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ABSTRACT

This thesis argues that a Pentecostal theology of conversion can be best understood in terms
of the biblical concept of shalom. The thesis contributes towards a holistic practical-
theological model, which presents conversion in terms of the work of, and response to, God’s

shalom in three key dimensions: regeneration, identity and destiny.

This study responds to two main motivators: (1) an identified lack of an existing Pentecostal
theology of conversion. This is a significant gap in the movement’s theology, particularly in
the UK where Pentecostalism continues to buck the trend of church decline; and (2) a
recognised stereotype of Pentecostal-charismatic conversion experiences in various
disciplines according to an “event” motif, despite the field of conversion studies moving

towards a more process-oriented, whole-life approach.

The aim of the thesis was to identify and critically analyse the conversion experiences and
theology of ordinary believers within their congregational context and in dialogue with
ecclesial and academic discourse. Intra-disciplinary methods were used, with Lewis Rambo’s
stage-model of religious conversion providing the framework for data collection. Material
was gathered and analysed from a case study of an Elim Pentecostal congregation, utilising

qualitative methods: participant observation, literature analysis, and life-story interviews.



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I could not have reached this point without the support of the following people:

I am indebted to my supervisors, Dr Mustafa Draper and Dr Mark Cartledge, whose patience
and willingness to share their time and wisdom has been a great encouragement. Particularly
over the last few months, their critiques and insights into my work have been invaluable in
helping me to transform my rough ideas and findings into the model presented in the

following pages.

The empirical element of this study would not have been possible without the participation
and co-operation of the Lighthouse Christian Fellowship; for their openness to my presence
and their encouragement of my research from the beginning, I offer my sincerest thanks. To
the Lead Pastor for his encouragement and willingness for me to conduct research in his
congregation. To the Pastor’s PA for being an ever-available point of contact, answering my
e-mails on any number of subjects with seemingly endless patience and kindness. Crucially, I
thank those who participated in interviews, for trusting me with their stories. 1 hope that |

have done their experiences justice.

I am especially grateful to my family; to my Mum and Dad for all of the ways that they have
supported and believed in me throughout my studies. Finally, I am eternally thankful for the
constant love, support and encouragement of my husband, Tom, which has sustained me

through this process.



UNDERSTANDING PENTECOSTAL CONVERSION:
AN EMPIRICAL STUDY

CONTENTS

List of Figures and Tables

CHAPTER ONE: AN INTRODUCTION TO PENTECOSTAL CONVERSION
1.1 Understanding Pentecostal Conversion: uneasy beginnings
1.2 Starting with experience
1.3 Statement of the problem
1.4 Research aim and objectives
1.5 Important considerations
1.5.1 The problem of defining conversion
1.5.2 Using a stage model
1.5.3 Significant contribution
1.6 Organisation of the thesis

CHAPTER TWO: METHODOLOGY
2.1 Introduction
2.2 Practical Theology
2.2.1 From application to discipline
2.2.2 Empirical Theology
2.2.3 Tools for theological reflection
2.2.4 Pentecostal theology: three levels of discourse
2.2.4.1 Ordinary “messy” theology
2.2.4.2 Ecclesial theology
2.2.4.3 Academic theology
2.3 Ethnographic methods and the case study approach
2.3.1 Problematics in case study fieldwork
2.3.1.1 Participant-Observation
2.3.1.2 Insider or outsider
2.3.1.3 Fieldwork ethics
2.3.2 Fieldwork and the faith community
2.3.2.1 Congregational studies
2.3.2.2 Testimony as data
2.4 Conclusion

CHAPTER THREE: CONVERSION THEORY: LESSONS FROM THE
HUMAN SCIENCES

3.1 Introduction

3.2 “Classic” conversion theories

© © © NO WEkF K-

el
— o

16
16
17
17
19
23
28
29
32
33
35
38
38
43
46
56
57
60
64

66

66
67



3.2.1 Defining conversion and identifying ‘true’ converts
3.2.2 Causes and contributing factors
3.2.2.1 Passive converts
3.2.2.2 Active converts
3.2.2.3 A stalemate of paradigms: alternative approaches
3.3 Lewis Rambo: Understanding Religious Conversion
3.3.1 Rambo’s approach to the discussion
3.3.2 Stage Model
3.4 Post-Rambo conversion theory and Pentecostalism
3.4.1 The Toronto Blessing and renewed interest
3.4.2 Globalisation and the religious marketplace
3.4.3 Conversion Careers
3.5 Conclusion

CHAPTER FOUR: PENTECOSTAL-CHARISMATIC THEOLOGY OF
CONVERSION STAGES
4.1 Introduction
4.2 Context
4.2.1 Biblical meta-context
4.2.2 God outside the Church
4.3 Crisis
4.3.1 Suffering in a fallen world
4.3.2 Conviction of sin
4.4 Quest
4.5 Encounter
4.5.1 Advocates
4.5.2 Divine-human encounter
4.6 Interaction
4.7 Commitment
4.7.1 Decision
4.7.2 Commitment rituals
4.7.2.1 Believers baptism
4.7.2.2 Communion
4.7.2.3 Testimony
4.8 Consequences
4.8.1 Discipleship
4.8.2 De-conversion
4.9 Conclusion

CHAPTER FIVE: THE LIGHTHOUSE CHRISTIAN FELLOWSHIP:
HISTORY AND THEOLOGY

5.1 Introduction

5.2 Britain’s religious landscape: theories and context

68
75
78
81
84
87
87
93
96
97
100
103
107

109

109
112
113
115
117
117
121
123
125
125
126
129
130
131
132
133
136
137
138
138
141
143

146

146
148



5.2.1 LCF’s local area as mission field
5.3 The history of the Lighthouse Christian Fellowship in three revivals
5.3.1 The Welsh Revival and the Elim Foursquare Gospel Alliance
5.3.2 The Birmingham Revival and the Elim Fellowship
5.3.3 A congregational revival and the birth of the LCF
5.4 The Congregation today
5.4.1 Sunday services
5.4.2 Dedication and baptism
5.4.3 Outreach Activities
5.4.4 Life Groups
5.5 Teaching
5.5.1 New life
5.5.2 Personal relationship with God
5.5.3 Spirit-filled Christianity
5.5.4 Keeping the faith
5.6 Conclusion

CHAPTER SIX: FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS OF ORDINARY CONVERSION
6.1 Introduction
6.2 Interview methods
6.2.1 Participants
6.2.2 Interview structure
6.2.3 Qualitative data analysis
6.3 Findings: Ordinary theology of conversion
6.3.1 Conversion Themes
6.3.1.1 Decision
6.3.1.2 Advocates
6.3.1.3 Divine-human encounter
6.3.1.4 Water baptism and Spirit baptism
6.3.1.5 Christian formation
6.3.1.6 Identity
6.3.1.7 Destiny
6.3.2 God-talk
6.3.2.1 Father
6.3.2.2 Saviour
6.3.2.3 Faithful
6.3.2.4 Lord
6.3.3 The role of the Holy Spirit and conversion
6.4 Conclusion

154
159
160
164
165
166
169
173
177
180
183
185
188
188
190
191

193
193
194
195
197
200
207
207
207
214
216
218
224
226
229
231
231
233
234
236
237
240



CHAPTER SEVEN: SHALOM, THE SPIRIT AND PENTECOSTAL
CONVERSION
7.1 Introduction
7.1.1 Summary and discussion findings
7.1.2 Compatibility with Rambo’s model

7.2 A proposed practical-theological model for Pentecostal conversion theology

7.2.1 Shalom and the Spirit
7.2.2 Defining conversion: initial and subsequent conversions
7.2.3 Regeneration
7.2.4 dentity
7.2.5 Destiny
7.2.6 Interaction and impact of beliefs on the Christian life
7.3 The perceived role of the Holy Spirit in conversion
7.4 Outline of significance and responses to potential objections
7.4.1 Significant contributions
7.4.2 Potential objections and responses
7.5 Conclusion

CHAPTER EIGHT: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
8.1 The road to understanding Pentecostal conversion
8.2 Summary of main conclusions
8.2.1 Original contribution
8.3 Recommendations for further study
8.3.1 Conversion scholarship
8.3.2 Pentecostal theology of conversion
8.4 Application at an ecclesial level

APPENDICES:

Appendix 1: Structured questions for focus group interviews

Appendix 2: Consent forms for focus group and in-depth interviews
Appendix 3: Sample interview transcript

Appendix 4: Diagram representing thematic analysis

Appendix 5: Frequency of words chosen to describe God

Appendix 6: Combination of words chosen by in-depth interview participants

Bibliography

243

243
246
250
252
254
259
261
265
269
272
276
280
280
285
288

290
290
291
292
293
294
295
297

302
303
306
315
317
318

319



Figure 2.1:
Figure 3.1:
Figure 3.2:

Figure 3.3:

Table 5.1:

Figure 6.1:

Table 6.2:

Figure 7.1:

LIST OF FIGURES AND TABLES

Van der Ven’s empirical-theological cycle
Kilbourne and Richardson’s conversion typologies
Rambo’s seven-stage model of religious conversion
Gooren’s five-fold typology of conversion

Comparison of population percentages for religious groups in LCF’s
ward, Birmingham and the rest of England and Wales, taken from
2011 Census.

Basic codes-to-theory model for qualitative analysis

Number of respondents claiming divine encounters in relation to their
initial decision to become a Christian

A practical-theological model illustrating the interaction between
dimensions of Shalom received at initial conversion and the human
responses.

Page
25
77
93
105

152

202

216

274



CHAPTER ONE
AN INTRODUCTION TO PENTECOSTAL CONVERSION
1.1 Understanding Pentecostal Conversion: uneasy beginnings®

When | was sixteen years old, my friend Sarah converted to Christianity after attending an
Alpha Course at a local Pentecostal church.? | had been raised in the Baptist tradition, with
little personal experience of the Holy Spirit and Sarah’s stories about her church were my first
introduction to Pentecostal-charismatic Christianity. It was not Christianity as | knew it.
‘Pentecostal’ was a word I had only heard (and used) at the time as a derogatory term to
denote loud worship, emotional altar calls, and vocal responses during sermons. Sarah told
me stories about the congregation speaking in tongues, healing and prophesying, as well as
teaching a strictly literal interpretation of the Bible. This led me to view it as a mystical and
unscholarly faith. Combined with a wider distrust of Pentecostalism from within my context |
felt hostile, believing the congregation to be at best strange and at worst manipulative. At the
age of sixteen and with no wider knowledge of the movement, | concluded that
Pentecostalism was a strange and insignificant sect of Christianity, with a great deal of

charisma but little theological substance.

I have since recognised Pentecostalism to be the fastest growing Christian movement in the
world and in the UK it repeatedly bucks the trend of church decline.® Far from a ‘small sect’
of Christianity, Pentecostalism can be seen to be injecting life into the church in the UK on a

scale unparalleled by any other group. Of significance is that the movement’s growth is

" It is common practice within empirical studies involving human participants for the researcher to reflect upon
their relationship to the group being studied and their motivations for the research. My experiences with
Pentecostalism over a decade ago provide my motivation for conducting this study and therefore | consider my
personal story to be the ideal place from which to begin this thesis.

? Sarah is a pseudonym given to protect anonymity. The congregation, all respondents and non-scholarly
individuals mentioned in this thesis have all been given pseudonyms and any personally identifiable information
has been removed.

¥ See Chapter Five for a full discussion of the impact of Pentecostal-Charismatic Christianity in the UK.



largely dependent on conversion rather than birth-rates. This information, particularly its
seemingly global appeal and attraction to converts, deepened my interest in Pentecostalism.
Global Pentecostalism is winning converts at such a rate that in the little over a century of its
existence, Pentecostal-charismatic Christianity is now believed to make up over a quarter of
the world’s Christian population.® | began to see Pentecostalism, not as a strange and
insignificant sect, as | had originally thought, but as the increasingly likely future of

Christianity which, as such, demanded attention.

I currently belong to a charismatic Anglican church, which has highlighted for me the
importance of looking past the assumptions commonly made about Pentecostal-charismatic
Christianity to present ‘real’ Pentecostals and their reflections upon their experiences from
within their context. As this study will highlight, in many studies of Pentecostal conversion,
from multiple disciplines, researchers often fail to look beyond the crusades and the altar calls,
as | did as a teenager.® In this thesis | aim to pull back the outward appearance of the
conversion experience and discover Pentecostalism as a faith, which permeates the believer’s

whole life beyond the initial moment of decision.

| achieved this by conducting a three-year, empirical case study of the Lighthouse Christian
Fellowship (LCF), an Elim Pentecostal church in Birmingham, UK: attending church services,

collecting congregational literature and interviewing believers.® The aims and findings of this

* Stewart, A. “A Brief Introduction” in Handbook of Pentecostal Christianity, ed. by Stewart, A. (DeKalb, IL:
Northern Illinois University Press, 2012) 3-8 (p.3). Stewart estimates that there are 500 million Pentecostals in
the world today, which makes up for one in four Christians. However is extremely difficult to exactly quantify
this due to the diverse nature of Pentecostal expressions of Christianity. However, the fact remains that
Pentecostal-charismatic Christianity is having a huge influence on Christianity the world over.

® See chapter three for examples of this within the human sciences studies of Pentecostal and Charismatic
conversion, which is still viewed by some in terms of being an NRM or revivalist movement.

® The Lighthouse Christian Fellowship is a pseudonym given to protect the identity of the congregation. All
respondents and references to the church website have also been given pseudonyms throughout the study. |
chose an Elim congregation because the movement represents an expression of Pentecostalism which has its
roots in the United Kingdom (see Chapter Five, section 5.3) and Ireland and therefore its history and theology
can be easily located within the UK context of the congregation being studied. Furthermore, | wanted to choose
a congregation which | could relate to as a British researcher. The congregation itself is made up of over 45



thesis represent the culmination and development of my questioning more than a decade after

my sixteen year old self first asked the question “why did Sarah convert to Pentecostalism?”

1.2 Starting with experience

Before | outline the aims and objectives of this study | argue that, as this study aims to
contribute to a Pentecostal theology of conversion, it must necessarily begin with an

understanding of the importance of experience in the development of Pentecostal theology.

Pentecostalism has been defined from its early days by its focus on experience and although
this identification with experience has been seen as a weakness of the movement by some, its
central role is undeniable.” The two key feature of Pentecostalism have been identified as:
experience and the Spirit.® Neumann summarises Cox’s expansion on the presence of these
features in early Pentecostalism by explaining that ‘early Pentecostals always identified the
Spirit as the eschatological Spirit of the biblical narrative, bringing hope for the future and
liberation in the present’ and that experience of God was always understood to be encounter
with this same Spirit.> Neumann concludes that experience of the Spirit plays a central role in
Pentecostal self-identity and, as such, ‘experience does (and should) occupy a fundamental
role in Pentecostal theological construction’.*® Amos Yong supports this view of experience

informing theology by arguing that for Pentecostals, ‘theology emerges out of the experiential

different nationalities and this represents multi-cultural urban England well. However, much of the development
of its theology and particularly the church’s own practices and teachings are in response to the religious context
of the UK historically and today.

”Neumann, P.D. Pentecostal Experience: An Ecumenical Encounter, (Eugene, Oregon: Pickwick Publications,
2012) p.6

8 Neumann, P.D. Pentecostal Experience, p.5; Neumann here is presenting Harvey Cox’s definition of
Pentecostalism according to these two key features.

% Neumann, P.D. Pentecostal Experience, p.5-6

19 Neumann, P.D. Pentecostal Experience, p.7



engagement with the Holy Spirit’.*! Therefore, in this study, my development of a practical-
theological model of Pentecostal conversion necessarily engages with the two fundamental

features of experience and the Spirit.

Pentecostal experience of the Spirit is interpreted to be more than just a “religious experience”
and instead is very closely linked to the events recorded in the Bible, particularly in the book
of Acts.’” As such ‘Pentecostal experience’ can sometimes be confused with the first
‘experience of Pentecost’ recorded in Acts chapter 2. While Pentecostals certainly understand
their experiences of the Spirit as being tied to the Holy Spirit of Scripture, and consider their
experience to be a continuation of the biblical narrative, this cannot be interpreted only with
regard to the typically ‘Pentecostal” passages but to the whole of Scriptulre.13 The experiences
of Pentecostals today are interpreted and shaped in light of the experiences of the early church,
but the present day experience, as well as the biblical narrative, also impacts and informs the

development of theology.

Stephenson aims to represent this balance in his proposed approach to Pentecostal theology,
which he calls regula spiritualitatis, regula doctrinae (the rule of spirituality and the rule of
doctrine). This concept represents the mutually informing movement back and forth between
experience (spirituality) and the consciously formulated and systematic teaching of the
community (doctrine). Rather than one predominantly informing and dictating the shape of

the other, Stephenson argues that in Pentecostalism there should be a recognised balance

" Yong, A. ““Not Knowing Where the Wind Blows...”: On Envisioning a Pentecostal-Charismatic Theology of
Religions, Journal of Pentecostal Theology, 7(14) (1999) 81-112 (p.93)

12 See Chapter Four, section 4.2.1 for a discussion of the biblical narrative as a context within which Pentecostals
participate and find meaning for their experience.

13 Neumann, P.D. Pentecostal Experience, p.331-2



between the two, ‘making implicit beliefs explicit and establishing coherence between beliefs

and practices’.14

In this thesis | engage with the key features of experience and the Spirit in Pentecostal

conversion in the following ways:

1. My findings are built on a foundation of empirical research into the lived conversion
experiences of individual Pentecostals. Empirical data is crucial in a study of
Pentecostal spirituality due to the ‘bodily character’ of Pentecostal experience. '

2. | pay particular attention to the perceived role of the Spirit in these experiences by
specifically asking respondents for their reflections on the Spirit and identifying
pneumatological emphases in the theological literature and congregational teaching.

3. 1 develop a practical-theological model, framing Pentecostal conversion in light of the
biblical concept of shalom, and uniquely exploring the Spirit’s role within this

construct.

Many significant steps forward in theological formation are being taken by scholars from
within the movement itself. While this study is undertaken by a relative outsider to the
Pentecostal tradition, this thesis continues in the same spirit as Neumann, Yong and
Stephenson, believing that a theology of Pentecostal conversion should include (in the very
least) engagement with Pentecostal experience and so this study is built upon Pentecostal

voices and experiences.

14 Stephenson, C.A. (2013) Types of Pentecostal Theology: Method, System, Spirit, Oxford: Oxford University
Press, p.118-9.
> Yong, A. “’Not Knowing Where the Wind Blows’”, p.103



1.3 Statement of the problem

Despite Pentecostalism’s historical and continued success in the mission field,'® there is as yet
no comprehensive Pentecostal theology of conversion. Regardless, | argue that conversion is
the single most discussed and debated aspect of Pentecostal theology. Conversion is seen to
be that which makes someone a Christian, Spirit baptism does not occur without it,*” Jesus
commanded that believers make new converts,™® it is believed to bring justification and the
Spirit, and is the way in to relationship with God.*® Conversion impacts discussion within the
sub-disciplines of Christology, pneumatology, eschatology, ecclesiology, soteriology and
biblical studies. Unfortunately these discussions take place with very little inter-disciplinary
dialogue and as a result the many ongoing discussions regarding conversion have not yet been

drawn together to form a distinctly Pentecostal theology of conversion.

Furthermore, despite the movement’s focus on theology resulting from personal encounter
with God and experience, there are few theological studies of conversion from the perspective
of ordinary believers’ experiences. Such empirical research into conversion has primarily

been undertaken by, and from the perspective of the human sciences.?

