,
who were celebrated by these defendants, had a prominent place
in the Eastern tradition. Since these features could just as
well be found 1In a Roman Catholic setting, and no one in the
records suggests that the households In question were anything
other than Lutheran, i1t should be concluded that this was the
lived religion of a Lutheran parish that had been influenced
by Eastern Orthodoxy during the period when Orthodox and
Lutheran populations had spread to the area, competed for
power, and lived side by side. The Orthodox population had
conclusively moved out only after the War of Rupture or Russo-
Swedish War of 1656-58, part of a wider northern war around
the Baltic Sea and Poland. During this war, Russian troops
perpetrated acts of terror when the areas of Ingria and

Kexholm in eastern Finland/Sweden were occupied. Once the



24

Russian forces were pushed back, the Lutherans took revenge
against the Orthodox population that had sided with the

Russians during the bloody occupation.34

These events took place on a relatively short timeline,
though the frontiers near Russia and Poland had been volatile
since the establishment of the Tsardom of Russia in 1547. Yet,
the experiences created by these contacts—in peace and
conflict—continued to influence lived religion long afterward.
The simultaneous remembrance of peaceful coexistence and
bloody conflict tinged religious experience with an ambivalent
nature that could just as easily unite a group of people as it
could set them apart from the larger society. As past
recollections were returned to again and again in the process
of experiencing Lutheranism within the household or Kkin
community, they coalesced into a cultural structure of
expectations and norms in which future forms of experience

would take place.

Individual and self-exclusive experiences: Magic and mockery

of Communion

Some experiences of Communion—or Communion elements—were not
shared even i1n small groups. In Ulvila In 1634, the parish
priest had served extreme unction to a dying woman at her

home. Returning to the vicarage, he noticed that two
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eucharistic hosts had gone missing from the box where he kept
them. After investigation, two women of the dying woman’s
family admitted that they had stolen the hosts i1n the hope
that they could also benefit from the great power that lay iIn

the vessels of the Lord’s mercy.3%

The women did not intend to eat Christ’s body, however.
The daughter of the house’s current master intended to sew the
host inside her son’s frock, because—as she had been assured-
it was common knowledge that i1t would be an efficient
protection against fevers and coughs. The daughter-in-law of
the master had taken another host with the intention of
placing it in a purse to ward off “people’s bad wishes,”
perhaps referring to those she encountered iIn the in-laws’
house. Huittinen i1s located in the southwestern part of
Finland, where field cultivation and smaller households were
more common than In the eastern areas described above.
However, these events took place in a multigenerational
household with multiple married adult siblings and their
families, and similar dynamics regarding kin and bloodline
existed as In the east. This case shows the experience of a
household community from the point of view of those who were

not fully integrated.

The case reflected a widespread fear, also present in the
Church Ordinance of 1571 and Church Law of 1686, about

Communion bread being used for magical purposes. The Church
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Law accordingly states that the parish priest was to see that
“nothing be dropped or spilled, and 1f . . . something is left
over from the Communion table, such leftovers may not be used
for purposes of magic.’’36 The case i1s rare, although there are
a couple of other cases concerning defendants suspected of
taking Communion bread out of their mouths to preserve it for

later use-but usually suspects denied any magical intentions.3’

The attempt to secretly seek a blessing from the host’s
contact with the body was an experience that neither woman 1in
the 1624 case In Huittinen was expected or allowed to have.
They had privately appropriated—literally stolen—-an experience
that was reserved only for the priest when handling the
eucharistic elements iIn celebrating the sacrament. The women
had committed a religious offense, something forbidden but
that nevertheless betrayed a tangible belief In sacred powers
operating in everyday life: that hosts protected people from
illness and 11l wishes. It shows how religion and faith
spilled into other spheres of life. There was enough scrutiny
to make sure that, despite the secrecy of the women’s actions,
their experience was policed, albeit not severely punished.
The eucharistic bread in the priest’s box may not yet have
been consecrated, and the women or their advisors could not be
proven to have actually gone through with any of their
intentions except for taking the hosts. Consequently, although

the Cathedral Chapter was informed of the superstition
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involved, the women and their advisors were judged not guilty

of a crime and set free.

These encounters at Communion were personal and private
rather than shared. At least in the case of the daughter-in-
law, her experience seems to have marked her as separate from
the rest of the community and household. While the practice of
seeking a blessing by holding a host near one’s body was
undoubtedly a culturally shared notion, the experience In
itself was thoroughly individualized: i1t was the individual
body that was protected. In the case of warding off the 1ll
wishes of “people,” the experience even suggests a degree of
consciously setting oneself apart from others when feeling
threatened. More importantly, these experiences were-and had
to be-intentionally secret: unlike the household or village
appropriations of Communion meals discussed above, no one was
supposed to know of the hidden hosts, not even members of the
same household. These experiences set those involved apart not

from outsiders but as outsiders.

