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Focusing primarily on Roman Catholic domestic teaching and practice at a pivotal 
period in western Europe, this fine collection of articles is a welcome addition 
to the growing academic interest in the complex interaction between religion 
and family. In a wide-ranging introduction Tine Van Osselaer carefully surveys 
the literature which beginning in the 1970s examined nineteenth- century con-
cepts of separate spheres and domesticity, then in the late 1990s began to refine 
and deconstruct the earlier work. The articles that follow reflect some of the 
main reasons for this shift, in particular attentiveness to masculinity and the 
father’s role in family life, and more generally the impact of ‘lived religion’ 
in challenging stable analytical categories and complicating such dualisms as 
separate private and public spheres. While the contributions lack the theoreti-
cal originality found in the work of writers like Robert Orsi, Leigh Schmidt and 
 Colleen McDannell, the research is solid and persuasively presented. Included 
is a bibliography which offers a remarkably comprehensive list of European, 
 British and North American literature (though with a few surprising omissions 
such as  Margaret Bendroth, Growing up Protestant, and Colleen McDannell, 
The Christian Home in Victorian America). Commendable also is the coherence 
of the collection, enhancing its effectiveness as a teaching resource. With the 
latter in mind, a brief discussion in the introduction of the Roman Catholic polit-
ical situation in Europe would have helped readers less familiar with a context 
that is an important backdrop to a number of the articles.

The collection is carefully organized, with the first two articles examining ideal 
constructs of masculinity at a time of social and cultural change. Through a selec-
tion of clerically authored texts addressed to male readers, Bernhard Schneider 
argues that Roman Catholic constructions of ideal fatherhood in  Germany at the 
turn of the nineteenth-century were attempts by religious authorities to coun-
teract a perceived feminization of religion. A similar conservative construction 
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of the pastor as male role model emerges from Alexander Manlit’s study of 
the Swedish neo-Lutheran ‘Lund High Church movement’ whose theologians 
were part of a comprehensive nineteenth-century European reaction against 
the ideas of the Enlightenment. In their conclusions both writers anticipate one 
the collection’s themes – the remarkable conservative parallel between Roman 
Catholic and Protestant approaches in Europe to political and social change. For 
students of nineteenth-century American religion familiar with the ‘democra-
tization’ of Christianity in the United States this theme invites further analysis 
and comparison.

Uniquely European and equally conservative was the attraction of many of 
the aristocracy to ultramontane Catholicism, beginning with the first decades of 
the nineteenth century. Bertrand Goujon offers a finely honed case study of the 
private religiosity of the wealthy House of Arenberg whose estates were scat-
tered through Prussia, Belgium, France, Luxembourg, Austria, Bohemia-Moravia 
and Venetia. To this large family network religion offered a wedge against what 
its members considered the perversity and corruption of the modern world. An 
interesting parallel to elite groups within the French middle class can be found 
in Mathieu Brejon-Lavergnée’s exploration of two generations of members of 
the Society of St. Vincent de Paul in Paris. Here charitable activity provided a 
public expression of faith for many professional men and their sons, and turned 
some families into veritable charitable dynasties. Magali Della Sudda offers a 
female counterpart through the lens of the limited political activities of the 
Ligue patriotique des Françaises. With the active encouragement of the clergy, 
this first female Catholic Action group sought to exercise a conservative influ-
ence in the public sphere on matters concerning gender, the family, education 
and more broadly, religion.

These and several other articles underscore that the narrative of separate 
spheres presented a clerically approved space for Roman Catholic men and 
women to defend the home and draw on constructions of masculinity and femi-
ninity that blurred the private/public divide. Jonathan Ebel offers an interest-
ing American comparison by showing that that country’s defense of overseas 
participation in the Great War also frequently drew on traditional home and 
gender definitions. The Victorian doctrine of separate spheres could therefore 
be ‘re-inscribed’ into a markedly different setting.

Not surprisingly, by incorporating home, gender and family into the litera-
ture on separate spheres these articles draw attention to the contradictions and 
tensions inherent in ‘lived religion’ and its many manifestations. Paula Kane in 
examining the cult of pilgrimage to the homes of three stigmatics (a person 
experiencing wounds or marks corresponding to those of Christ’s crucifixion): 
Anne Catherine Emmerich (1774–1824), Louise Lateau (1850–1883) and Therese 
Neumann (1898–1962) charts the shifting attitudes of the church and scientific 
community to these female households. Public and private faith converged in 
the popular pilgrimages in ways that were as troubling to the stigmatics as to 
the religious and scientific authorities who tried to define their lives. At the 
same time the malleability of Christian rituals and symbols allowed the Roman 
Catholic church to recast in different ways its conviction that in a secularizing 
society the household had become the centre of religion. Tine Van Osselaer in 
‘Home is where the Heart is’ offers a fascinating illustration by examining the 
Church’s promotion of family devotion to the Sacred Heart in interwar Belgium.
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A brief conclusion would have enhanced the collection. However, the final 
article effectively brings to the fore the book’s theme of the complex interplay 
in family and domestic life between clerical injunctions and lay applications. 
Under the heading, ‘Gatherings at the Family Table,’ Alana Harris lays out the 
close connection between christology and popular religiosity in English Catholi-
cism, 1945–1980 as the Church tried to present Christ in new ways to address the 
fluid context of the post-war world.

In offering well-researched, nuanced and thoughtful insight into the inti-
mate but ever changing connections between religion, family, domesticity in 
various sites of European Christianity, this collection deepens understanding of 
the tenacity and varieties of religion centered in the home. And as with any 
solid contribution it opens up new areas for reflection and comparison. 
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