While fascinating
progress has been made, these disciplines tend to overlook the role that God is perceived to
play by converts. This cannot be ignored as converts to Christianity believe that there is a
God and that the point of their conversion is to enter into relationship with him. Also, the

human sciences seem to perpetuate the image of Pentecostal conversion as a dramatic,

1% This is in terms of the numbers of conversions and the rapid numerical growth during the relatively brief
lifespan of the movement.

' Regardless of whether Pentecostals take a two- or three- stage approach to conversion, sanctification and Spirit
Baptism, conversion is always seen to be the starting point.

'8 Matthew 28:16-20

19 See Chapter Four for a discussion of the theology associated with conversion in Pentecostal-Charismatic
scholarship.

20 Taken here to mean sociology, psychology, anthropology and their respective sub-disciplines.



emotional even mystical moment or event, but this study seeks to question whether the

reputation matches the reality.

Therefore this study begins from the premise that conversion and experience are central
aspects of Pentecostal theology. It is through studying the experiences and theological
reflections of ordinary believers that a uniquely Pentecostal theology of conversion can begin
to develop. | do not claim to provide the Pentecostal theology of conversion but rather a
Pentecostal theology of conversion. This study starts the conversation from the foundation of
conversion experiences and theological reflection at ground level, by proposing a practical-
theological model based on one congregation’s theology of conversion in light of the wider

academic discussion.

1.4 Research aim and objectives

The aim of this study is to identify and critically analyse a theology of Pentecostal conversion,
through an empirical study of the experiences and beliefs of an Elim Pentecostal
congregation. The desired outcome is a practical-theological model to represent and explain
the conversion theology and experiences of the congregation, as a contribution to and in
dialogue with the broader context of Pentecostal theology. This aim leads me to the following

more specific research questions:

What is believed to happen to the individual upon conversion? Christian conversion can
sometimes be associated with a narrow view of salvation as forgiveness of sins and “getting
into heaven”. However, such a view of conversion does not explain why people do not wait
until their deathbeds to convert. Nor does it explain why these individuals choose the

Pentecostal expression of Christianity over other denominations, where salvation is also



believed to be received. This raises the question of whether conversion is always associated
with the moment of justification, or whether other encounters with God which result in
transformation can be viewed as conversions also. The question of what happens to the
individual upon conversion refers both to their experiences, what they believe changes within

them and also the role and relationship of God in the process.

How do converts interpret (and reinterpret) their experiences through testimony? Without
the ability to follow an individual through their conversion, the researcher can only access the
individual’s story in hindsight. The researcher cannot record exactly “what happened” but
rather the believer’s interpretation of their experiences, in light of their current beliefs. This
study allows believers to tell their own stories, analysing their interpretation of their

experiences in order to understand their theology of conversion.

What role is the Holy Spirit perceived to play in conversion? The focus on experience of the
Holy Spirit has been and continues to be the primary distinctive of the Pentecostal movement
and subsequent Charismatic waves. Therefore within the study of conversion experiences |
am keen to identify the particular role attributed to the Holy Spirit by the congregation within
this process. If the Spirit is believed to be received by believers at their conversion, then this
raises the questions of where else He is believed to be present and at work throughout the

broader process.

The primary objective of this thesis is to explore Pentecostals’ experiences and beliefs about
conversion from within the congregation, to begin to inform a uniquely Pentecostal theology
of conversion. The thesis of this study is that Pentecostal conversion can be best
understood according to the biblical concept of shalom, contributing to a holistic

practical-theological model of Pentecostal conversion.



1.5 Important considerations

1.5.1 The problem of defining conversion

Problematically, there is no universally agreed definition of conversion. Conversion does not
simply have to refer to a move from one religious group to another but can include more
subtle changes in religious affiliation and commitment between denominations or even within
the same faith community.”* As classical Pentecostalism teaches that every believer must be
‘born again’ by faith alone and as there is no official way of ‘proving’ this conversion, I
allowed respondents of this study to share their testimonies in whatever terms they wished.??
This allowed for, and resulted in, stories being told of religious encounter and transformation
beyond the initial moment of becoming a Christian. Furthermore, this allows for a distinctly

Pentecostal definition of conversion to emerge from the experiences of believers.?
1.5.2 Using a stage-model

This is a practical-theological study, using social science methods intra-disciplinarily and
therefore | wanted to use a model developed from across disciplines to frame my empirical
research. | approach the subject from the vantage point that in order to study conversion, one
must look at the whole life of the convert. Even if conversion is believed to happen in an
instant, there are undoubtedly key moments leading up to and following the event and
repercussions throughout the convert’s life. Furthermore, in the field of conversion studies a

stage model approach is currently the most holistic approach to conversion.

2! See Chapter Three for a full discussion of the breadth of definitions within conversion scholarship and
suggested ways of identifying “true” conversions.

2 Different groups may have their own ways of ‘proving’ genuine conversion as will be explored in chapter two.
For some the outward experience of Spirit baptism with speaking in tongues being the initial evidence can be
seen to prove that they are saved. For others, the way that converts live their life and the ‘fruits’ of a saved life
are evidence of genuine conversion. However, despite these individual methods, there is no formal or officially
sanctioned way of verifying a conversion as there might be where conversion is based upon a period of
education and a formal ritual.

2% See Chapter Seven, section 7.2.2 for my definition of conversion for a Pentecostal context based on the
experiences of respondents.



There are stage models within theology, such as the ordo salutis (order of salvation), however
these typically focus theologically on salvation rather than on conversion as a whole. | have
chosen instead to use Lewis Rambo’s seven-stage model, which presents conversion as a
process involving: context, crisis, quest, encounter, interaction, commitment and
consequences.?* It is the most multi-disciplinary stage model to date, which takes into
consideration the religious as well as sociological, psychological and anthropological aspects
of conversion. Rambo is a rare example of a human sciences scholar of conversion to give
respect and attention to the sacred element of conversion.”® However, his concern with the
religious element could be better described as religious studies than theology. Therefore, I
use Rambo’s model as a tool for data collection, to ensure a broad approach to conversion and
consideration of the process at all levels. The resulting findings are then interpreted

theologically and a practical-theological model of conversion theology produced as a result.
1.5.3 Significant contribution

This study offers the following significant and original contributions to the wider academic
field of conversion studies, to Pentecostal theology as well as the individual congregation

being studied:

1. The findings of this study result in a uniquely holistic, practical-theological model
of Pentecostal conversion developed from original empirical data.
2. This study marks an initial move forward in the discussion towards a Pentecostal

theology of conversion; starting with experience, moving away from narrow

24 Rambo, L. Understanding Religious Conversion (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993)

% McKnight describes Rambo as having the ability to ‘grab a sacred bag [conversion] and examine its contents

sociologically with such care that its contents remain sacred’. McKnight, S. Turning to Jesus: The Sociology of
Conversion in the Gospels (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2002) p.42, cited in McKnight, S. “Was Paul a
Convert?” Ex Auditu, 25 (2009) 110-132 (p.119)

10



soteriology and towards an approach, which views conversion according to the
holistic concept of shalom.

3. This is the first study to date to use and reconstruct Rambo’s seven-stage model to
inform a theological study of Pentecostal conversion.

4. 1t is the first academic study to be conducted of the particular congregation,
offering unique recommendations at an ecclesial level. Furthermore, it contributes
to the growing pool of UK based congregational studies as well as the handful of

global empirical studies into the Elim movement.

1.6 Organisation of the Thesis

This thesis can be separated into three distinct sections: theoretical background (chapters 2-4),
empirical data analysis (chapters 5-6) and the original practical-theological contribution

(chapters 7-8).

In chapter two | present the methodology of this study as grounded in practical theology,
reflecting theologically on original qualitative data collected from a three-year congregational
case study. | use intra-disciplinary methods, for a primarily theological outcome using
methods and models from the human sciences, predominantly Lewis Rambo’s seven-stage
model of conversion to frame empirical data collection. The theology of conversion is

explored at three levels of discourse; ordinary, ecclesial and academic.

Although this study is built upon the experiences and theology of the congregation, | have
chosen to order this thesis in reverse by presenting the academic discourse first. This is for
two reasons: firstly, because a thorough understanding of the theoretical background provides
the reader with an understanding of the language I use to present and discuss the empirical

data collected at ecclesial and ordinary levels. Secondly, this organisation allows me to

11



introduce the reader early to Rambo’s stage model, upon which the data collection was

framed.

| then present the first of two chapters exploring the breadth of literature on Pentecostal
conversion. The disciplinary dichotomy present in the literature necessitates me to separate it
into human sciences (chapter three) and theology (chapter four). While these branches of
scholarship typically do not overlap, this study’s intra-disciplinary approach seeks to

overcome this dichotomy.

In chapter three | survey the human sciences literature on the study of conversion from the
latter half of the twentieth century to present day. It is from these disciplines that the majority
of conversion studies have emerged. During this period, the emergence of NRMs prompted
western scholars to explore religious conversion from social, psychological and
anthropological angles. This chapter presents an overview and discussion of Rambo’s seven-
stage model, which he designed to explain religious conversion from a multi-disciplinary
perspective.?’ Even with Rambo’s respect for the religious element of conversion, amidst all
of the questioning in the human sciences about how conversion happens, what makes a true
convert and the role of the convert, these studies repeatedly overlooked the beliefs behind the
conversion and the perceived role of the divine. | go on to outline the more recent theories of
the religious marketplace and conversion careers, concluding that Rambo offering the most

holistic model of religious conversion to date.

In chapter four | present the literature from Pentecostal-charismatic scholarship on the topic
of conversion. | reiterate that there is no Pentecostal theology of conversion currently but it is

nonetheless the most talked about aspect of Pentecostal theology. | present the literature

2 Rambo identifies that his model specifically includes studies conducted in the disciplines of sociology,
psychology, anthropology and theology.
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according to Rambo’s stages, allowing for a more holistic approach to conversion, which
presents a broad picture of the theological discussions. This chapter reveals which stages
Pentecostal scholars focus on theologically and which have perhaps been overlooked. 1 also
identify that Pentecostal theology does not typically use empirical studies and fails to take
into consideration the conversion experiences of converts, which is a particular strength of the

human sciences.

Chapters five and six present my analysis of the original qualitative data collected through my
congregational study of the Lighthouse Christian Fellowship (LCF). In chapter five I present
the congregation at a community and ecclesial level within its UK context. | start with a
discussion about the current state of Christianity in the UK today and possible explanations
offered by scholars for a pattern of decline in church attendance. | then focus on the religious
plurality and increased rejection of religious affiliation recorded in the city of Birmingham,
where LCF is based. This leads to a brief history of the congregation within the context of the
Elim Pentecostal movement in the UK, being traced along the lines of three revivals, starting
with the Welsh revival in 1904. Having placed the congregation within its geographical and
historical context, I move on to present my findings from participant observation of the
congregation’s services, as well as analysis of literature, online presence, outreach activities
and sermons. These reveal the ecclesial teaching and practices relating to conversion,
presented at five levels: Sunday services, life stage rituals, outreach activities, life groups and
teaching. Teaching is further subcategorised according to the four main themes regarding
conversion, which emerged from sermon analysis: new life, personal relationship with God,

Spirit-filled Christianity and keeping the faith.

Chapter six presents my findings from analysing the ordinary conversion experiences and

theological reflection of believers, from in-depth interviews with members of the
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congregation. This marks the epicentre of this study, as the experiences of ordinary believers
are the central point from which the resulting practical-theological model is developed. In
this chapter | begin by outlining the specific methods used in the interview phase of the
project, as well as the use of thematic coding and analysis to identify the ordinary theology of

conversion within the wealth of transcribed interview material.

I then move on to present the main findings which emerged from my analysis from the
interview data. These findings are organised according to the following categories;
conversion themes, God-talk and the role of the Spirit in conversion. | conclude that the
experiences of the respondents can be best understood in terms of underlying theological
themes rather than conversion stages. The main theological themes, which emerged from the
interviews highlighted the perceived effect of conversion in three main areas; regeneration,

identity and destiny.

The thesis of this study lies in chapter seven, where | propose a descriptive-explanatory
practical-theological model of Pentecostal conversion, framed holistically according to the
biblical concept of shalom. Shalom is presented in the three main areas, or dimensions,
identified in chapter six. This model encompasses not only the work of Spirit in bringing
God’s shalom to the individual upon their initial conversion, but also the responsibility of the
believer to respond to that shalom as an individual and within the context of community.
Based on my findings, | argue for a view of conversion which distinguishes between the
‘initial conversion’ by which shalom is received, and ‘subsequent conversions’ by which
dimensions of shalom are recognised and responded to by the believer. The result is a holistic,

theological view of Pentecostal conversion, in terms of shalom.

I then expand on the perceived role of the Holy Spirit within this new model as identified

from the theology of the congregation, which I explore in light of Paul’s writings in Romans
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chapter 8. Finally, I outline the significant contributions this model makes to the study of
conversion and Pentecostal theology before anticipating and offering answers to potential

objections to the model.

The eighth and final chapter provides a summary of the main conclusions drawn throughout
the study and importantly makes recommendations for areas of further research in the
disciplines of conversion studies and Pentecostal theology. This chapter suggests the wider
application of my findings and their contribution to the study of conversion as a whole, while
identifying areas which require further research leading to deeper understanding, in order to
gather momentum towards a Pentecostal theology of conversion. Finally, I consider possible
applications and expressions of a theology of conversion in light of shalom within a church

context at ecclesial level.
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CHAPTER TWO

METHODOLOGY

2.1 Introduction

The aim of this study is to identify and critically analyse the conversion experiences and
theology of ordinary Pentecostals. Conversion is a process which contains cultural,
psychological, social and theological elements, to name but a few. Therefore this raises
natural questions about how to go about studying such a complex process. Although this
thesis has a predominantly theological aim, | suggest that a purely theoretical exploration can
only identify an idealised concept of Pentecostal conversion; it cannot reveal anything about
the lived experience. | have argued that Pentecostalism is defined by experience and the
Spirit, therefore any development of Pentecostal theology should at the most basic level take
these two factors into consideration. A Pentecostal theology of conversion should begin from
the ground up; that is it should begin with the conversion experiences of Pentecostals. This
chapter identifies the field of empirical theology as providing the ideal methodological tools

for a study of Pentecostal conversion which begins with experience.

This chapter can be separated into three main sections. The first locates empirical theology
within the broader discipline of practical theology. | address the question of whether or not
theology can be studied empirically and how this can be done to a sufficient standard while
retaining theological aims. | explore practical-theological tools for theological reflection and
their merits for an empirical-theological study, before discussing the importance of viewing

theology holistically by incorporating the levels of ordinary, ecclesial and academic discourse.

The second section considers the theory underpinning fieldwork, as adopted for this study

from the field of ethnography through a congregational case study. | address in detail three
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areas of challenge for any researcher conducting fieldwork within a congregation: participant

observation, the insider-outsider problem and fieldwork ethics.

The third and final section explores contemporary uses of empirical methods in theology.
This leads on to a brief discussion of the growing number of congregational studies in the UK
and the benefits and challenges of the congregation as research field. Finally, I argue for the
importance of individual experience through testimony as the primary method of data

collection in this study of Pentecostal conversion.

2.2 Practical Theology
2.2.1 From application to discipline.

Over its continuously developing history, practical theology (PT) has been viewed under a
multitude of guises, with pastoral theology, pastoral studies and ministerial studies having
been identified as falling under the umbrella term of practical theology.?’ As a result,
practical-theological methodology differs depending on its context and focus. According to

Willows and Swinton:

For ministers it is a way of applying theology to their daily encounters; for academics, a
way of looking at theology that acknowledges the significance of practice in the process
of theological reflection; for the counsellor, practical theology works itself out as a
critical dialogue partner within the ongoing conversation with contemporary
psychological theories; for the politically aware, practical theology provides a method
and a perspective within which the need for social change can be highlighted and initiated,;
whilst for others, practical theology has to do with telling stories that create meaningful
human existence.?

%" Ballard, P. & Pritchard, J. Practical Theology in Action: Christian thinking in the service of church and
society (London: SPCK, 1996) p.24-25

% Willows, D. & Swinton, J. “Introduction” in Spiritual Dimensions of Pastoral Care: Practical Theology in a
Multidisciplinary Context. ed. by D. Willows and J. Swinton (Tyne & Wear: Athenaeum Press, 2000) 11-16 (pp.
11-12)
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Although it eludes simple definition, PT typically utilises empirical methods to explore and
reflect theologically upon lived experience, in order to guide faith forward in doctrine and
praxis. This process attempts to bridge the gap created by post-modern schools of thought
between theory and praxis in theology.” Labanow defines the practical-theological process
as, ‘the theological reflection arising out of and giving guidance to a community of faith in the
praxis of its mission as it engages in a mutually critical conversation with the situation of the
world and the resources of Christian tradition’.*® This definition locates its start and end point

within a faith community.

It is this link with the faith community that has led PT to be seen by some as limited to those
preparing for ministry in the form of pastoral theology,® or as simply the application of
theologies developed by systematic or biblical theologians.®> However, religious pluralism
and secularisation theories of religion mean that PT cannot be viewed simply as application of
doctrine, as no unified doctrine or application exists.*® Therefore, PT has only relatively
recently been accepted as a discipline in its own right. Immink identifies PT’s domain as
studying ‘the life of faith and the communication of faith.”* This extends beyond the church

building, out into broader society and into the daily lives of believers.

2% Anderson, R.S. The Shape of Practical Theology: Empowering ministry with theological praxis. (Downers
Grove I11: IVP Academic, 2001) p. 18.

%0 |_abanow, C.E. Evangelicalism and the Emerging Church: A congregational study of a Vineyard church,
(Surrey: Ashgate, 2009) p.24; this definition highlights that practical theology is at present a majority Christian
undertaking.

%! Ballard, & Pritchard, Practical Theology in Action, p.5.

%2 Heiting, G. (Translation, Reinder Bruinsma) Practical Theology: History, Theory, Action Domains,
(Cambridge: William B. Eerdmans, 1999) p.xv; see also van der Ven, J.A. “Practical Theology: from Applied to
Empirical Theology”, Journal of Empirical Theology, 1(1) (1988) 7-27 (p.14)

% See van der Ven, “Practical Theology” p.11; and Cartledge, M.J. Practical Theology: Charismatic and
Empirical Perspectives (Cumbria: Paternoster Press, 2003) p.17

¥ Immink, G. (Translation, Reinder Bruinsma) Faith: A Practical Theological Reconstruction, (Cambridge:
William B. Eerdmans, 2005) p.180
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The definition which best describes the aims and methods of this study is Cartledge’s simple
identification of PT as ‘an empirical discipline [which] uses the tools and methods of the
social sciences to map out the beliefs and values, attitudes and practices of individuals and
communities’.*> Although the aims and outlooks of the social sciences are vastly different to
those of theology when studying religious experiences, social scientific methods are helpful to
the theologian in seeking to empirically identify and analyse the lived experiences of believers

today.