Some experiences elicited even more drastic and self-
exclusionary consequences, when lay members of the parish were
reported to have mocked or misappropriated the Communion rite
itself. These cases usually involved people from one
household, sometimes also guests, who enjoyed a meal, during
which someone—often the household mistress—treated the meal as

the Communion rite, reciting the Words of Institution or some
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derivative thereof. Sometimes the participants sang hymns and
knelt i1n prayer.38 These cases were prosecuted in the secular
courts as blasphemy. Some of these cases were apparently meant
to be jokes, while In other iInstances, according to the
defendants, they were more or less genuine attempts to use the
ritual for promoting household community. Admitting to a deed
but claiming 1t was a joke was a defense that could be
successfTully used i1in a court of law in connection to a variety
of cases, from breach of marriage promises (when the defendant
claimed that whatever was thought to constitute the promise
was actually a joke) to a threat of witchcraft (when the
defendant claimed that whatever was understood as a spell was
actually a joke). This defense strategy could also be
successftul i1n cases of defamation if the defendant immediately
apologized for the offending joke.3° It never worked, however,
in cases of blasphemy, since blasphemy was, essentially,
making a joke of religion. The end result was the same
regardless of why the lay Communion had been organized: taking
the Lord’s name in vain and misusing the Eucharist was
punished by the death penalty, which even the Court of Appeal
did not overturn, even though i1t usually showed some leniency
toward crimes of superstition. Perhaps this uncommonly severe

punishment contributed to keeping such cases rare.

As far as these cases concerned attempts to use the

Communion ritual In the household as a sign of faith, they
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illustrate an active ownership of religion, albeit a forbidden
one. Since at least some of these cases included an element of
mockery, treating all of them as examples of lived religion
requires caution, at least 1Tt lived religion i1s defined as
religion-in-action or the living out of one’s faith.40 Rather
than a sign of personal ownership of devotion, mockery points
to a lack of faith in at least some aspects of the rituals
that were mocked. The mockers did not accept the mocked things
as integral to their own faith; they were an aspect of someone

else’s faith.

“Lived religion” as a concept has always focused on the
ways and degrees to which people managed to live and express
their own religion. Even when research concerns a time of
oppression or persecution, the focus has usually been on how
people expressed their beliefs regardless of pressure. This
offers valuable insight 1nto histories of religious
resistance, but i1t can hide from our sight those who were not
able to resist-who submitted—and the tensions and struggles
related to losing one’s religion. Nevertheless, even the
specific cases of mockery I have discussed can be treated as
experiences of religion. While i1t may be difficult to “live” a
religion one does not share, one can certainly experience
other people’s religion. Often people were forced to do so.
This may concern merely surface experiences of mimicking and

following norms or customs one does not believe iIn, but it may
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also iInclude deeper experiences of having one’s beliefs or
practices condemned, mocked, or replaced by those who are iIn
power. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, these
situations sometimes entailed violent persecution and
punishment. Often i1t also included elements of resistance,

such as mocking the dominant religion.

Such experience could create cohesion among a minority
group, and i1t could also set a minority group apart from a
dominant one. It did not, however, produce the kind of all-
encompassing social cohesion or communal hierarchy imagined by
the normative script or approved uses of the Communion meal
among Christians. These court cases document experiences of a
more clearly exclusive nature: the mockery of Communion marked
participants’ self-exclusion outside the parameters of the
authoritative eucharistic rite, and the inevitable punishment
for blasphemy confirmed this exclusionary position from the

point of view of the larger community.

IT the kinds of activities documented In court records

are treated as experiences of religion rather than as examples

of lived religion, the problem of motives may not be of

primary relevance. Whatever the purpose of the rituals—whether
mocking Communion and setting oneself outside of the commonly

shared religion or sharing in i1t In terms of an appropriation

of the rite-—the resulting experience was the same: total

exclusion. The women in the court cases | have discussed ended
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up alone on the scaffold with an experience that was, in the

end, completely out of their control.

* * *
In this study, I have looked at Communion as an experience of
shared lived religion in early modern Finland. 1 have examined

church teaching and legal materials on Communion as scripts
for approved experience, and 1 have searched court records for
more or less i1llegal variations of the normative script used
in specific situations by various individuals and groups of
laypeople. Communion was supposed to be an experience that
gave knowledge of the divine to the believer, but also of the
believer to the divine: the experience was shared both ways.
Through encounters with the divine iIn rituals like Communion,
humans would also gain experience of each other and of
humanity at large. By the end of the seventeenth century, the
taught or scripted experience of Communion increasingly
emphasized the sharedness of Finnish confessional culture,
which sought to present itself, with varying success, as the
heartland of Lutheranism and the leader of Protestantism. In
practice, local conflicts among family and kin limited the
scope to which 1t was possible to share a singularly common
experience of Communion. Finally, appropriated Communion rites
or the eucharistic elements could also register an opposition

to the wider community, even self-exclusion from it, i1f these
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activities engaged In mockery or provided magical protection

from the rest of the community.

What this shows, first, is a continuous fluctuation of
tension between individuals and the shared realm of experience
in the Protestant relationship with God and the importance of
the communal 1n Lutheran experience. Secondly, the article
shows that religious experiences were far from uniform or
cohesive i1n early modern culture. The need for cohesive
experiences of sharing is among the slow-changing phenomena
that progressed across the Reformation. Medieval religious and
cultural forms that emphasized the social and communal iIn
Communion persisted through the Lutheran Reformation, although
the emphasis shifted. The household and village and kinship
and bloodlines were held together and separated from others by
these experiences, as happened both 1In the eastern Finnish
household and the western villages. Sometimes individuals
hoped that the magic of Communion or at least the eucharistic
elements could protect them from the community into which they

had little hope of being integrated.

Lutheran experiences of Communion in Finland were also
influenced by other religions, as Sweden incorporated Catholic
and Eastern Orthodox regions into its realm. Despite these
encounters being sometimes short lived, they continued to
influence lived religion long afterwards. While the study of

lived religion often focuses on continuities, it iIs here in
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examples of variant and even aberrant Communion experience
that we may observe how disruption causes change that slowly
turns Into generational and cultural structures that shape

human experience.
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Bengtsdotter, Laihia). For eastern Finland, see Kuha,
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