Having established practical theology as a distinct theological discipline, I will now move on
to explore how social science methods have been integrated into the study of theology under

the practice of empirical theology.
2.2.2 Empirical Theology

Empirical theology, as an approach to practical theology, typically aims ‘to explore, describe
and test theological ideas contained within a specific context’ using (usually social-) scientific
methods.® It is distinct from the study of religion in sociology, psychology or anthropology
in that its aims and outlooks are rooted in theology. According to Dutch theologian and
pioneer of empirical theological methodology, Johannes van der Ven, ‘Practical theology is
empirical theology in the strict sense of the word’ rather than simply the application of
systematic or biblical theology.*” Van der Ven argues that a purely deductive approach to
practical theology will never succeed as religion is not homogenous or uniform. Therefore,

‘theology also needs the inductive study of the contemporary pluriform, heterogeneous,

% Cartledge, M.J. Testimony in the Spirit: Rescripting Ordinary Pentecostal Theology, (Surrey: Ashgate, 2010)
p.15

% Cartledge, M.J. “Empirical Theology: inter- or intra-disciplinary?” Journal of Beliefs & Values: Studies in
Religion & Education, 20(1) (1999) 98-104 (p.100)

3" Van der Ven, “Practical Theology” p.14
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chaotic religious field.”*® This multi-faceted view of religion is shared by the various sub-
disciplines of religious studies. Furthermore, questions into humanity, its origins and
expressions, which are central to social science enquiry, are ‘part and parcel of theology
itself’,* making empirical enquiry an ‘inherent feature’ of theology rather than a strange

tool.*°

Van der Ven addresses two main issues arising from the use of empirical methods in theology.
The first issue is raised by Tillich in his Systematic Theology. Tillich argues from the starting
point that God is the direct object of theology, therefore empirical theology does not and
cannot succeed because its direct object: (1) does not exist within scientific experience and (2)
can only be verified by participation, not from a distance as scientific methods require.** Van
der Ven challenges Tillich on his fundamental assumption, arguing instead that the direct
object is in fact faith, which is both observable and testable.* God cannot be directly or
empirically studied due to his transcendence and we are instead limited to studying the faith

of people, of which God is the direct object.*®

Furthermore, Immink challenges the assumption that God transcends empirical study and
argues instead that our concepts of faith are in fact links to an external reality. Furthermore,

‘theological concepts and reflections on faith are propositions about God’s performative

%8 Van der Ven, “Practical Theology”, p.11.

% Nipkow, K.E. “Empirical Research within Practical Theology: some general considerations in the context of
modernity”, Journal of Empirical Theology, 6(1) (1993) 50-63 (p.54)

“*Nipkow, “Empirical Research within Practical Theology” p.54

*I Tillich, P. Systematic Theology: volume one, (Herts: James Nisbet & Co., 1964) p.49-50.

*2 Van der Ven, “Practical Theology”, p.15; see also Cartledge, M.J. “Affective Theological Praxis:
Understanding the Direct Object of Practical Theology™ International Journal of Practical Theology, 8 (2004)
34-52 (p.38) whereby Cartledge summarises that ‘God is the direct object of faith, while faith is the direct object
of theology’.

* Brouwer, R. “Detecting God in practices: Theology in an empirical-theological research project” HTS
Teologiese Studies/Theological Studies, 66(2) (2010) http://www.hts.org.za/index.php/HT S/article/view/805
(accessed on 8th Jan. 2013) p.2; This view is challenged by Ganzevoort who objects to the dichotomy between
God being the direct object of faith (first order) but the assumption that we can learn nothing about God through
the study (second order) of that faith. He argues for interaction between the two rather than strict dichotomy (see
Ganzevoort, R.R. “What You See is What You Get: Social Construction and Normativity in Practical Theology”
in Normativity and Empirical Research in Theology, ed. by van der Ven, J.A. and Scherer-Rath, M. (Leiden,
NLD: Brill, 2004)17-33 (p.22))
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presence’ although such a view presupposes the existence of God and therefore is unlikely to
persuade non-Christians.** Despite this, an empirical study of ordinary theology requires an
honest attempt at understanding and representing the viewpoint of the believer. In this, there
must be an interaction between theories of religious action and divine encounter. Empirical
theology is required, if it is to be theology at all, to engage sympathetically with the beliefs

which surround and underpin the practices being studied.

The second issue van der Ven raises is the question of how empirical methods should be used
by theologians. There are two main ways that theologians have suggested utilising empirical
methods: inter-disciplinarily or intra-disciplinarily. An inter-disciplinary approach seeks
respect from scholars from both theology and the social sciences. Supporters of an inter-
disciplinary approach wish for their research to engage readers from all disciplines involved
and to engage in debates equally between the disciplines.”> Francis offers two reasons in

support of an inter-disciplinary approach to empirical theology:

1. If empirical theology is to employ and develop tools of the social sciences then its
studies must be available for scrutiny and test by the social sciences.
2. Empirical theologians can learn from the current debates and methodologies being

discussed in the social sciences.*®

However, such an approach would require the researcher to choose between the different
research outlooks of theology and the social sciences. Furthermore, this approach relies too

heavily on the abilities of the researcher and the desire to satisfy methodological criterion

* Brouwer, “Detecting God in practices”, p.2
*® Francis, L. “Personality Theory and Empirical Theology”, Journal of Empirical Theology, 15(1) (2002) 37-53

(p.40)
*® Francis, “Personality Theory and Empirical Theology”, p.40
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stifles any possibility of innovation.*” In Francis’s model, empirical theology begins to look

indistinguishable from religious studies.

On the other hand, van der Ven favours an intra-disciplinary model. He defines this as ‘the
inner-theological extension of theological methodology by using the tools of the empirical
sciences, directly aiming at answering theological questions.”*® Cartledge supports this
approach over Francis’s, as it allows theology to utilise and innovate empirical methods for its
own purposes. This places responsibility on theologians to develop skills and knowledge in
empirical methods and, if these studies are only engaged by other theologians there is the
danger that a methodological laziness could creep in. In this respect, Francis’ call for
engagement with social sciences is beneficial. However, if theologians see empirical methods
as part of their toolkit, the intra-disciplinary model allows for practical theologians to remain
‘theologians’, while conducting original empirical research, without relying on the findings of

social scientists.

Following data collection, the challenge then is the engagement between empirical, situational
data and theological context and meaning. According to van der Ven, empirical theology can
be ‘understood as the dialectical relation between the factual and the desirable religious
praxis’.*® This requires an understanding not only of what religious praxis currently is but
what it is believed that it should be.>® In setting PT apart from applied theology, practical
theologians are not simply tasked with finding deductive applications of doctrine for churches
to follow. Instead PT requires a process of reflection and interpretation, which ideally

involves not only academics but also faith communities.

*" Cartledge, “Empirical Theology” p.100.

* Van der Ven, “Practical Theology”, p.18.

* Van der Ven, “Practical Theology”, p.20.

%0 Heimbrock, H-G “Given Through the Senses: A Phenomenological Model of Empirical Theology” in
Normativity and Empirical Research in Theology, ed. by van der Ven and Scherer-Rath, (2004) 59-83 (p.60);
Heimbrock offers a simplified, three stage empirical-theological model which ‘suggests a division of labour
between “ought” and “is™’ in the research process.
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2.2.3 Tools for theological reflection

For an empirical study of a religious group or phenomenon to be theological, an element of
‘theological reflection’ is required. The term was adopted in the latter half of the twentieth
century to refer to a theological process, by which lived experiences are critically reflected
upon in light of Christian tradition to produce a practical outcome in the Christian life.>* This
process most commonly begins with experience at its starting point. Robert Kinast explains
the process of theological reflection as primarily inductive; stepping beyond merely using

experience to apply doctrine:

The reality of theology, which theological reflection seeks to disclose, is the presence of
God in people’s experience, a presence that invites them to encounter God where they
are and to participate in the divine life which is offered to them there. For this reason
the form that theological reflection takes is coextensive with people’s experience. It
does not treat their experience as a theological or spiritual void nor does it use their
experience merely to illustrate and apply theological principles. With theological
reflection, theology is in service to experience, not the other way around.*

In this understanding, God can be seen through people’s experiences, allowing for, or perhaps
necessitating an empirical element to theological research. Theological reflection is not a
discipline or even a methodology; however a number of helpful tools have developed for the
purpose of focussing such reflection. These commonly take the form of reflexive cycles or

spirals.

As practical theology typically operates at three different levels (professional practice,
congregational and academic), tools for theological reflection have adapted to suit different
purposes. Many take the form of a reflexive cycle, guiding the congregation or researcher
through a process of problem identification, data collection, analysis and evaluation before

reaching a recommendation or action.

*! Kinast, R. What are they saying about Theological Reflection? (New Jersey: Paulist Press, 2000) p.1
%2 Kinast, What are they saying about Theological Reflection? p.3
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Lartey offers a helpful adaptation of the basic pastoral cycle model.>®

As with all pastoral
cycles it begins with experience. Lartey then suggests a situational analysis of the experience,
engaging multi-disciplinary approaches before inviting theological analysis. Finally he
subjects the theology to further situational analysis before offering a response. This version

requires analytical to-and-fro between empirical and theological interpretations, which does

not assume theology has the final say but rather approaches theology critically.

As empirical research into any group of individuals can run the risk of becoming clouded and
personal, such spirals act as a ‘distancing mechanism’ from which to find focus.> Therefore,
the pastoral cycle can be useful to an academic engaged in theological reflection as it can help
to remind the researcher that her study should have meaning and implications at the level of
lived religion. That is, after all, where theological reflection finds its beginning and end.
Models such as Lartey’s can therefore be useful for both distancing and grounding the
researcher. However, pastoral cycles were designed initially to assist congregations in
conducting theological reflection from within, in order to bridge the perceived gap between
Christian tradition and present experience and to move praxis forward positively and
constructively.®™ Although | am working in a congregation, | am an outsider conducting the

research at an academic level, not in direct partnership with the congregation. Therefore |

%3 Lartey, E. “Practical Theology as a Theological Form” in The Blackwell Reader in Pastoral and Practical
Theology, ed. by Woodward, J. and Pattison, S. (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000) 128-134 (p.132); also in Spiritual
Dimensions of Pastoral Care: Practical Theology in a Multidisciplinary Context, ed. by Willows, D. and
Swinton, J. (London: Jessica Kingsley, 2000) 72-77

> Cartledge, Practical Theology: Charismatic and Empirical Perspectives, p.22

> For Laurie Green, theological reflection is the responsibility of all Christians, not just the leadership and/or
researchers, for the purpose of ‘bridging this cultural gap and seeing connections between the Christian heritage
on one side and our present experience on the other’ p.80. Green’s simple version of a pastoral cycle was
developed from insights from Liberation Theology and used in a congregational setting in Birmingham, UK.
(Green, L. Let’s Do Theology: a pastoral cycle resource book, (London: Mowbray, 1990)). He emphasises a
spiral motion; presenting theological reflection is a process which should not end with one rotation but continue.
Importantly for this study, the cycle begins with experience. The group begin by identifying an experience or a
problem, they then explore that problem from as many angles as possible (including the social sciences and non-
theological viewpoints at this stage), they then reflect theologically about what comes from the exploration and
finally respond with actions which will lead the community into a new situation. This new situation will be a
progression from where the process began and can act as the starting point for a new reflective process.
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have adapted a reflexive cycle designed to assist the academic conducting empirical theology,

which comes in the form of Johannes van der Ven’s empirical-theological cycle.

I have chosen to follow a version of the empirical-theological cycle as it is designed for an
academic approach, whereby the researcher decides upon the area to be studied rather than a
congregation. Empirical research by its very nature requires ‘a path or course to be followed
and a goal or objective to be achieved’ and reflective cycles provide these.® The empirical-
theological cycle guides the researcher in choosing an area of study and developing research
questions, drawing theories inductively from the empirical data gathered, then to explore those
concepts deductively using secondary data, theories and literature, which can then be tested

qualitatively or quantitatively before being evaluated theologically.*’

Figure 2.1: Van der Ven’s empirical-theological cycle®®

Problem
Evaluation Induction
Testing Deduction
%

% Scherer-Rath, M. “The Position of God Images in the Theoretical Research Model” in Normativity and
Empirical Research in Theology ed. by van der VVen and Scherer-Rath, (2004) 199-222 (p.200)

*" See Cartledge, M.J. Practical Theology, p.21 for a breakdown of each stage.

*8 This version of van der Ven’s cycle is replicated from Cartledge, Practical Theology, p.22
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Although cycles are useful tools for theological reflection and in guiding the research process,
| agree with Brouwer in his critique of attempts at standardised, universal approaches to
empirical theology. *® Religious experiences and faith communities are diverse and
multifaceted and no one approach will work for all studies. Therefore | have adapted van der
Ven’s empirical-theological cycle as a helpful tool in guiding my research, but not as a rigid

framework.

Firstly, I identified the research problem through an initial survey of relevant conversion and
methodological literature. Secondly, | conducted inductive, qualitative research to gather
material for data from the congregation through participant observation, congregational
literature, focus groups and individual interviews. | then conducted data analysis through
immersion in the data and allowing themes to emerge through coding.®® Thirdly, these
themes were analysed in light of the wider literature and links were identified between themes,
which led to the development of a model. Finally, this model was evaluated theologically and
a practical-theological model was finalised, describing and explaining the empirical reality of

conversion within the context of the theological concept of shalom.

It became clear that to follow a full cycle of van der Ven’s empirical-theological cycle
rigorously would be too difficult for this study.®* For example, there has not been time during
this project to conduct the testing stage prior to evaluation.®> However, more important than
the particular cycle used is the theory underpinning these models. As Woodward and Pattison

have correctly observed ‘practical theology will always be vulnerable to the criticism of

% Brouwer, “Detecting God in Practices”, p.4

%0 See chapter six, section 6.2.2 for a detailed discussion of my data analysis methods using NVivo9.

81 Cartledge acknowledges the challenge of the empirical-theological cycle for most students and scholars of
empirical-studies in Cartledge, Testimony in the Spirit, p.15

%2 This means that this study requires a further period of testing in order for van der Ven’s cycle to be completed,
however there was not the scope or the time within this project to complete a significant test and | feel that a
lesser testing stage would not do justice to the research findings.
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impracticality or uselessness unless it can really demonstrate what it achieves and that it is not

simply going around in ever complexifying methodological circles’.®

The common factor underlying such cycles, although absent from the empirical-theological
cycle, is the final stage offering practical applications or recommendations. As the
‘improvement of the situation toward the desired praxis is the underlying interest of practical-
theological research’, I argue that this stage of offering recommendations at academic and
ecclesial level is a necessary end to empirical-theological research, to avoid going around in

‘methodological circles'.®*

Alternative approaches to theological reflection in PT have emerged which involve more to-
and-fro between the theology, praxis and lived realities of faith. For example, Pattison
advocates a critical conversation approach,® while Cartledge suggests that ‘the research
process be framed as an oscillation between the ‘lifeworld’ (concrete reality) and ‘system’
(theory or theological metanarrative)’ of the research subject(s).®® Despite all efforts to follow
a complete reflective cycle, the research subject of Pentecostal conversion has necessitated a
continued oscillation in my focus between these two realitiesm as the link between lifeworld
and system is so strong and the lines so often blurred in the Pentecostal context. My practical-

theological model seeks to represent and do justice to both the lifeworld and the system of the

%3 Woodward, J. and Pattison, S. The Blackwell Reader in Pastoral and Practical Theology, (Oxford: Blackwell,
2000) pp.128-9;

% Heitink, Practical Theology, p.225; while this idea of ‘actions’ resulting from practical-theology is often
attributed to the branch of Action Research, Heitink here argues that it is the very foundation of practical
theology as a whole and discusses it in his chapter on empirical-theological approaches; see also Pattison, S.
Shame: Theory, Therapy, Theology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000) p.10 where Pattison argues
that ‘Practical theology must...be a transformational activity in the arena of practice as well as in that of theory
and understanding’.

% This involves a critical conversation between (1) one’s own beliefs and interpretations, (2) the beliefs and
interpretations of the Christian community and its tradition, (3) the contemporary situation under consideration,
and (4) ‘relevant insights, methods and findings that emerge from non-theological disciplines’ Pattison, S. Shame
p.10; this is essentially what is represented in pastoral cycles, however Pattison’s approach involves more of a
to-and-fro between the different dimensions in a model of conversation. See also, Pattison, S. “A Basic
Introduction to Theological Reflection” in The Blackwell Reader in Pastoral and Practical Theology, ed. by
Woodward, J. and Pattison, S. (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000) 135-145

% Cartledge, Testimony in the Spirit, p.14
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research congregation. The lifeworld of the congregation is recordable through testimonies,
statistical information about the geographical area and observation of rituals and practices.®’

In contrast, the system of the congregation requires observation of a different kind.

The congregation is a locus of theology generated from experience, rather than a group who
are simply sold theologies from academia.?®® Put more eloquently, ‘The congregation, which
lives as a community of face-to-face encounters with the God who raised Israel’s Jesus from
the dead, becomes in this process the primal location within which humans gain indirect
knowledge of God’.% This ‘indirect knowledge of God’ is the source from which theology
can then be drawn. However, theology must be considered and explored at a number of

different levels.
2.2.4 Pentecostal theology: three levels of discourse

The focus of this study is the ordinary theology of believers and as such the primary data
comes from people’s testimonies. However, these testimonies are interpreted and discussed
within much broader theological contexts; those of the congregation, within its ecclesial
context, and of the academy. It is vital when studying lived religion to seek to understand as
much as possible of, what Cartledge identifies as three levels of theological discourse: (1)

ordinary, (2) ecclesial, and (3) academic.™

%" The study of a congregation’s life world will never be complete as it is made up of too many complex
elements and the presentation of their lifeworld is controlled by the congregation and leadership. However it
includes the aspects of faith which is most easily observed using empirical methods.

% Keifert, P. “The Return of the Congregation to Theological Conversation” in P. Keifert (ed) Testing the Spirits:
how theology informs the study of congregations (Cambridge: Eerdmans, 2009) 13-27 (pp.15-16)

% Keifert, “The Return of the Congregation to Theological Conversation” p.16

" Cartledge, Testimony in the Spirit, pp. 18-20; The concept of different levels or ‘orders’ is common throughout
practical-theological discussion, however there are those who identify two rather than three levels/orders. R.R.
Ganzevoort for instance distinguishes between first order as ‘the church, the believers, and others’ and second
order as academic theology, rather than differentiating between ordinary and ecclesial (Ganzevoort,“What You
See is What You Get”, p.20)
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Like Cartledge, this study uses ‘etic (overarching theoretical) concepts in order to
rescript...emic or ordinary ideas and expressions’.”" Therefore engagement with his levels of
discourse is necessary. Furthermore, it is important to note that ordinary theology itself is
made up of beliefs and theories taken from the theology at ecclesial and academic levels.
Each level impacts on the others to produce the overall context from which an individual

interprets and even experiences their religious journey.

Each level of discourse contributes to the collection and analysis of data in this study and
therefore further explanation is required. | will now unpack each level in more depth. 1 will
begin the following discussion as my research began; with the ordinary theology of

Pentecostal believers.
2.2.4.1 Ordinary “messy” theology

Theologian and clinical psychologist, Marcia Webb refers to the non-academically formulated
beliefs of believers as ‘working lay theologies’ which ‘involve an implicit rubric of
understanding that develops among a community of believers.”’? She argues that working lay
theologies cannot be examined or understood comprehensively but nonetheless ‘permeates the
attitudes and activities of the community’.”® These beliefs are also referred to by some
practical theologians as ordinary theology, grassroots theology or lived religion. Contrary to
Webb, practical theologians consider ordinary theology to be observable and an attempt at

understanding is encouraged.

’! Cartledge, Testimony in the Spirit, p.19.

2 Webb, M. “Toward a Theology of Mental Illness”, Journal of Religion, Disability & Health, 16(1) (2012) 49-
73 (p.50)

" Webb, “Toward a Theology of Mental Illness”, p.50
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The term ‘ordinary theology’ was coined by practical theologian Jeff Astley.”* He defines
ordinary theology as ‘the theological beliefs and processes of believing that find expression in
the God-talk of those believers who have received no scholarly theological education.””
Astley’s definition is often used as an umbrella term for all lay church members. However
there are often church attendees who have formal theological training but whose day-to-day

beliefs would still be labelled by some researchers as ‘ordinary’.

Therefore, I find Astley’s broad definition problematic and do not agree that ordinary
theology is limited to those with no formal theological training. For example there are
processes of interpretation and justification which an academic would go through in her
personal faith that are different to how she might think systematically when theologising for
an academic article.”® Just as a professional psychiatrist is not immune from experiencing
depression or psychosis; theoretical knowledge does not always control personal or emotional
experiences. Perhaps clearest in the case of theologically trained pastors, we see that one

person can overlap into different levels of theological discourse.

The key importance of Astley’s work for this study is that he highlights a difference between
the formal beliefs of a group, espoused by the leadership or the academy, and what the
individuals within that group actually believe. Researchers cannot assume that they can
predict an individual’s theology based on knowing their religious affiliation, denomination or

congregation. Particularly in the UK where denominational drifting within the Christian

" See Astley, J. Ordinary Theology: Looking, Listening and Learning in Theology, (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2002)
" Astley, Ordinary Theology, p.1; God-talk in this instance must be reflective to be considered theology (Astley,
J. “The Analysis, Investigation and Application of Ordinary Theology,” in Exploring Ordinary Theology:
Everyday Christian Believing and the Church, ed. by Astley, J. & Francis, L.J. (Farnham: Ashgate, 2013) 1-9
(p-1)

’® In the opening paper given at the Ecclesiology & Ethnography Conference (Sept 2011) John Swinton
challenged the walls that many Christian academic theologians build up between their personal faith and their
academic work (see Swinton, J. ““Where is your church?” Moving toward a Hospitable and Sanctified
Ethnography” in Perspectives on Ecclesiology and Ethnography, ed. by Ward, P. (Cambridge: Eerdmans, 2012)
71-92
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tradition is relatively easy, ordinary theology is not as smooth or systematic as academic
theology aims to be.”” Ordinary theology is messy. It is a combination of lived experience,
congregational teachings, personal history and relationships, religious literature and cultural
context. These elements inform theological reflection to help the individual to make sense of
their faith and experience. In this study, ordinary theology will be primarily expressed in

believers’ testimonies.

Importantly, the process of theological reflection for believers is both conscious and sub-
conscious and does not always result in logically coherent or compatible beliefs. In this sense,
Webb is correct that these beliefs and values cannot be comprehensively understood
completely, although | believe that they can in part. A desire and willingness to understand

and empathise is vital.”

Astley suggests that a significant part of this understanding comes from the practical
theologian actively listening to people’s ordinary theology but also in asking people directly
about their beliefs.” For example, in this study | employed a word game designed to engage
respondents in theological reflection about the language used to describe God.®® This was
done after actively listening to their testimonies and it provided the opportunity for the
respondents to consider their choice of language and its meaning for them. When studying

this first level of theological discourse there will never be a complete, objective understanding

" This is my term for the movement of an individual from a church of one denomination to another. Lewis
Rambo refers to this as ‘Institutional transition’, however this is in reference to all religions and is referred to by
sociologists as ‘denominational switching” (Rambo, L.R. Understanding Religious Conversion (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1993) pp.13-14), whereas ‘denominational drifting’ refers to the movement from one type
of church to another without any conscious decision to change or even affiliate with any denomination. There is
not necessarily any deep or conscious affiliation with the new denomination’s unique doctrines or broader
community.

78 Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.19

7 Astley, “The Analysis, Investigation and Application of Ordinary Theology” in Exploring Ordinary Theology,
p.6; for further discussion on my methods for identifying and analysing ordinary theology, see Chapter Six
section 6.2.2.

80 See Chapter Six, section 6.2.2 for a discussion of this word game method and the process of identifying
ordinary theology in this study.
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of a convert’s experience. The aim instead is to present the convert’s theology in its messy
form within the setting of their faith community and the broader theology of their Pentecostal

context.
2.2.4.2 Ecclesial theology

Cartledge describes the second level of discourse as ‘the ‘official’ theology of
the...denomination, which seeks to offer parameters within which authentic Pentecostal
expression may move.”® Often this level acts as a bridge between ordinary and academic
discourse through the formal training of the leadership or lay members expressed through

teaching and also pastoral care being informed by lived experiences.

James Hopewell, a pioneer of congregational studies in the USA, identified that the
interpretative outlook of individual members will usually correspond to the overall worldview
of their congregation, whether; Canonic, Gnostic, Charismatic or Empiric.% Individual
accounts will interweave different views together but Hopewell found that one or two
viewpoints are usually revealed as dominant within each congregation. Whether or not
Hopewell’s categorisation is accurate, the recognition that one’s congregational affiliation
affects one’s worldview is vital. Even if a believer does not fully adhere to the doctrinal
package offered by their church’s tradition, the weekly teachings, language used and the
views of the leadership and other believers will impact upon their experience and

interpretation.

The study of congregations raises the question of how a researcher can understand a

congregation’s theology. This is particularly complicated in the study of Pentecostal

8 Cartledge, Testimony in the Spirit, p.19.

82 Guest, M., Tusting, K. and Woodhead, L. in Congregational Studies in the UK: Christianity in a Post-
Christian Context ed. by Guest, M., Tusting, K. and Woodhead, L. (Surrey: Ashgate, 2004) p.1; see Hopewell, J.
Congregation: Stories and Structures, (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987), p.69.
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congregations, where experience and orality are given supremacy over liturgy and written
doctrine. Studying a Pentecostal congregation through the written word alone will get the
researcher only so far.®® Likewise, just as an individual’s theology cannot be assumed based
on their affiliation, placing assumptions upon an Elim congregation based on the official
teachings of the Elim movement alone would be superficial. Therefore a balance is required
between the study of official denominational beliefs (present and historical) and a more
focussed study of the teachings and literature produced by the individual congregation being
explored. More specific congregational beliefs are identifiable through the content of
sermons preached, the activities run by the church during the week, outreach activities they
run or support, the language used in general discussion and literature, the worship styles and
songs used, scripture quoted, website content and rituals performed.* However, researchers
must also cast their net further afield than the church building to gain information about
congregational theology. Official denominational beliefs can be identified through literature
produced by the movement for church distribution, the denominational website and its official

‘Statement of Faith’ or equivalent.
2.2.4.3 Academic theology

The academic theological background of the study is used in order to analyse the ordinary
theological data in light of the collective wisdom of the wider group’s formal theology and

scriptural interpretation. This process helps to ground ordinary theology within its tradition

8 This is not limited to Pentecostal congregations. Regardless of how much of the church’s history, ritual and
liturgy is recorded on paper, there will always be actions, sights and sounds which must be experienced to add
further depth to the overall picture of the congregation. The people’s actions in prayer, the music and even the
smells all add up to provide a sensory context for the researcher which written information alone will never
capture. The challenge for the researcher is to then present all of this sensory information to a reader in written
form.

8 By “literature’ here I mean the literature produced and/or sold specifically by the congregation for the
congregation. This includes news sheets, study handouts, banners, posters etc. For example, the Elim
movement produces an official Elim magazine monthly called Direction, which replaced the Elim Evangel,
which chronicled the early years of the movement from 1919-1934. Both publications have been important in
identifying the identity and beliefs of the movement over its history.
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and to understand the resulting model according to broader theological themes. Furthermore,
the use of non-theological sources allows the resulting theory of Pentecostal conversion to be

offered and applied to the wider academic field of conversion studies.

Cartledge includes both theological and non-theological, social science discourse within the
third level. Theological discourse in this study comes from the area of Pentecostal theology,
specifically focussing on the work of scholars who self-identify as being from within the
Pentecostal-Charismatic tradition, allowing these voices to speak into experience.
Balancing this I will include dialogue with social science discourse into conversion theory.
Not only because this provides a more holistic picture and is encouraged by practical theology,
but because the disciplines of sociology, psychology and anthropology have historically
provided the majority of research into religious conversion and their voices have typically not

been engaged with theology.

The following section is dedicated to delving deeper into the specific methodology of case
study fieldwork used in this study. 1 will outline the influence of ethnographic methods in a
case study approach, before highlighting three main areas of challenge for the fieldwork
researcher; participant observation, the insider/outsider problem and ethics. 1 then focus on
the combination of ethnography and theology in the field of congregational studies before

finally turning to the use of testimony as a source of empirical data.

% The academic literature includes charismatic scholarship because the Elim Pentecostal movement’s statement
of Fundamental Truths is relatively mainstream and due to denominational drifting, many traditional
backgrounds will be represented within the congregation but a charismatic outlook is a common thread.
Furthermore, Pentecostalism and the Charismatic movement in the UK are often grouped together in terms of
statistics as well as theologically.

34



2.3 Ethnographic methods and the case study approach

This thesis centres on an embedded case study of one Elim congregation, the key research
methods for which find their roots in the field of ethnography.®® While they have been
adapted over time for use in more ‘local’ contexts and the ‘case study’ has evolved its own
methodology, it is worth looking briefly by way of introduction at the development of
ethnographic methodologies from a focus on non-Western contexts, toward local studies and
auto-ethnographies. While the level of integration with the community under study and the
intensity of time spent ‘in the field” has diluted within the case study approach, the
ethnographic spirit of enquiry and the desire to understand and uncover the meaning of the

group under study, as they experience and understand it, is translated into this study.

Classically ethnography has been associated with Social Anthropology. It has its roots in the
process of observing and studying a culture or group of people, in order to gain an
understanding of their way of life, world view and beliefs.®” In the late nineteenth and early
twentieth century these studies would usually involve a western researcher travelling to a
remote community to immerse himself (for he would typically be male) in the life and culture
of an ‘exotic’ group. This process of observation through immersion in the life world of the

group is referred to as being ‘in the field’ or conducting fieldwork.

For the ethnographer, fieldwork involves a number of common methods, such as participant
observation, semi-structured interviews, informal conversation and the collection of literature

and artefacts. However, ethnography itself is considered to be more than just a set of research

8 The term ‘embedded’ is used by Yin to describe a focus within the case study analysis of a particular topic or
aspect of the case. In this study, the focus is on experiences of conversion within the case of LCF. Yin, R.K.
Case Study Research: Design and Methods, second edition (Thousand Oaks: CA: Sage, 1994) p.41-42; See
discussion of Yin, R.K. Case Study Research: Design and Method (Newbury Park, CA: Sage, 1989) , in
Creswell, J.W. Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design, p.187

8 Stringer, M. Contemporary Western Ethnography and the Definition of Religion, (London: Continuum, 2008)
p.19; Stringer argues that ethnography is ‘probably the only way in which we could ever understand the reality
of religion as practiced by ordinary individuals’.
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tools. As Clifford Geertz explains, ‘what defines [ethnography] is the kind of intellectual
effort it is: an elaborate venture in, to borrow a notion from Gilbert Ryle, “thick
description.””® Thick description does not necessarily mean heavy vocabulary and detail. It

refers to description that uncovers and explains layers of meaning.®

The ethnographic
researcher believes that culture is made up of multiple layers of meaning, many of which can
only be understood by careful observation, artefacts, participation, experience and
communication. However, in this attempt at deep and focussed understanding, ethnographic

methods have been criticised as not allowing for any broader significance or generalisation of

findings, as research fields are often small and specific.*

In their comprehensive book Ethnography: principles in practice, Atkinson and Hammersley
identify five common features of most ethnographic research, many of which can be applied

to case study research also:

1. Studying people in everyday contexts or ‘in the field’ rather than in synthetic
conditions.

2. Data is gathered from a wide range of sources including participant observation,
literature and informal conversations.

3. Relatively unstructured, inductive data collection and analysis. Theory develops from
the analysis.

4. Generally focus in detail on a few small-scale cases.

5. Data analysis is typically qualitative, with any statistical analysis playing a secondary
role due to the importance of interpretation of the layers of meaning behind human
activity. ™

These approaches were adopted by other social sciences, and studies of culture and societies
in western contexts began to emerge over time. The ‘famous anthropological absorption with

the (to us) exotic’ has been rightly diluted with the use and adaptation of ethnographic

8 Geertz, C. “Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture” in Readings in the Philosophy of the
Social Sciences ed. by Martin, M.J. & Maclntyre, L.C. (London: MIT Press, 1994) 213-232 (p.214)

% Geertz, “Thick Description”, p.118

% Wolcott, H.F. The Art of Fieldwork, (London: AltaMira Press, 1995) p.133-4. This is where a case study
approach can contribute by using ethnographic methods but moving beyond the ethos of ethnography to
providing generalisable theories and models based on the findings.

%1 Atkinson, P. & Hammersley, M. Ethnography: Principles in Practice, (Taylor & Francis e-Library, 2007), p.3
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methods by other disciplines such as sociology, which has been more concerned with culture
and community locally, with autoethnography representing the antithesis of the study of the

‘exotic’ other. %2

One way that ethnographic methods have been utilised is within the case study approach.®
Creswell describes a case study as ‘an exploration of a “bounded system” or a case (or
multiple cases) over time through detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources
of information rich in context’.** The case is ‘bounded’ by time and place.® Other than the
differing levels of participation, this case study differs from ‘pure’ ethnography in: (1) its
focus, and (2) its desired outcome. Firstly, an embedded case study, such as this, seeks to
focus on one theme or process within the case being studied; in this case, conversion, rather
than describing the community holistically. Secondly, Creswell suggests that for the case
study researcher the final stage of their study should involve locating their findings within the
broader literature.”® While the case is bounded and therefore must be understood within its

particular context, the findings contribute to wider discussion on the subject beyond the case(s)

in question.

Having explored the development of ethnographic methods toward a case study model, I will

now explore some typical areas of challenge within this approach.

%2 Geertz, “Thick Description”, p.220; In autoethnography part (or all) of the focus of ethnographic research is
oneself. In Carolyn Ellis’ book on autoethnography as a methodological approach, written in the form of a novel,
she explains to her autoethnography class ‘we’ll view ourselves as part of the research — sometimes as our focus
— rather than standing outside what we do’ in Ellis, C. The Ethnographic I: A Methodological Novel about
Autoethnography (Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira, 2004) p.3.

% While I identify ethnographic methods such as participant-observation and documentary evidence in case
studies of social groups, it is certainly arguable that the case study approach has its own unique approach to these
methods (Yin, R.K. Case Study Research: Design and Methods, fourth edition (London: SAGE Publications,
2009) p.15) Yin here is comparing case study approach with the methods of experiment, survey, archival,
analysis and history.

% Creswell, J.W. Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing Among Five Traditions, (London: SAGE
Publications, 1998) p.61

% In the case of this study it was bounded by a three-year period and within the congregation and worship events
of LCF, Birmingham, UK.

% Creswell, Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design, p.154
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2.3.1 Problematics in case study fieldwork

The study of Pentecostal experiences and theologies of conversion necessitates fieldwork,
because for Pentecostals, conversion takes place and receives its meaning within a community
context. The ‘field’ of conversion could of course be expanded further; it is not just the
possession of the religious community but it is also strongly influenced by family, friendships,
wider religious events.”” However | have chosen to explore the theme of conversion within

the boundary of the congregation’s formal activities and individual testimony.

In the following sections | look in detail at three problematical areas, which are universal
considerations of anyone undertaking fieldwork: participant observation, insider-outsider and

ethics.”
2.3.1.1 Participant-Observation

In his study of religious conversion, Rambo was ‘frequently amazed at studies that display all
too little careful, objective, and systematic observation, conducted with noticeable effort by
the researcher to maintain a distance from personal bias, so that new perception, new vision is
possible.’gg. Whilst I argue that an ‘objective’ study maintaining ‘a distance from personal
bias’ is an unobtainable criterion; I nonetheless share Rambo’s passion for the importance of

observation.

The assumption underpinning participant observation, in the study of religious communities,
is that through careful observation and interaction the researcher is able to piece together

aspects of the group which cannot be gleaned from written documents, surveys and structured

% Including local, national and international conferences, sermons and events at other churches etc.

% The literature surrounding these methods typically comes from the reflections of ethnographers and therefore
the majority of the discussion is informed by that discipline. However, other social science voices are included
where appropriate.

% Rambo, L. Understanding Religious Conversion,p.18
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interviews alone. Rituals, conversations and interaction reveal unspoken and unformulated
codes of conduct and beliefs, which people may not be able to express. As Malinowski found
in his study of the Trobriand people, ‘There is no written or explicitly expressed code of laws,
and their whole tribal tradition, the whole structure of their society, are embodied in the most
elusive of all materials; the human being.”*® A congregation differs from Malinowski’s tribal
experience in that they do have formally written and explicitly expressed codes of law and
belief to a degree. However, there still remain elements of conduct and belief which are

unwritten, with more detailed observation and interpretation required to uncover them.

Participant-observation takes on a particularly important role in the study of a Pentecostal
congregation due to the movement’s strong focus on experience and oral transmission of faith.
| believe that we can learn the most about ordinary Pentecostal beliefs and experiences when
personal testimonies are partnered with observation of worship, rituals and interaction with
God. The difficulty of participant observation lies in deciding how immersed the researcher
needs to become in the life of the congregation in order to gain sufficient understanding and
data, as well as deciding what role to take within the group in terms of levels of participation

and observation.
Level of Immersion

For Malinowski, the elementary rule of fieldwork was that the researcher ‘ought to put
himself in good conditions of work, that is, in the main, to live without other white men, right
among the natives.”'®* Racial and gender based prejudices of his day aside, Malinowski
argues that only by living in close and persistent contact with the tribe in question can the

researcher observe everyday events and interactions, become familiar enough to be largely

100 Malinowski, B. Argonauts of the Western Pacific: An Account of Native Enterprise and Adventure in the
Achipelagoes of Melanesian New Guinea. (Originally published 1922) (Taylor & Francis e-Library, 2005) p.9
101 Malinowski, Argonauts of the Western Pacific, p.5

39



ignored by the tribe and allow them to continue life as normal. Part of the reason for this
close interaction is to achieve understanding. More recently, Kleinman and Copp highlight
the pressure placed on a fieldwork researcher to collect a vast data set, as ‘when we lack an
experience of immersion, we may feel inauthentic’.*® However, | do not feel that immersion
in the worldview of the group and gathering a sizeable data set necessitates a Malinowski-
esque life change. Rather, the purpose of living with the group is primarily to do with the

moral attitude of the discipline.

This study aligns itself closest to the moral attitude of anthropological ethnography in its
attempt to present the group under study sympathetically rather than with suspicion.'® Geertz
explains that, ‘descriptions of Berbers, Jewish, or French culture must be cast in terms of the
constructions we imagine Berbers, Jews, or Frenchmen to place upon what they live through,
the formulas they use to define what happens to them.”*** As far as possible, the understood
worldview of the group rather than of the researcher should be used to describe and interpret
events and experiences.'®® As the academic journal Ethnography explains in its manifesto,
ethnography is about ‘respecting, recording, representing at least partly in its own terms, the
irreducibility of human experience.”*® This undoubtedly involves a level of immersion in the
rituals, literature and beliefs of the group, however for a congregation there is no way to “live
with the tribe”, short of moving in with one particular family. There is no set standard for a

suitable level of involvement. Even among believers there are varying levels of ‘immersion’;

192 Kleinman, S. and Copp, M.A. Emotions and Fieldwork, (London: SAGE Publications, 1993) p.10

103 Katz, J. & Csordas, T.J. “Phenomenological ethnography in sociology and anthropology” Ethnography, 4(3)
(2003) 275-288 (p.275); of course the data collected is analysed critically and the resulting model is evaluated
critically but the stories of believers themselves are treated from a theological angle, sympathetic to their
experiences and beliefs about the divine and not looking beyond their ‘God’ experiences to the socio-
psychological explanation beneath.

104 Geertz, “Thick Description”, p.221

195 Rambo advocates a stage of ‘understanding’ in his proposed method for researchers of conversion. He says
that ‘understanding is grasping the worldview, experience, and cognitive systems of the people we are studying,
utilizing their orientation as much as possible to view their life situation, an effort that will itself deepen the
capacity for empathy’ (Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.26)

196 Wwillis, P. and Trondmann, M. “Manifesto of Ethnography” Ethnography, 1(1) (2000) 5-16 (p.5)
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some will only attend Sunday worship, others will belong to Life Groups and attend some
weekly activities and others will participate on a leadership level.’”” The level to which the
researcher participates in the many activities conducted by a congregation will depend on

where the researcher sits on the scale between participant and observer.
Observer-as-Participant

Raymond L. Gold sets out a helpful typology for participant observation. He plays on the
conceptually opposite roles of participant and observer, claiming that they create a scale of
four potential positions that a researcher can hold in the field; complete participant (CP),
participant-as-observer (PO), observer-as-participant (OP), and complete observer (CO). |
would cast doubt on whether the CP or CO researcher exists in reality or was merely
reflective of the objective benchmark for the social sciences at the time. This research is
located firmly within the observer-as-participant group; | participated on a peripheral level,
attending church services and other events open to any enquiring individuals and may have
come across as an insider to some. During my observation of open worship services, bible
studies and mid-week activities | participated by joining in with worship, prayer, receiving
communion and offering assistance where needed. | did not form any close friendships with
other congregants, attend any closed gatherings or adopt responsibilities or commitments
within the church. | made no attempt to join a small group, to meet with church members
socially outside of a formal worship or activity setting, or perform any ‘inner circle’

activities.*%®

Gold is quite scathing about the OP role and the only benefit he mentions is that one ‘can

leave the field almost at will’ in the eventuality of ‘threatening informants’, without

197|_ife Groups are small groups of people from the congregation who meet on a weekly or monthly basis during
the week for fellowship, discipleship and bible study. See Chapter Five, section 5.4.4 for further discussion.
108 Angrosino, M. Doing Ethnographic and Observational Research, (London: SAGE Publications, 2007) p.55.
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disrupting friendships, bonds or facing emotional conflict in either the researcher or the

respondents. **°

However, | feel that Gold’s dichotomy between the OP and PO positions is
itself too broad. The key difference appears to be in the formation of relationships with
respondents (OP does not form relationships whereas PO does) and this in itself is a vague
concept and difficult to define. The term ‘relationship’ cannot be easily quantified and
therefore it could mean anything from sitting with and speaking to the same people at Sunday
services, meeting with people in a social setting outside of fieldwork, to even forming
romantic relationships with research participants. Furthermore, there may be cases where the
researcher has feelings of dislike for or ‘empathic disagreement’ with the group being studied
and therefore ‘relationship’ in the sense of friendship would be a lie.*® It becomes clear that

there is a much broader scale of involvement between OP and PO than Gold’s typology

allows for.

In contrast to the insider-outsider problem, the participant-observer role is something which
can be controlled by the researcher. The level to which | intended to participate and observe
was decided before | entered the field. One question which arises from a predominantly
observer role is the extent to which researcher status should be revealed during observation.
Although my participant observation was not conducted covertly, a large congregation does
allow for researcher anonymity.*** For instance, | was able to remain unnoticed during my
initial participant observation under the self-imposed rule that if someone explicitly asked me
what | was studying then | would tell them. I would not reveal my identity without prompting

but also would not lie to anyone in the congregation. The reason for this anonymity was to

1% Gold, R.L. “Roles in Sociological Field Observations” Social Forces, 36(3) (1958) 217-223 (p.221)

10 K leinmann, S. & Copp, M.A. “Emotions and Fieldwork”, p.40. Referring to David Gordon (1987) who
experienced conflict with a proselytising group he was researching. He turned this conflict into open discussion
which allowed for empathy, if not agreement.

111 See section 2.3.1.3 for a discussion and explanation of this process.
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experience the church initially as a pre-convert,™

to experience the stages of being noticed,
welcomed and drawn into the congregation. This study views conversion as a process and so
it was important to understand the experience of the church from the viewpoint of someone

pre-commitment as well as that of a committed member.

2.3.1.2 Insider or outsider

A moment of reflection is required with regard my position as an insider and an outsider to
the congregation being studied. As a self-identifying Christian, with a Baptist upbringing and
belonging to a Charismatic Anglican church at the time of writing, the combination of these
contexts allows me a great deal of understanding and sympathy with the Elim movement in
terms of worship and ritual. The congregation baptises adults and distributes communion in
individual ‘shot glasses’ like my childhood church but also openly encourages and practices
encounter with the Holy Spirit and use of spiritual gifts in worship services, which bears
similarity to my current charismatic congregation. Also the type of building, the style of
worship and the songs sung were familiar to me. This allowed for a relatively common
language to be used between researcher and participants. | could participate in worship and
ritual freely and easily without worrying about learning a song or having to ask instructions to

receive communion.

On the other hand, 1 am an outsider to the Pentecostal tradition and have, as | explained in
chapter one, held hostile feelings towards the movement in the past. Significantly, | have not
experienced that most central of Pentecostal charismata, the gift of tongues, which some
might see as a sign that | do not fall under the category of Spirit-filled Christian. Also, by the

very nature of being a researcher I hold the position of an ‘outsider’ looking in on the field as

12 | 'knew that | could not remain anonymous once interviews had begun and so the initial participant-
observation stage was the only time I could observe the congregation as a potential “convert”.
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an object of study. Furthermore, I do not belong to that particular congregation and therefore
was initially an outsider to in-jokes, references to other members and events. Individuals do
make every effort to bring outsiders ‘inside’ however, and the choice to remain on the
periphery was mine. Finally, I was an outsider to all informants on one or more individual

levels; be it through my gender, race, nationality or age.**?

Stringer recognised a lack of scholarly discussion concerning the insider-outsider problem in
the ethnographic study of religion and so brought together works from a variety of scholars on
the subject in his book Theorizing Faith.*** Stringer suggests that it is often the group, who
create a construct of faith, which places some inside and some outside. There is something
‘shared’ which constitutes faith. At the same time there will always be elements of
experience and discourse which we will share with one religious group and not another. None
can accurately be located as either complete insider or complete outsider. Parker, supporting
Kleinman, suggests that ‘The ethnographer, no matter how successful she is in participant
observation, either is or becomes an outsider — even if she begins as an indigenous member of
the community she studies’.™™ As we have seen, | stand somewhere in the middle of the scale.
Rather than list the pros and cons of both the insider and the outsider perspective, | will
instead explore the process of negotiating the space in the middle, as neither an insider nor an

outsider.

113 Feminist ethnography in particular has drawn attention to the importance of these elements in impacting the
reflection and interpretation of the researcher. As well as my personal faith and context, my research is also
impacted by ‘gendered reflexivity and observation’ (observed by Ward, F. “The Messiness of Studying
Congregations using Ethnographic Methods” in Congregational Studies in the UK, ed. by Guest, M., Tusting, K.
and Woodhead, L. (Surrey: Ashgate, 2004) 125-137 (pp.130-131))

4 Stringer, M. “Introduction: Theorizing Faith” in Theorizing Faith: The Insider/Outsider Problem in the Study
of Ritual, ed. by Arweck, E. and Stringer, M. (Birmingham: University of Birmingham Press, 2002) 1-20 (p.2);
This compilation raises questions such as: what makes someone an ‘insider’? Can we be a ‘participant’ observer
if we are in any way an outsider? Who decides who is an ‘insider’, is it the group or the researcher?

115 parker, M. “Ethnography/ethics”, Social Science & Medicine, 65(11) (2007) 2248-2259 (p.2253)
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| experienced a great deal of similarly to Breen, who found herself to be neither and insider
nor an outsider in her study of grief following fatal car crashes in Western Australia. Breen
found that she did not struggle to recruit informants despite her outsider status. She concludes
that ‘the bereaved informants were keen to ‘voice’ their experiences to someone who was
willing to listen to them’.**® | feel that a similar factor motivated my participants, who were
not made aware of my religious status at the time of being invited for interview. The
willingness in Pentecostalism to share testimony, particularly as a means of evangelism,
means that outsider status could be seen to be an advantage for the researcher. However,
there was a desire by some respondents to establish my identity as a Christian when
considering how to communicate certain experiences and to assess how sympathetically their

stories might be treated.

I ensured that any connection as an ‘insider’ was communicated clearly to the church
leadership and gatekeepers when seeking their permission to conduct research. The
leadership asked me during our first meeting what my religious affiliation was and which
church | attended. 1 did not feel at the time that this question would determine whether or not
| was granted access, but with hindsight I acknowledge that it may have been a factor in my

research being viewed positively and access being gained swiftly.

As Ochieng discovered through her ethnographic study of families of African descent as a
black African mother herself, participants assumed a certain level of understanding from her
as an ‘insider’, which she viewed as being beneficial to her research.’*’ This assumption of
understanding from participants can cause problems, particularly for a researcher in the

middle. As my status was not obvious to respondents, each made their own assumptions and

1 Breen, L.J. “The researcher ‘in the middle’: Negotiating the insider/outsider dichotomy”, Australian
Community Psychologist, 19(1) (2007) 163-174 (p.167)

17 Ochieng, B.M.N. “’You Know What I Mean:” The Ethical and Methodological Dilemmas and Challenges for
Black Researchers Interviewing Black Families” Qualitative Health Research, 20(12) (2010) 1725-1735 (p.1728)
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chose their language and elaborated on terminology accordingly. The obvious solution was to
adopt the role of questioning outsider, positioning the participant as ‘expert’, empowering
them to explain themselves in more detail and allowing the researcher to ask ‘obvious’
questions. This idea of playing up differences was proposed by Tinker and Armstrong who
suggest that, even as the research progresses and the researcher gains more understanding, she
should retain the impression of being an ‘uninformed outsider’ to avoid assumptions.®
Particularly when discussing matters of religious experience, which can be difficult to express
verbally, it is important for the researcher to attempt to draw out explanations and not settle

for a “you know what I mean” response.

Therefore, for the researcher who sits in the middle of the insider-outsider spectrum, she holds
a position of power whereby she can emphasise one position over the other as necessary. This
must not be done to the extent of confusing the respondents or gatekeepers, but rather it
involves a delicate balance between the understanding sympathy of the insider, with the
uninformed curiosity of the outsider. However, any manipulation or miscommunication of
researcher status and intentions raises ethical concerns, which will be explored in the

following section.
2.3.1.3 Fieldwork ethics

The history of research involving human subjects, particularly for scientific purposes, is
littered with examples of questionable and sometimes dangerous methods. These commonly
involved experimenting on people who, in that particular time and place were considered to

be on the fringes of society (e.g. orphans, prisoners, racial groups) whereby the end of

18 Tinker, C. & Armstrong, N. “From the Outside Looking in: How an Awareness of Difference Can Benefit the
Qualitative Research Process”, The Qualitative Report, 13(1) (2008) 53-60 (p.57)
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118 \When the call came

furthering knowledge was considered to justify any harmful means.
for stricter ethical conduct in medical research, the pressure for ethical protocols in other
disciplines developed alongside. Fieldwork has not been immune to the policies of ethics
review boards, despite the view of some that protocols do not fit with an ethnographic model
of fieldwork as it is a process of development, which cannot be predicted in advance but

requires on-going negotiation. *2°

However, there are aspects of fieldwork that can be
anticipated and planned for in advance, even if the reality changes during the research. | will
discuss three main ethical issues, which commonly arise in the study of congregations and in
collecting life stories; (1) the impact of the research (on field and researcher), (2) power

relations and (3) safeguarding.
Impact of the research

It is considered virtually impossible for the fieldwork researcher to remain a neutral, objective
observer.!?* Therefore, it has been suggested that the responsibility of the researcher should
be, rather than to leave the field unchanged, to ‘make sure that people are not worse off for

having let us study them, even if we cannot guarantee that their lives will be improved’.122

Some researchers have in the past aimed at leaving the field ‘untouched’ by conducting covert
observation, whereby the researcher does not reveal their researcher or outsider status. There
are various reasons for conducting covert observation; from the desire to obtain information

perceived to be only given to ‘insiders’, to the reporting of secret or even illegal activities.

19 See Loue, S. Textbook of Research Ethics: Theory and Practice (Hingham, MA: Kluwer Academic
Publishers, 2000) 1-44 for a historical survey of key examples of human experimentation and research,
predominantly in the US but also globally. The review includes ‘Nazi Experiments’, ‘Cold War Experiments’
and ‘Prison Experiments’ as well as tracing the development of ‘International Codes and Guidelines’ for
research ethics.

120 parker, “Ethnography/ethics”, pp.2252-2253

121 De Laine, M. Fieldwork Participation and Practice: Ethics and Dilemmas in Qualitative Research, (London:
SAGE Publications, 2000), p.124

122 De Laine, Fieldwork Participation and Practice, p.142
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One example in the field of conversion studies is Balch’s covert participation in the Heaven’s
Gate cult.”® Due to the restricted nature of the group and their practice of cutting ties with
the outside world, Balch’s covert methods allowed him access to a community, which
otherwise would have been denied him. From his observations, Balch learned that conversion
to Heaven’s Gate involved rapid learning and performing of roles rather than the traditionally
understood method of “Brainwashing”.  Balch himself gives brief mention of his
‘questionable’ method but concludes that his results would not have been possible without

it.'** The end, he feels, justifies the means of covert research.'?®

Balch’s findings undoubtedly contributed to his academic field, but the question remains,
whether his infiltration of the group, befriending and deception of members was ethical. | can
believe that in some way the members he interacted with may have been left in a worse
position than before he arrived, in that they may have felt deceived and tricked. This may
also have led to a deeper distrust of outsiders and researchers once the research findings were

published.

A researcher’s definition of harm will undoubtedly be skewed by their personal bias towards
the group being studied. Researchers must identify their own opinion of the field, and attempt
to define what may be viewed as harmful from the perspective of the research participants
rather than the researcher. For instance, researchers may feel that the actions of cult leaders
are harmful to cult members and therefore exposing the leadership through covert methods

may be considered beneficial. However, it may not be viewed this way by the members

123 Balch, R.W. “Looking behind the scenes in a religious cult: Implications for the study of conversion”
Sociological Analysis, 41(2) (1980) 137-143

124 Balch, “Looking behind the scenes in a religious cult”, p.138.

125 This view was supported by Oakley in her 1983 study of a secretive Gypsy community whereby she deceived
them into believing she was in trouble with the police in order to gain their trust. See Levinson, M.P.
“Accountability to research participants: unresolved dilemmas and unravelling ethics” Ethnography and
Education, 5(2) (2010) 193-207 (p.195)
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themselves and a sense of personal betrayal by the researcher may be considered more

harmful.

One way to avoid feelings of deception and betrayal for participants is to move to the other
end of the spectrum and offer full disclosure of researcher status, the aims and objectives of
the research. This model of transparency and disclosure is promoted and regulated by
Research Ethics Committees and typically followed in ethnographic studies today. However,
as Wolcott points out, the possibility of betrayal is ‘ever present’ in fieldwork.'® This is
because, no matter how clearly we present our aims and goals and no matter how clearly
respondents communicate their stories and beliefs, there is always the risk of being

misunderstood.!?’

Furthermore, | discovered that in the study of congregations, where attendance during church
services is open, unregulated and changes weekly, the ability to obtaining ‘informed consent’
during services is limited. During a Sunday worship service there will always be new or
different members of the congregation and therefore, short of announcing my presence and
research aims at the beginning of every service | attended over the three-year period, there is
no way to ensure that every member of the congregation is aware of my presence as a
researcher.’?® The church leadership gave permission for my participant observation but this
does raise the question of whether the consent of the church leadership is equivalent of the
consent of the congregation. In the case of worship services where anyone is permitted to

attend, those leading, performing or attending give consent to be observed by nature of the

126 \Wolcott, The Art of Fieldwork, p.147

27 \Wolcott, The Art of Fieldwork, pp.147-8

128 | obtained permission from the lead Pastor to attend services in a research capacity and the fact that | would
not be introduced to the congregation due to the impracticality (even impossibility) of obtaining consent was
revealed to and accepted by the University Ethical Review Committee prior to research commencing. The
decision to introduce me to the congregation was left to the discretion of the leadership.
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event’s ‘open’ status.’?> However, in the case of interviews and where personal information
is shared, the consent of the leadership is not sufficient. For this reason, | have not used any
informal conversations with participants as data as these could be viewed as being given

without informed consent and as the result of covert methods.

In addition, Wolcott argues that fieldwork involves the ‘art of self-deception in perceiving
ourselves as working in service of humanity.”*** If not humanity, then at least in service of
those we are studying. He calls this self-deception because he believes that research best
serves the researcher and we must not be deceived into thinking otherwise, however this does
not excuse us from asking the question ‘how can this research benefit the participants’? One
example springing from the practical-theological model of action research is to involve the
congregation in the process and/or to offer practical applications of the findings for their

ecclesial context. 3!

Finally, it has been noted by De Laine that generally ethical concerns considers the harm
researchers might, willingly or unwillingly, do to others but neglects the impact of the

fieldwork on the researcher.**?

The process of balancing commitment to the research
participants, funding bodies and academic policies can have a conflicting impact on the
researcher.™® Furthermore, in the study of a religious community, whatever her original

beliefs, the researcher stands in a position of being a potential convert and must reflect upon

the challenges this status presents.

129 This might be viewed more as observation by omission rather than covert as there is no intention to deceive,
rather the covert nature comes about from the impracticality and disruption of informing all congregants.

30 \Wolcott, The Art of Fieldwork, p.135.

131 See Chapter Eight for suggested applications of my practical-theological model of conversion for an ecclesial
context.

132 De Laine, Fieldwork Participation and Practice, p.142.

133 De Laine, Fieldwork Participation and Practice, p.120.
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Finally, when gathering testimonies, the researcher can be placed in the role of counsellor by
some participants, especially if she practices the feminist methods of listening in interviews
whereby personal experiences and empathy are used to extract responses.'** The more
empathetic and actively listening the researcher is, the more personal and potentially

disturbing details of the respondent’s life story might be revealed. '*

Although my
participants did not treat their interviews as a form of counselling, 1 was impacted by their
openness and willingness to share very personal details with me. It is the responsibility of the
researcher to maintain a distance as researcher, whilst actively listening and engaging the

respondent. This requires a skilled management of power relations and an aligning of

researcher and participant expectations.
Power relations in the collection and use of testimony

Issues of power relations persist throughout each stage of the fieldwork process, right from
the initial discussions with gatekeepers. There is not the scope in this chapter to discuss all
power issues faced in a congregational study; with gatekeepers, respondents, informants and
leadership. | instead focus on power relations as they relate specifically to the collection and
use of people’s testimonies. This includes the power between researcher and respondent

during the interview itself and in the subsequent use of the testimony in research.

From the time of invitation through to the use of testimonies, the respondent holds the
majority of power. Much of this is implicit but also some is given to the respondent by the
researcher. Implicitly, the respondent has the power to refuse to participate in the interview
and they have the power to reveal or hide whatever information they wish during interview.

The researcher also gives the respondent, through the information given on a consent form,

3% De Laine, Fieldwork Participation and Practice, p.134
135 De Laine, Fieldwork Participation and Practice, p.135.
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the power to withdraw any information as ‘off the record’ at any time during or following the
interview and also the respondent has the final say on whether a direct quote can be used from

their testimony in the final thesis.

Some might argue that the respondent is given too much control over their story and that,
once it has been told, the researcher is the owner of the audio recording and transcripts. As
long as the respondent’s confidentiality is protected, the researcher should be free to use the
story as they wish. However, this view depends on the assumption that the storyteller gives
up ownership of their story once it has been told. That the telling of their testimony assumes
consent for it to be used for the researcher’s purposes. In contrast to this, I am in agreement
with Atkinson who likens the researcher to a midwife, helping with the birth but who at no
time owns the baby. He also likens the researcher’s archive to a safe deposit box in a bank.
The story is something of value deposited there by the storyteller, that the researcher keeps

safe but it is the storyteller who tells the researcher what to do with it, if anything.'*

It is therefore seen to be the researcher’s responsibility to protect the rights of the storyteller
and not to use their testimony against the will of the one who owns it. Furthermore, as
respondents’ stories are not reproduced in their entirety in this research, there is the additional
responsibility to ensure that any quotes are presented in context and retain the respondents’
meanings. It is important to ensure that the respondent is in control of their story telling;
being given freedom to recall and explain the most significant experiences and reflections for
them, without interruption or guidance from the researcher. Following this uninterrupted

narrative, the researcher may then embark on semi-structured questioning and discussion in

1% Atkinson, R. The Life Story Interview, (London: SAGE Publications, 1998), p.39
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order to uncover layers of meaning and explore particular avenues which are of importance to

the research.*®’

The researcher does, of course, hold power in that they have heard and accessed someone’s
personal life story. During my interviews, respondents would often tell me personal and
sometimes disturbing accounts from their lives, placing trust in me as a stranger and an
outsider that | will conduct my research as | have told them and that I will not abuse their trust.
For this reason that | make clear from the beginning of interviews that information will be
treated as confidential and before any direct quotes are used, the respondent will be contacted
to obtain their permission. Many respondents viewed this as an unnecessary process as they
assured me they did not have anything to hide, but the process is there to ensure that their
experiences are not taken out of context during analysis and to highlight to them that they

retain control of their testimonies once told.

Safeguarding

Safeguarding is viewed here in terms of ensuring the physical safety and emotional wellbeing
of both participant and researcher. Once again this will be viewed in terms of the interview
process of the research, as this is the time when the researcher interacted most with
respondents and the possibility of harm was strongest. When conducting one-to-one
interviews with members of a congregation, there can sometimes be an assumption of safety
due to the faith of the group. However, | was also aware of my own personal safety and this
prompted me to ensure that all interviews were conducted in a semi-public place linked to the
church. 1 used the church offices for two reasons; firstly, it fostered a feeling of safety for
both the researcher and the participant, and secondly the location’s affiliation with the church

suggested to the participant that the research was supported by the church leadership.

137 See Chapter Six, section 6.2.2 for an outline and discussion of particular interview methods used.
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The emotional safeguarding of participants is much more difficult to anticipate and define.
Overall, the sharing of personal testimony is seen to be a positive experience in Pentecostal
circles and in sociological terms it ‘brings together the diverse sources of our identity and
gives them coherence’.™*® However, it can also be a source of distress for some, particularly
when testimony is not just given but also questioned. | anticipated two potential areas of
emotional distress, through; (1) the experience of testimony giving and (2) the aftermath of

sharing testimony in a group.

In the first instance, researchers are warned that, depending on the topics discussed in
interviews, emotional responses can be elicited from respondents. The researcher’s response
to these emotions can lead to a misunderstanding of expectations between respondent and
researcher.’*® Respondents may view a sympathetic interviewer as a counsellor figure and
when this role is not fulfilled or the interview process comes to an end, there may be some
emotional harm done. Furthermore, in a life-story interview the respondent may bring up
issues from their past, which they have not previously discussed or dealt with and the
researcher may not be suitably qualified or prepared for. Discussions surrounding personal
faith can occasionally lead to a questioning of religious beliefs rather than edification, if not
approached appropriately by the researcher. The researcher must ensure that questioning of
incompatible or seemingly contradictory beliefs is kept to a minimum and is not perceived as
aggressive. In these instances, it is vital that the purpose and aims of the interview process are

clearly understood by both parties.

The second consideration for emotional safeguarding is significantly more difficult to predict

and nearly impossible for the researcher to protect against. This involves the process of group

138 Wilks, T. “Social Work and Narrative Ethics”, British Journal of Social Work, 35(8) (2005) 1249-1264
(p.1254)
199 De Laine, Fieldwork Participation and Practice, p.134

54



interviews, whereby groups of people who regularly meet together for bible study were
interviewed together about their conversion experiences. For the most part, the sharing of
testimony is viewed positively in Pentecostalism and is seen to edify and build up the church.
However, where strong views concerning authenticity of conversion are held, there is a
possibility that some testimonies may be viewed by others as inadequate or unbiblical. This
can cause problems between existing friendships and lead to conflict and emotional distress
even after the interview is finished. This is incredibly difficult for an interviewer to anticipate
and is seen to be a rare occurrence. The interviewer cannot avoid controversial questions
during a study of Pentecostal conversion, as the majority of controversy in the Pentecostal
movement surrounds the subject of conversion. In these cases, if participants have been
informed that they are under no obligation to answer questions, then any information they

share is by their own volition and the researcher cannot take responsibility.

One key way to safeguard respondents from the potential harms of sharing their life stories is
for the researcher to ensure complete confidentiality, as far as they have the power to do so.
Confidentiality cannot protect respondents from other people who hear their stories in a group
context but it does provide assurance that the researcher will not distribute any information,

audio recordings or transcripts of their testimony without their consent.'*°

Having addressed three problematical areas of fieldwork ethics, I now move on to explore the
ways that theology and empirical fieldwork methods complement one another. | start by
looking at the recent work of the Ecclesiology and Ethnography Network in the UK before
moving on to explore the field of congregational studies and finally, the use of testimony as

data for the practical-theological study of conversion.

140 see Appendix 2 for the consent forms and information given to participants. Read in conjunction with
discussion in Chapter 6, section 6.2.1, (particularly footnotes 3 and 4) of the process of obtaining consent and
particularly the use of different consent forms for focus group and one-to-one interviews.
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2.3.2 Fieldwork and the faith community

Disciplines which utilise empirical methods to study people groups often have similarities to
theology. For instance ethnography assumes that there are layers of meaning behind culture,
ritual and daily life. This is mirrored in the study of theology. Ethnographic methods have
been used in the anthropology of religion for decades but the anthropological interest in
Christianity is still relatively new.** Even rarer is the engagement between anthropologists

with theologians although they have much to learn from one another.*

According to
anthropologist, J. Robbins, the theologian’s ability to deploy the idea of ‘otherness’ should
make anthropologists ‘feel the sting of theological mockery’**® There is a shared awareness
of and desire to express ‘otherness’ rooted in theology and ethnography as well as a respect

for the representation of the other. The faithful observation and representation of research

subjects’ experiences should come quite naturally, therefore, to the theologian.

Since 2012 a network of theologians in the UK has been discussing and developing this idea
of ethnography and theology combined, in a multi-disciplinary way, in the study of churches.
The Ecclesiology and Ethnography Network (EEN) equates ethnography with empirical
research and acknowledges, or rather laments, the lack of theologians conducting fieldwork.'**

In the EEN’s first publication Perspectives on Ecclesiology and Ethnography, Pete Ward

proposes that ‘to understand the church, we should view it as being simultaneously

141 Robbins, J. “Anthropology and Theology: An Awkward Relationship?” Anthropology Quarterly, 79(2) (2006)
285-294 (p.285)

2 Douglas Davies identifies the fundamental distinction between Anthropology and Theology as concerning the
existence of God, while arguing that ‘experience lies at the heart of each’, making them suitable dialogue
partners although theology has historically been more ready to engage with anthropology than anthropology to
engage with theological perspectives (Davies, D.J. Anthropology and Theology (Oxford: Berg Publishers, 2002)
pp.1-2)

143 Robbins, “Anthropology and Theology’ p.287.

144 Ward, P. “Introduction” in Perspectives on Ecclesiology and Ethnography, ed. by Ward, P. (Cambridge:
Eerdmans, 2012) 1-10 (p.2). The term ‘ethnography’ here refers to qualitative methods but there is certainly an
element of fieldwork assumed as Pete Ward makes clear in his “Introduction” p.1-2.
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theological and social/cultural’.**> Therefore empirical enquiry arises from the situatedness of
churches. Although the EEN’s focus is ecclesial, Ward notes that the practice of theology as
a whole is also situated, and therefore an ethnographic approach can make a contribution to

146

all areas of theology. *™ The purpose is to overcome ‘methodological laziness in ecclesiology’

and to talk about social and cultural issues with credibility and rigour. **’

The EEN offers a valuable contribution to the world of ethnography as well as ecclesiology.
These scholars take empirical theology seriously and are attempting to situate it within the
location of churches. While doing so they are developing unique methodologies which will
help broaden and inform the study of church. The developments and observations they make
are beneficial to anyone wishing to engage in empirical theology. When viewed as a
community of Christian believers, the church represents and embodies all aspects of Christian
experience and practice. It is for this reason that the congregation was chosen as the ideal

field from within which to conduct my empirical research into Pentecostal conversion.
2.3.2.1 Congregational studies

This research contributes to the steadily growing number of empirical and ethnographic
studies of congregations in the UK.** It is one of only a handful of studies into Elim

congregations and the first of any kind to be conducted within this congregation. *** Founded

5 Ward, “Introduction”, p-2.

146 Ward, “Introduction”, p.3.

147 Ward, “Introduction”, p.4.

148 Most notably: Stringer, M. On the Perception of Worship, (Birmingham: University of Birmingham Press,
1999); Guest, M., Tusting, K. & Woodhead, L. Congregational Studies in the UK, (Surrey: Ashgate, 2004);
Guest, M. Evangelical Identity and Contemporary Culture: A Congregational Study in Innovation, (Milton
Keynes: Paternoster Press, 2007); and Cartledge, Testimony in the Spirit: Rescripting Ordinary Pentecostal
Theology.

149 Helen Cookson’s 2008 thesis presents an ethnographic study of four Elim Pentecostal churches in the North
East of England. Cookson’s is the first ethnographic study specifically focussed on Elim in the UK, however her
focus is not theological and she recommends that further ethnography of Elim is required in the UK’s larger
cities, such as Birmingham. See Cookson, H. At the Edge of Faith: An Ethnographic Study of British
Pentecostalism, (Doctoral thesis, Durham University, 2008). Available to download from Durham E-Theses
Online: http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/1340.
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in Monaghan, Northern Ireland in 1915, the Elim movement represents the development of
Pentecostalism in response to British experiences and culture as well as the response of
British people to the adoption and development of such a global movement and, subsequently
the inclusion of people from other cultural backgrounds into the mix.**® Therefore the Elim

Pentecostal Church offers the ideal case study of Pentecostalism in the UK.

Christian congregations are seen to form such a strong part of the histories and social make-up
of the US and the UK that congregational studies in these contexts have developed almost
parallel to each other.’™ However, Guest, Tusting and Woodhead highlight that studies in the
UK are typically intrinsic, as opposed to the US where they are often extrinsic, with findings

being related to broader agendas.**

Whatever its expression, the disciplined study of church
groups is an important aspect of practical theology as congregations are the melting pot of

Cartledge’s three levels of discourse, making them a fascinating and important field for

practical-theological enquiry.

A congregational study is the formal study of typically a faith-based congregation or
congregations. However, the methods, motives and desired outcomes of congregational
studies can vary wildly from case to case. Traditionally, congregational studies adopt social
scientific or ethnographic methods (both qualitative and quantitative) as these are seen to be
best suited for the study of people groups. The motives can range from an academic wanting
to understand a particular aspect of the congregation’s make up or beliefs typically from a
sociological, psychological, anthropological or theological viewpoint, to a member of the

church wanting to assess the way they do things in order to create better policies or practices.

150 Robinson, J. Pentecostal Origins: Early Pentecostalism in Ireland in the Context of the British Isles, (Milton
Keynes: Paternoster Press, 2005) pp.124-5. See chapter five for a more detailed history of Elim’s beginnings
and its move to Birmingham.

151 Ammerman, N.T., Carroll, J.W., Dudley, C.S. and McKinney, W. Studying Congregations: a new handbook,
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1998) p.7, comment on the importance of Christianity in the culture of the US.

132 woodhead, L., Guest, M. & Tusting, K. “Congregational Studies: Taking Stock™, in Congregational Studies
in the UK, ed. by Guest, M., Tusting, K. and Woodhead, L., (Surrey: Ashgate, 2004) 1-24 (p.2)
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The desired outcomes can range from an academic thesis, a change in policy or even doctrine,
a public article or feedback to the congregation in other forms. In this study, the methods
used are primarily ethnographic, the aim is to identify the congregation’s theology and
experiences of conversion. My maotivation for this study is unavoidably extrinsic, in that the
desired outcome is a unique contribution to the theological study of Pentecostal conversion in
the form of a doctoral thesis, by offering practical-theological model of conversion with
applications for academic and ecclesial theological discourse. However | am also motivated
by an intrinsic interest in the subject of Pentecostal conversion and the desire to broaden the

pool of empirical studies. *3

Having discussed the problems which can arise in the fieldwork study of congregations, | will
raise one further issue in conducting a congregational study; that of the fabled ‘Pentecostal
congregation’. The question of who counts as a participant in a study into Pentecostal
conversion arose early into my fieldwork planning. It was concluded that membership or
regular attendance at a Pentecostal church and, as there are no restrictions on who can attend
the church, self-identification as Pentecostal would be the criterion. However, the question
‘do you consider yourself to be Pentecostal’ proved to be the most difficult for respondents to
answer during interviews. The question prompted the majority of respondents to offer their

own definition of Pentecostalism before they would affiliate with the label.

Ammerman highlights that ‘no two congregations are alike’ because they are all shaped by

154

theological tradition and their larger secular cultural context.™" I would add to Ammerman’s

observation that, due to the Free Church ecclesiology of Pentecostalism, coupled with

153 Ryan, R.M. and Deci, E.L. “Intrinsic and Extrinsic Motivations: Classic Definitions and New Directions”
Contemporary Educational Psychology, 25(1) (2000) 54-67, p.55; in which the authors explain, ‘intrinsic
motivation...refers to doing something because it is inherently interesting or enjoyable, and extrinsic motivation,
which refers to doing something because it leads to a separable outcome’

54 Ammerman, N.T. “Culture and Identity in the Congregation” in Studying Congregations: a new handbook, ed.
by Ammerman, N.T., Carroll, J.W., Dudley, C.S. and McKinney, W., (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1998) 78-104

(pp.78-9)
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denominational drifting in the UK, the ordinary theology of each congregation is also made
up of a mixture of other theological traditions with multiple definitions of Pentecostalism. It
therefore becomes impossible to identify a ‘Pentecostal congregation’ in the sense of a group
of people who all share identifiably Pentecostal beliefs and values. Rather the group identity
of ‘Pentecostal’ had to come from the ecclesial rather than from the ordinary level. If | tried
to gather a group of one hundred research participants who all believed specific Pentecostal
doctrines and had experienced particular experiences, | suspect the resulting group would not
all come from the same congregation. Therefore, the practice of congregational studies in the
UK reveals more than just shared beliefs but can tell us a great deal about the nature of
community and the negotiation of faith and practice among a group of people with often

varied, sometimes conflicting, theologies and experiences.
2.3.2.2 Testimony as data

Finally, a word must be said about the use of testimony as the primary source of empirical
data for the study of Pentecostal conversion. This is by no means a new or novel approach to
conversion studies but has been found to be a rich and fascinating resource for past
researchers.”™ In the case of Pentecostalism, individual testimony is even more important as
it is seen as a commitment mechanism,**® a tool for evangelism and a biblical mandate to

believers.

The discipline of narrative theology identifies three distinct types of testimony: life story,
community stories and canonical stories.”>" This study focuses its data collection on life or

individual testimonies. However the community and canonical stories inevitably shape and

1% Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.137

1% McGuire, M.B. “Testimony as a Commitment Mechanism in Catholic Pentecostal Prayer Groups”, Journal
for the Scientific Study of Religion, 16(2) (1977) 165-168 (p.166)

137 Fackre, G. “Narrative Theology: An Overview”, Interpretation, 57(4) (1983) 340-352. (See also Cartledge,
Testimony in the Spirit, p.17).
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are shaped by these and so will also be explored and used in analysis. Testimonies can be
given publically, semi-publically or privately. Giving testimony most frequently refers to a
verbal act but can be transmitted through other means.’*® A variety of testimonies were
encountered during my fieldwork through observation of semi-public testimony in Sunday
services, group testimony shared in focus group interviews, written testimonies displayed on
the church website and predominantly detailed testimonies shared in one-to-one interviews.
Although not exclusively so, testimony or one’s ‘story’ as it is called at LCF, is very closely

linked with the experience of conversion.

A believer’s story is at once deeply personal and also the property of the community to which
they belong as it forms part of their community story. Furthermore, the process of scripture
shaping present testimony is strongly identifiable within the theology of the Pentecostal

movement. **°

It is believed that every individual can encounter their own Pentecost at
conversion, which leads to a natural desire to frame personal testimony particularly within the
biblical Acts narrative.'®® Pentecostal testimony witnesses that the same Spirit, whom Jesus
promised would fill the disciples with power and allow them to witness “to the ends of the

161

earth” is encountered by believers today.”" With each new account the biblical narrative is

seen to be supported and revitalised and the community’s theology reinforced.

The Greek word for testimony found in the New Testament is marturea or, more commonly

presented as martureo, the act of ‘bearing witness’. In the New Testament, this legal

158 For example, the Lighthouse Christian Fellowship website has a section dedicated to congregants’ stories.
These range from life narratives reflecting on coming to faith, to one individual act of support or intervention
from God in their life. Although not verbal, these would still be considered as testimonies.

9 Ellington, S. “A Reciprocal Reshaping of History and Experience in the Psalms: Interactions with Pentecostal
Testimony”, Journal of Pentecostal Theology, 16(1) (2007) 18-31 (p.24); see also Ellington, S. “’Can I get a
Witness’: The Myth of Pentecostal Orality and the Process of Traditioning in the Psalms”, Journal of
Pentecostal Theology, 20(1) (2011) 54-67 (pp.56-7); Cartledge, M.J. Encountering the Spirit: The charismatic
tradition, (London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 2006) p.83.

180 Cartledge, Encountering the Spirit, p.83.

181 Acts 1:8 (NIV)
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language refers primarily to the human attestation to the life, actions and identity of Jesus

Christ. Personal testimony is the believer’s witness to the activity of God in their life.

Perhaps the most powerful form of testimony for Pentecostals today is that of the conversion
narrative. This marks the beginning of a believer’s new life, their journey with God and
attests to the continued redeeming and sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit in the modern
world. A believer’s witness to the saving grace of God and the power of the Holy Spirit in
their lives can act as a kind of sacrament to the congregation, pointing them back to the
community’s core beliefs about salvation. This sacrament serves to unify the congregation in
that moment in much the same way that receiving communion seeks to. However, in the
same way that speaking in tongues requires an interpretation, the practice of giving testimony

is often treated with the same care in a public or semi-public Pentecostal setting.'®?

Whilst occasionally alluded to in Pentecostal theological writings, the subject of testimony as

a manifestation of the Spirit remains relatively unchartered.'®®

| wish to propose that
testimony should be viewed under the category of inspired speech, along with the gifts of
prophesy, words of knowledge, speaking in tongues and interpretation. As has already been
discussed, the practice of martureo is closely linked to the receiving of the Holy Spirit,
particularly in Acts. At the beginning of the Acts account, Jesus’ promise that the disciples
will receive the Holy Spirit directly precedes a promise in the same breath, that they “will be

my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth”.*®* The

receiving of the Holy Spirit in power and the call to martureo are the last recorded words of

162 | discuss testimony giving as a commitment ritual in the same category as baptism and communion in Chapter
Four, section 4.7.2.

163 1 eeper, G. “The nature of the Pentecostal gift with special reference to Numbers 11 and Acts 2, Asian
Journal of Pentecostal Studies, 6(1) (2003) 23-38 (p.37); Yong, A. The Spirit Poured Out on All Flesh:
Pentecostalism and the Possibility of Global Theology, (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2005) p.146;
Cartledge, M.J. Encountering the Spirit, p.83 (testimony is included in a chapter on inspired speech but no
further reference is made to its inspiration).

164 Acts 1:8 (NIV)

62



Christ before his ascension and as such the importance placed on the connection between the

spirit and testimony requires deeper enquiry.

As a means of data collection for this study testimony is invaluable because it presents a
doorway into the ordinary theology of believers about their conversion experiences. Despite
its common use in conversion studies, the subjectivity and changeability of people’s stories at
one time made testimony an increasingly questionable and suspect resource for scientific
enquiry. The more studies showed the role communities play in the construction of
conversion accounts and the process of re-interpreting past events based on current worldview,
the less reliable testimonies seemed as an accurate account of ‘what actually happened’.165
According to Gooren, however, it is this re-interpretative nature of testimony, which he refers
to as biographical reconstruction which is one of the most promising factors to show that
genuine conversion has taken place.’® Therefore the changes and re-interpretations of past

events should, wherever possible, be noted and embraced as crucial insights into religious

change.

In this respect, biblical theologian Scott Ellington argues from the Old Testament that
testimony has never been intended to be a historical account of events “as they happened”.
Ellington instead advocates a biblical understanding of Pentecostal testimony as ‘memory’ as
opposed to ‘historiography’.*®” This distinction allows for a more fluid and malleable
approach to testimony, not limited to recalling past events. When viewed in this way, biblical

accounts can be interwoven with present experience, hope for the future and assist the

believer in interpreting their current experiences in light of the past. Therefore, ‘by insisting

1% Snow, D.A. & Machalek, R. “The Sociology of Conversion” Annual Review of Sociology, 10 (1984) 167-190
(pp.175-8)

1% Gooren, H. Religious Conversion and Disaffiliation: Tracing Patterns of Change in Faith Practice, (New
York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2010) p.44; this view is also expressed by McKnight, S. “Was Paul a Convert?” Ex
Auditu, 25 (2009) 110-132 (p.122)

187 Ellington, “A Reciprocal Reshaping of History and Experience in the Psalms”, p.22.
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that experiences in the present be integrated with their salvation story, Israel places their core
story endlessly at risk, while at the same time making possible a fresh owning of that story by

each new generation.’ 168

The ‘risk’ Ellington refers to is the ever present danger that current experiences of God will
not correspond with the biblical understanding of his character. Worse still, by advocating the
biblical testimony of salvation despite present unanswered prayers or perceived absence of
God, the believer leaves their testimony vulnerable to attacks on its validity. In a present day
Christian context, many churches appear to have felt this risk too acutely and lost the
confidence, and perhaps the faith, to call God to account as a covenant partner when his
present actions appear to contradict his past promises.®® The result, according to Ellington, is
a lack of lament in Christian testimony, a lack of engagement with the past and subsequently a
loss of a “fresh owning” of the biblical story. The conversion studies scholar, in using
believers’ testimonies as data, has the opportunity to present not only the story of their
conversion but also the multiple layers of meaning by which the believer’s experience is

connected to the broader biblical narrative.

2.4 Conclusion

In this chapter | have identified theology is an appropriate field of empirical enquiry and
outlined an intra-disciplinary approach utilising qualitative methods from the social sciences

within an embedded case study. | locate myself in the observer-as-participant role and have

1%8 Ellington, “A Reciprocal Reshaping of History and Experience in the Psalms”, p.27.

189 McKnight refers to conversion testimonies in his childhood church being encouraged to be dramatic, and that
those stories ‘gave shape to how to learned to tell our own stories’ (McKnight, S. Finding Faith, Losing Faith:
Stories of Conversion and Apostasy (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2008) p.3). Similarly, if a church
encourages positive or triumphalist testimony, then this may inform how others tell their stories and result in a
loss of honesty in testimony giving. This must be considered when asking someone to give their story, that their
natural reaction may be to give the ‘expected’ narrative and the researcher has a responsibility to uncover the
lament and honest experience which might be under the surface.
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explored some of the ethical challenges of performing fieldwork in a congregation. |
concluded that, while an element of ‘covert’ research is unavoidable during participant
observation, the only way to safeguard respondents against potential harm in interviews is to
ensure that researcher and participant expectations are equal and to view the participants’

story as their own possession throughout.

I have briefly explored the practice of congregational studies and in particular the growing
pool of congregational studies in the UK to which this thesis offers itself as a contribution.
Finally | highlighted the importance of testimony for a practical theological study of
Pentecostal conversion and repeated Ellington’s challenge to scholars to view testimony as
memory rather than history, thus presenting conversion stories in the context of the wider

biblical story, reflecting the convert entering into that narrative.

In chapter three | will survey the empirical literature of conversion studies from the
disciplines of the human sciences and from here the concept of ‘conversion’ finds its broader
meaning outside of a Christian context. While these studies neglect any theological context, |
explore how these disciplines have developed our understanding of conversion from a secular
perspective. Furthermore, the literature provides an interesting view of how Pentecostal-
charismatic expressions of Christianity have been viewed as New Religious Movements by
the wider academic community. The social sciences discussion about conversion not only
informs the situational analysis of the ordinary experiences in this study, but it is from here
that 1 identify the multi-disciplinary stage-model from Lewis Rambo’s seminal work
Understanding Religious Conversion, as the most appropriate framework for this study’s

empirical data collection.
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CHAPTER THREE
CONVERSION THEORY: LESSONS FROM THE HUMAN SCIENCES
3.1 Introduction

As | read the literature...l began to believe that the published material on conversion
resembled a metropolitan train yard crowded with separate tracks that ran parallel to
each other, where each individual train had its own assigned track and never crossed
over to another...only a few scholars of conversion were aware that the subject was
traversed by more than one track, and that there could even be more than one train on
each track.'™

This is the conclusion drawn by Lewis Rambo from the conversion literature within his field
of the human sciences.'™ The aim of this chapter is to lead the reader through this ‘train yard’
which prompted Rambo to take stock of conversion scholarship. | begin by highlighting the
main trains (conversion theories) that have been driven repeatedly upon the well-worn, but
typically separate tracks (academic disciplines) during the latter half of the twentieth

century.!’

From this starting point I go on to outline Rambo’s contribution of a holistic stage
model, as an attempt to reorganise and unify the train yard of conversion theory, in his
seminal contribution, Understanding Religious Conversion.  Finally, | explore the
significance and weaknesses of the dominant conversion theories in the human sciences post-

Rambo. Throughout this chapter | particularly highlight the presentation of Pentecostal-

Charismatic conversion as it has been expressed through the lens of the human sciences.

79 Rambo, L.R. Understanding Religious Conversion, (New Haven: Yale University Press 1993) p.xiv

! Human Sciences is taken here to refer to the disciplines of Sociology, Psychology and Anthropology, as well
as their various sub-genres (socio-psychology etc).

172 Rambo does not define his terms here but | interpret it to mean that the train yard is conversion studies as a
whole; the tracks are broader disciplines (e.g. sociology of religion, psychology of religion, theology,
anthropology etc) and the trains are particular focuses or themes of conversion studies (e.g. cultural, emotional,
brainwashing theory, beliefs etc). Disciplines seem to allow only certain themes without branching out or
engaging with methods and concerns within other disciplines. The most notable is the ‘train’ of beliefs sticking
to the theological ‘track’ and rarely being invited onto others, and theology often ignoring other tracks altogether.
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I conclude that Rambo’s model is not superseded in its breadth or holistic approach by any
subsequent models and it therefore offers the most appropriate model through which to
explore conversion empirically. However, despite Rambo’s sympathetic treatment of the
religious aspect and, I believe, his genuine desire to include the theological ‘track’ in his
discussion, | argue that there remains to be introduced to conversion studies a serious and
sincere exploration of the perceived role of the divine in conversion experiences, the beliefs
surrounding the conversion process and those of the faith being adopted. | argue that the
human sciences are concerned with how and why people convert but they do not ask what
people are converting to or what they believe happens theologically through conversion. The

present study aims to redress this balance.

3.2 “Classic” conversion theories

In the latter half of the twentieth century, conversion studies were experiencing renewed
momentum, largely due to an increased prominence of New Religious Movements (NRM),
particularly in the USA.X"® A high proportion of ground-breaking conversion studies which
emerged during the 1960s to 1990s focussed on groups that were considered NRM or

‘deviant’.}™ Studies into NRMs are of particular interest to this thesis as, during the period

% Snow and Machalek, “The Sociology of Conversion” Annual Review of Sociology, 10 (1984), pp.167-8;
Richardson, J.T. “The Active vs. Passive Convert: Paradigm Conflict in Conversion/Recruitment Research”
Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 24(2) (1985) 163-179 (p.163)

174 See Lofland, J. and Stark, R. “Becoming a world saver: a theory of conversion to a deviant perspective”
American Sociological Review, 30(6) (1965) 862-75; Balch, R.W. “Looking behind the scenes in a religious cult:
Implications for the study of conversion” Sociology of Religion, 41(2) (1980) 137-43; Long, T.E. and Hadden,
J.K. “Religious conversion and the concept of socialization: Integrating the brainwashing and drift models”
Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 22(1) (1983) 1-14; Beckford, J.A. and Richardson, J.T. “A
Bibliography of Social Scientific Studies of New Religious Movements” Social Compass, 30(1) (1983) 111-135;
and Snow and Machalek, “The Sociology of Conversion” pp.167-90
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under examination, Pentecostalism was still considered a ‘sect’ and a number of important

studies into conversion focussed on Pentecostal-charismatic groups.'”

The following literature is organised according to overarching explanatory concepts, or
paradigms.*”® During the focal period, different paradigms were being continually explored,
resurrected and refined over time. It is therefore the most useful way to view the literature on
conversion from the human sciences. Traditionally, scholars of conversion have been
preoccupied with answering two main questions: (1) what is conversion; whether this can be
universally identified or defined and, more contentiously, (2) why do people convert; are
converts active or passive participants? The literature concerning each question will be
explored below, revealing that the studies explored serve to simultaneously limit and
overcomplicate the train yard of conversion scholarship, whilst failing to present a satisfactory

picture of the complex reality of religious conversion.
3.2.1 Defining conversion and identifying ‘true’ converts

When faced with the task of researching religious conversion from a
sociological/psychological perspective, scholars initially look to identify their research group
from within clearly defined parameters. For scholars of conversion, this act of defining the
group upon which their study is focussed presents a challenging beginning as the conversion
experience is often personal and one group’s view of what constitutes a genuine convert will

commonly contradict another’s, sometimes within the same religious tradition.'”” This means

175 See Heirich, M. “Change of heart: A test of some widely held theories about religious conversion” American
Journal of Sociology, 83(3) (1977) 653-680; McGuire, M.B. “Testimony as a Commitment Mechanism in
Catholic Pentecostal Prayer Groups” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 16(2) (1977) 165-8; and
Ullman, C. “Cognitive and Emotional Antecedents of Religious Conversion” Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 43(1) (1982) 183-92

76 “paradigms” is a term favoured by Richardson in “Active vs. Passive Convert”. Within these broader themes
there are ‘key, critical, orienting, defining” “motif experiences” as explored by Lofland, J. and Skonovd, N.
“Conversion Motifs” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 20(4) (1981) 373-85.

7 Orthodox and Reform/Liberal Judaism is an example of conflicting opinions of conversion present within the
same broad religious tradition.
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that a single, all-encompassing definition of religious conversion is not and, | suggest, will

never be agreed upon.

The main issues that arise when trying to identify religious converts have here been separated
into two categories: (1) scale and (2) identity. The first seeks to specify the scale against
which a change in one’s root reality must measure to qualify as ‘conversion’. Studies
conducted between 1960s and 1990s which focus on NRMs predominantly centre on dramatic
change, often from a conventional (or no) religious group, to an unconventional or deviant
group. However, there exists a broad spectrum of religious change, anywhere along which
individuals may identify, or be identified, as converts. Differentiations have been made
between the concept of conversion as a ‘complete disruption’ or ‘radical discontinuity’, and
supposedly lesser personal change experiences.!”® For example, Travisano coined the term
alternation as a change in identity or commitment, which is commonly mistaken for
conversion but he identifies as distinct from conversion in its impermanence. Likewise,
Gordon distinguishes the act of consolidation, by which an individual makes a personal
change by combining two previously held but conflicting beliefs. For Travisano and Gordon,
conversion is a term reserved for the most dramatic of personal changes. However this
introduction of new vocabulary to the debate results in defining what conversion is not rather
than what it is. Furthermore, multiple definitions of non-conversion results in an expansion of

the field rather than the desired identification of universally applicable terminology.

Snow and Machalek confidently, although vaguely, assert in their review of the existing

literature that, ‘the notion of radical change remains at the core of all conceptions of

178 The former defined by Travisano, R.V. “Alternation and conversion as qualitively different transformations”
in Social Psychology through Symbolic Interaction, ed. by Stone, G.P. and Faberman, H.A. (Waltham, MA:
Xerox College Publishing, 1970) 594-606; the latter by Gordon, D.F. “The Jesus People: An identity synthesis”
Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 3(2) (1974) 159-178, both referenced in Snow and Machalek,
“Sociology of Conversion” p.169
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conversion, whether theological or social scientific’.’”® Beyond this core assumption,

scholars are undecided about where conversion lies on this complex scale. Is radical change a
dramatic event or a gradual process? Is conversion a one-time occurrence or can multiple
conversions take place? Is it a change in beliefs or identity; values or behaviour? The task of
definition falls upon the individual scholar to decide upon their own parameters from which to
identify a subject group. The study of conversion, therefore, can never be completely

removed from the scholar’s own personal (and disciplinary) commitments.

Secondly, in the light of a lack of a universally, or inter-disciplinary agreed scale, individual
scholars face the task of accurately identifying individuals who fall under their own definition.
Depending on one’s focus, this task can be relatively straightforward or incredibly
complicated. Identification of converts is frequently a case of: discovering the individual’s
self-identification as a convert (rhetorical indicators), their membership role within the group
(membership status) and/or their adoption of particular rituals or events (demonstration

events), when one’s focus is sociological or psychological.*®

In their oft cited study into a small, millenarian cult (Divine Precepts or DP) in the USA,
Lofland and Stark conclude that the most obvious evidence for conversion is the individual’s
own declaration that they have converted.®! These declarations of faith, ‘frequently take the
form of a tale of regeneration, about how terrible life was before and how wonderful it is
now’."® Problematically, personal testimonies are often influenced and moulded to a greater

or lesser extent by the ideology and language of the group to which an individual has

' Snow and Machalek, “Sociology of Conversion”, p.169

%9 Snow and Machalek, “Sociology of Conversion” pp.171-174
181 Lofland, and Stark, “Becoming a world saver”, p.863

182 Lofland, and Stark, “Becoming a world saver”, p.863
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affiliated him or herself.*® Lofland and Stark recognise the ease by which verbal declarations
can be made to fit an ideological mould and falsified. Within the DP, a few converts’ verbal
accounts were not accepted as authentic by the other core members. Core members of the DP
appear to have had unwritten and intangible criteria for accepting convert’s accounts as
‘genuine’.  Comparatively, others who also verbalised conversion with no apparent
commitment were accepted by the group as authentic. Unfortunately, the opportunity to
explore the group’s own complex definitions of authentic conversion is rejected and instead
Lofland and Stark choose to identify their own criteria from their observations. Two classes

4 The former is

of conversion are identified: verbal conversion and total conversion.*®
identified through verbal declaration alone and the latter combines words and deeds to express
their transformation and commitment to the group. Lofland and Stark identify total
conversion as the stage that verbal converts will reach upon completion of their six-stage

accumulating conversion model.*®

Whilst significantly introducing the concept of conversion as a process, which follows set
patterns over time, Lofland and Stark’s distinction of verbal and total conversion places an
unbalanced reliability on actions and deeds over verbal accounts. In contrast, McGuire’s
1977 ethnographic study of Pentecostal Catholics in the US concludes that, testimony is a
greater indicator of religious commitment than the previously held criteria of glossolalia
(speaking in tongues).**® McGuire builds upon the theory that converts to a new religious

group must undergo an experience of ‘bridge-burning’; consisting ‘involvement’ and

183 Snow and Machalek, “Sociology of Conversion” p.176; see also Stromberg, P.G. “Ideological Language in
the Transformation of Identity”” American Anthropologist, 92(1) (1990) 42-56

1841 ofland, and Stark, “Becoming a world saver” p.864

185 1 ofland, and Stark, “Becoming a world saver” p.874

188 See Hine, V. “Pentecostal Glossolalia: Toward a Functional Interpretation” Journal for the Scientific Study of
Religion, 8(2) (1969) 211-26
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‘abandonment”."®” In the case of Pentecostal Catholics, McGuire asserts that the practice of

giving public/semi-public testimony, ‘includes both involvement (drawing the member into
the prayer group) and a measure of abandonment (i.e., risking “turning off” non-believer
friends)’ and therefore fulfils the criteria as the main commitment mechanism for new
converts.*® Contrary to Lofland and Stark, McGuire highlights the act of giving ‘witness’ as
more than simply a verbal declaration, but a fundamental action of commitment in its own

right for Pentecostal Catholics.'®°

The concept of actions as reliable markers of conversion was strongly challenged by Robert
Balch, through his covert participation in a UFO cult in the 1970s. ' This study was
motivated by the observation that the common sense view, ‘behaviour is not always consistent
with values, attitudes, and beliefs’ was not being applied to sociological studies of cults or
NRMs.** Balch attributed this oversight primarily to a lack of knowledge by scholars about
the daily routine or “behind the scenes” features of cult life. His method of infiltrating the
group and befriending other members under the pretence of being a convert would be
considered unethical today. However his covert status led, significantly, to his application of
sociological role theory to the study of conversion to deviant groups, seriously bringing into
question brainwashing and deprogramming theories in particular. The contribution of role

theory to the study of conversion is the idea that converts may take on the expected roles and

87 McGuire, “Testimony as a Commitment Mechanism” p.165, referring to the typology set out in Lebra, T.S.
“Millenarian Movements and Resocialization” American Behavioural Scientist, 16(2) (1972) 195-217

188 McGuire, “Testimony as a Commitment Mechanism” p.168

189 In his psychological work on faith stages, J.W. Fowler identifies the ‘conscious adoption of a new set of
master stories’ as a fundamental part of his definition of conversion. Fowler differentiates between stages of
faith, which he sees as progressive, minor steps within the same faith, and conversion, which he identifies in
terms of recentering of values and commitments, accompanied by new master stories and ‘commitment to
reshape one’s life in a new community of interpretation and action’. (Fowler, J.W. Stages of Faith: The
Psychology of Human Development and the Quest for Meaning (London: Harper and Row, 1981) p.282-283
190 This group became later known as Heaven’s Gate. Tragically 39 members of the group committed mass
suicide in 1997 due to a belief that there was a UFO in the tail of the passing Hale-Bopp comet, which would
“evacuate” believers to Heaven. Balch’s reports offer a unique and poignant insight into the social networks and
daily routines of group members in the 1970’s.

191 Balch, “Looking Behind the Scenes in a Religious Cult” p.142
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attributes of a belief system prior to adopting their values, beliefs or ‘ultimate grounding’, in

order to test out that life-style.'*

Researchers must heed Balch’s warning not to be deceived by appearances and learn to
differentiate between what converts say and do ‘on stage’ in front of non-members, and what

% In order to achieve this, Balch

they say and do in the security of their own group.™
advocates a deeper level of investigation than theoretical or surface level studies have
provided. If converts’ layers of meaning and role play are to be successfully unearthed,

studies into religious conversion require an empirical element.

The empirical indicators of religious conversion were collated by Snow and Machalek into
three main categories: membership status, demonstration events and rhetorical patterns.'**
Each category contains inherent problems and no one category can be taken as an undeniable
proof of an individual’s conversion. In terms of membership status, Balch’s study of the UFO
cult shows that there is not necessarily a correlation between membership and conversion. It
is also observable within many religious groups that individual members possess varying
levels of commitment and that beliefs or values can alter over time between varying degrees

of intensity.'® Therefore, membership status alone cannot guarantee that an individual’s

conversion runs deeper than group affiliation.

The second indicator, demonstration events, is considered to be just as unreliable at
identifying conversion as the first, in isolation. Snow and Machalek cite examples of baptism,

testimony and glossolalia as seeking to ‘provide dramatic evidence both to oneself and to

192 A view supported by Bromley, D.G. and Shupe, A.D. “Just a Few Years Seem Like a Lifetime”: A Role
Theory Approach to Participation in Religious Movements” in L. Kriesberg Research in Social Movements,
Conflicts, and Change (volume 2) ed. by Kriesberg, L. (Greenwich, CT: JAI Press, 1979) 159-85. See also
Richardson, “The Active vs. Passive Convert”.

193 Balch, “Looking behind the scenes” p.143

194 Snow and Machalek, “Sociology of Conversion” p.171

195 As expressed in the Conversion Careers model advocated in Richardson, J.T. Conversion Careers:In and Out
of the New Religions, (Beverley Hills: SAGE, 1978) and later by Henri Gooren (see section 3.4.3)
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others that one is imbued with the appropriate spirit or force’ as to be “authentic”.**® Such
events have been met with some scepticism from scholars of the human sciences, particularly
when they are the result of so-called revivals or crusades. Snow and Machalek cite a number
of studies whereby apparent conversions at such events and the demonstrations that follow are
attributed to nothing more than “public compliance without any private acceptance”.'®’ As
with membership status, scholars are warned that demonstration events are not sufficient

proof in and of themselves of authentic conversion.

The final empirical indicator is separated into four distinct subsections, falling under the
heading of rhetorical indicators: biographical reconstruction, adoption of master attribution
scheme, suspension of analogical reasoning, and embracement of the convert role.**® Due to
the prevailing nature of personal testimonies as the main source of data collection in empirical
studies of conversion, there has been a great deal of interest in the reliability and usefulness of
these accounts as a research method. The overarching conclusion in the decade leading up to
Understanding Religious Conversion was that a convert’s testimony is the result of a subtle
process of dismantling one’s personal biography and reconstructing it in accordance with the

199

ideologies or ethos of the new group.”™ If accurate, this process invalidates any attempt to

d.?% Instead

take testimonies at face value as historical accounts of events as they happene
they should be viewed as insights into the current ideology and experience of the individual
(and their affiliated group). This by no means negates the usefulness of testimony as a

primary source of data; however, researchers are urged to read between the lines of converts’

19 Snow and Machalek, “Sociology of Conversion” p.172

Y"Moscovici, S. “Toward a theory of conversion behaviour” in Advances in experimental social psychology,
volume 13, ed. by Berkowitz, L. (New York, NY: Academic Press, 1980) 209-239 (p.211), cited in Snow and
Machalek, “Sociology of Conversion” p.172

1% Snow and Machalek, “Sociology of Conversion” p.173

199 See Snow and Machalek’s discussion in “Sociology of Conversion” and Stromberg’s in “Ideological
Language” for an in depth exploration of the role and validity of biographical reconstruction in conversion

200 | discussed a theological approach to this argument as supported by Scott Ellington in Chapter Two, section
2.3.2.2.
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accounts using critical analysis. It is worth highlighting, however, that personal bias is not
unique to religious converts, and researchers must also be alert to the inevitable danger of
projecting their own beliefs and ideologies when deconstructing and analysing believers’

accounts.
3.2.2 Causes and contributing factors

Beyond the question of definition, the literature preceding Rambo, particularly from the
disciplines of sociology and psychology, reveals an almost ubiquitous preoccupation with the
question of why people convert. This is understandable within the context of flourishing
NRMs. It is easy to imagine that for the average US citizen, the reality of a seemingly
‘normal’, rational, well-to-do and socially aware individual rejecting their conventional
world-view for that of an unknown, strange and ‘deviant’ group creates fear.?* It challenges
the socially constructed distinction between ‘us’ and ‘them’ and outsiders naturally look for
explanations and reasons for this conversion: evidence that the convert was psychologically
predetermined for conversion or that their conversion was somehow forced upon them. This
motivation leads to a view of the convert as a passive actor in their conversion experience.
This is known as the “old paradigm”,202 or more recently the “classic” perspective.203 Often
the group to which a passive individual converts can be presented in a negative light as

predatory and manipulative. Conversely, this view is challenged by studies of conversion

which suggest membership of a religious group has a positive effect on the life and mental

01 Most of the conversion studies in the 1970s and 1980s, particularly to deviant groups were conducted in the
USA with a focus on western experiences.

202 Richardson, “The Active vs. Passive Convert”

203 Zinnbauer, B.J. and Pargament, K.I. “Spiritual Conversion: A Study of Religious Change Among College
Students™ Journal of the Scientific Study of Religion, 37(1) (1998) 161-180 (p.162). Zinnbauer and Pargament
differentiate between the ‘classic’ approach to conversion, which centres on a Christian paradigm of Saul’s
dramatic, externally motivated conversion as compared with the ‘contemporary’ approach, which assumes a
gradual change, actively motivated by the convert as seeker.
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health of the convert in question.?*

Furthermore it is also challenged by the “new paradigm”
or “contemporary” perspective whereby the convert is seen to take an active role in their

change in belief and/or affiliation.?®

At a basic level, the literature concerning why people convert can be usefully viewed in terms
of paradigm conflicts.’® While this term is problematic in its inference that conflicting
paradigms are mutually exclusive, it nonetheless proves as a useful lens through which to
view this early phase in the literature. As has been outlined above, one of the persisting
paradigm conflicts is whether conversion is socially motivated or individualistic: inter-
individual or intra-individual.*®" Kilbourne and Richardson propose that the existing types of
religious conversion can be organised within these four overlapping paradigms, comprising

four groups under which types of conversion experiences can be categorised (Fig. 3.1).

204 Galanter found that membership to religious sects often had positive psychological effects on members. This
is typically in contrast to the brainwashing theory, which assumes negative psychological effects are the result of
membership to a deviant group. See Galanter, M. “The “relief effect”: a sociobiological model for neurotic
distress and large-group therapy” American Journal of Psychiatry, 135(5) (1978) 588-591; and “Psychological
induction into the large-group: findings from a modern religious sect” American Journal of Psychiatry, 137(12)
(1980) 1574-9.

2% Gee Heirich, “Change of Heart” 653-680; Balch, R.W. and Taylor, D. "Seekers and Saucers: the Role of the
Cultic Milieu in Joining a UFO Cult” American Behavioural Scientist, 20(6) (1977) 839-860; Straus, R.A.
"Religious Conversion as a Personal and Collective Accomplishment” Sociology of Religion, 40(2) (1979) 158-
165; Balch, R.W. "Looking Behind the Scenes”; and Dawson, L. “Self-Affirmation, Freedom, and Rationality:
Theoretically Elaborating ‘Active’ Conversions™” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 29(2) (1990) 141-
163

206 Conversion studies being viewed in terms of paradigms is primarily advocated by James Richardson in
Richardson, “The Active vs. Passive Convert” and Kilbourne, B. and Richardson, J.T. “Paradigm Conflict,
Types of Conversion, and Conversion Theories” Sociological Analysis, 50(1) (1988) 1-21

27 K jlbourne and Richardson, “Paradigm Conflict” pp.2-3
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Figure 3.1: Kilbourne and Richardson’s conversion typologies.208

Active Passive
1 2
Intra- Intellectual Mystical
Individual | Or Self Belief Change
Affectional

Psychopathologic

3 4
Inter- Experimental Revivalist
Individual | Social Drift Socialization
Deprivation
Coercive

Lofland and Skonovd refer to these individual types as “motif experiences”, which they
define as ‘those aspects of conversion which are most memorable and orienting to the person
“doing” or “undergoing” personal transformation’.?® For example, for the individual who
converts as the result of a charismatic preacher and a healing experience at a Pentecostal rally,
the most orienting aspect of their conversion would be revivalist. Kilbourne and Richardson’s
model is perhaps the most detailed presentation of conversion motifs within their predominant
paradigms. Therefore it is within this framework that | present the following discussion; |
will look first at the passive conversion paradigm and its associated motifs, followed by a
review of the active conversion paradigm. Finally | outline some of the main attempts by
scholars towards harmonising and strengthening the two through the development of a stage-

model paradigm.

2%8 Kilbourne and Richardson, “Paradigm Conflict” p.3

29 1 ofland and Skonovd, “Conversion Motifs” (1981) 20:4, (pp.373-85) p.374; Lofland and Skonovd identify
six motifs, which are adopted and added to by Kilbourne and Richardson who add six other motifs in their model:
Self, Belief Change, Psychopathologic, Deprivation and Coercive.
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3.2.2.1 Passive converts

The concept of converts as passive is most commonly represented through the “Damascus
road” image, stemming from the biblical accounts of Saul’s vision of the risen Christ on the
road to Damascus and his subsequent conversion.?’® This has been identified in the literature
as ‘the prototypical instance within the Christian tradition” of conversion, particularly
Pentecostal-charismatic experiences.?*! The Damascus road model has also been used as a
general umbrella term for a conversion experience perceived to be divinely motivated and
which cannot be expressed in logical terms or reduced to socio-psychological explanations.?'?
Kilbourne and Richardson’s typology categorises these so-called mystical conversions as
passive and intra-individual as they seemingly occur without any input from other people or
influences. Conversion accounts of this kind are typically met with scepticism from socio-
psychology scholars due to their apparent reliance on a direct, unmediated divine-human
encounter, apart from social or psychological factors. However, 1 argue that Paul’s
experience is erroneously presented as the prototype of a purely mystical conversion as it
involves an advocate, healing and joining a community following the initial encounter with

Jesus.?t

The second passive conversion group includes conversion types which are considered inter-
individual. Conversions of this nature are those whereby the conversion is motivated by

forces external to the convert, commonly orchestrated by other people. Conversions of this

210 Acts 9:1-18; there have been debates in academic theology as to whether Saul’s experience can be rightly
called a ‘conversion’ or whether it was a ‘calling’. This typically stems from the idea that he did not stop being a
Jew but instead moved from one expression of Judaism to another. McKnight offers a helpful overview and
contribution to this debate and I agree with his conclusion that, as conversion is not only about moving from one
religion to another, then Saul’s move towards proclaiming Christ as Messiah can be understood as a conversion
(McKnight, S. “Was Paul a Convert?” Ex Auditu, 25 (2009) 110-132)

''1 ofland and Skonovd, “Conversion Motifs” p-377; Lofland and Skonovd mention in a footnote on page 374
that they are indebted to Lewis Rambo who shared some of his ‘in-progress work” with them in the absence of a
comprehensive bibliography in publication at the time.

212 Jules-Rosette, B. African Apostles: Ritual and Conversion in the Church of John Maranke, (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1975) p.62, cited in Lofland and Skonovd, “Conversion Motifs” p.377

BSee Acts 9:1-22
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kind received a great deal of attention particularly from psychiatrists during the 1970s due to
the widely held view that cults or deviant groups use coercive or ‘brainwashing’ techniques to

214

enforce conversions.”™ In particular, the tragic events of the Jonestown Massacre in 1978

drew media attention towards brainwashing theorists and practitioners of ‘deprogramming’.?"
Deprogramming has been defined by Robbins and Anthony as a physical process of removing
cult converts from the cult and detaining them in order to systematically persuade them to
relinquish their cult involvement and liberate them from programmed mental patterns.”*® This
method relies heavily on the assumption that the convert is a passive player in their

conversion and that their conversion can be reversed through a similar experience of external

psychological force in order to return their mental state to “normal”.

Long and Hadden’s analysis of converts to the Unification Church concluded that conversion
is never completed through extreme and aggressive proselytising techniques alone.?*” Rather,
converts who remained with the group underwent a combination of “brainwashing” and “drift”
(socialisation) techniques and this combination provided the necessary social support in order
for commitment tests to become grounded in reflection and become a robust internalised
worldview.?*® The brainwashing model as an all-encompassing model for conversion, has
been largely refuted by studies such as Balch, and Long and Hadden, however it is arguable
that the general public attitude towards cultic membership remains suspicious, and

‘brainwashing’ or ‘mind control’ are still terms which are closely affiliated with cults.

" see Clark, J.G. “Cults” The Journal of the American Medical Association, 242(3) (1979) 279-281; Enroth, R.
Youth, Brainwashing and the Extremist Cults (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1977); Conway, F. and Siegelman,
J. Snapping: America’s Epidemic of Sudden Personality Change, (New York, NY: Lippincott, 1978); Robbins, T.
and Anthony, D. “Deprogramming, Brainwashing and the Medicalization of Deviant Religious Groups™ Social
Problems, 29(3) (1982) 283-297

?> Hall, J. “The Apocalypse at Jonestown” Society, 16(6) (1979) 52-61 (p.52); cited in Robbins and Anthony
“Deprogramming, Brainwashing” p.285

218 Robbins and Anthony, “Deprogramming, Brainwashing” p.286

21 ong and Hadden, “Religious conversion and the concept of socialization”, pp.1-14

8 [ ong and Hadden, “Religious conversion and the concept of socialization”, pp.10-11
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Also stemming from the passivist inter-individual paradigm is the view that the external force
acting upon individuals to lead to conversion is not the direct result of other people, but rather
a culmination of emotional experiences and crises. This view is particularly advocated from a
Freudian perspective, whereby the subconscious is the key catalyst for religious change rather
than God or any other individual directly.?® Social experiences do play a significant role as
relationships, particularly childhood relationships can affect the stresses and crises we
experience later in life. Ullman tested this theory in 1982 by undertaking a study of religious
conversion from a psychoanalytic perspective for the purpose of ascertaining whether
cognitive or emotional factors were dominant. ”° Ullman concludes that emotional (passive)
stressors are a more accurate predictor of conversion than cognitive (active) factors. The
presence of an unavailable or rejecting father is identified as a further predisposing emotional
factor for religious conversion, as the data revealed this to be one of the main areas where

converts and non-converts differed.??

As with the activist model, no perfected and complete passivist paradigm has been presented,
but rather it is repeatedly refined and repackaged. In the years preceding Rambo, the idea of
religious converts being completely passive agents was becoming increasingly unacceptable

to scholars of conversion, as will be discussed below.

?% Richardson, “The Active vs. Passive Convert” p.166

220 Ullman, “Cognitive and Emotional Antecedents”, p.185; Ullman tested the following hypotheses: Cognitive;
relative to non-converts, converts (1) manifest lower tolerance to ambiguity; (2) experience greater degree of
cognitive quest during adolescence; Emotional; relative to non-converts, converts (3) have had more significant
childhood experiences of emotional turmail, and (4) have experienced more personal stress and adjustment
problems during adolescence. Cognitive factors represent an active “seeking” process and Emotional factors
represent a passive process brought on predominantly by crisis or relational factors from childhood.

221 As with many studies at the time, Ullman’s research sample was limited by age, nationality and education,
which restricts any attempts at generalising these results. Research subjects were aged 20-40, educated to high
school degree or above and American citizens. Furthermore, although she used a non-convert control group, of
the four religious groups studied, only Jewish and Roman Catholic non-converts could be obtained for the
control, thus challenging the validity of Ullman’s comparison between the groups. The religious groups
represented in her study were; Orthodox Jews, Roman Catholics, Hare Krishnas and Bahai (p.185)
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The most notable contribution of the passivist model is its attention to data from individuals
who experience de-conversion.?? Specifically in the case of NRMs, researchers often find
that past-members are more easily accessible for interviews than current members,
particularly where support groups exist for past members.””® Likewise, the process of de-
programming is founded on the premise that de-conversion is fundamentally an identical
process to conversion and can be enforced. Although these studies have not culminated in a
coherent theory of de-conversion, the passivist attention to de-conversion offers a contribution
to conversion scholarship, which is seriously lacking in most activist models and requires

further research.
3.2.2.2 Active converts

The Active paradigm is grounded in the assertion that individuals are volitional beings, who
attribute meaning to their actions and those of others.??* The focus importantly shifts from the
converter to the convert as the main acting force propelling the process and conversion is seen
primarily as a process. The concept of active choice or cognitive quest was first proposed in
1977 by Heirich who refuted claims of conversion as a dramatic event, which instantly
transforms the individual from non-convert to convert. Instead, an additional seeking stage is
identified, often brought on by disillusionment with an existing lifestyle or ‘“ultimate
grounding”, during which Straus argues that the seeker undergoes a process, which can be

separated into five sequential stages, although Straus does not present them systematically in

?22 See Balch, “Looking behind the scenes” pp.137-43; and Robbins and Anthony, “Deprogramming,
Brainwashing and the Medicalization” pp.283-97.

223 Coates, D.D. “Counselling former members of charismatic groups: considering pre-involvement variables,
reasons for joining the group and corresponding values” Mental Health, Religion & Culture, 1(17) (2011) 191-
207 (p.13). Coates rightly notes the limitations of identifying respondents from post-cult support groups as the
sample may be tilted towards people who had negative or harmful experiences.

224 Richardson, “The Active vs. Passive Convert” p.164
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this way.?*®

Initial Active paradigm studies are limited in that they commonly overlook the
factors which lead an individual to become a ‘seeker’ in the first instance.’?® A further
limitation is that religious conversion is presented in very general stages, which could apply
to many other forms of ‘reality reconstruction’.”’’ It appears that religious conversion is
merely the product of whether the ‘hot lead’ identified is a religious one. Despite its
limitations, the development of a religious seeker stage in the process of conversion was a

significant turning point in the discussion.

In the early 1980s a postmodern approach to religion is seen to emerge in the US and
European conversion literature.  There is a noticeable shift in thinking from religions
possessing a “truth” to which an individual signs up, to religious groups serving the perceived
requirements of the individuals. Religions can be seen to offer a range of products, with each
now expected to advertise itself in order to attract seeking customers. This is systematically
presented in Rational Choice Theory, which argues that ‘religion...is essentially an attempt to
gratify desires, or...secure rewards’.??® These rewards are weighed up by the individual
against the sanctions of joining a particular group. Gartrell and Shannon list the possible

benefits as socio-emotional or individual beliefs.??°

22 Straus, “Religious conversion as a personal and collective accomplishment” pp.162-3. These stages are
closely paralleled in the final five stages of Rambo’s (1993) model: [1] Quest, [2] Encounter, [3] Interaction, [4]
Commitment and [5] Consequences, whilst unsurprisingly omitting the more passivist stages of Context and
Crisis.

228 Hierich, “Change of heart” p. 673. Straus is guilty of this omission himself as his interview subjects are all
already self-identified seekers (Straus, “Religious conversion as a personal and collective accomplishment”
p.162) and he does not use non/pre-seeker control groups.

#27 Straus, “Religious conversion as a personal and collective accomplishment” p. 165

228 See Stark, R. and Bainbridge, W.S. A Theory of Religion (New York: Peter Lang, 1987). Rational Choice
Theory typically counters secularisation theory (see chapter five) in that it argues that where there is more
religious choice, there is more religiosity (see Kay, W.K. Pentecostalism, (London: SCM Press, 2009) p.297)
22 Gartrell, C.D. and Shannon, Z.K. “Contacts, cognitions, and conversion: A rational choice approach” Review
of Religious Research, 27(1) (1985) 32-48 (p.34). Gartrell & Shannon’s study was based on converts to one
particular NRM, the Divine Light Mission and therefore their findings cannot be strictly applied to all religious
converts.
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There is an imbalance between the two types of benefits, as religious conversion can still be
seen to occur where the socio-emotional and even physical dangers appear to outweigh the
benefits. One contemporary example would be conversion to the house church movement in
communist China; whereby discovery could result in imprisonment, labour or a loss of

income for the believer.?*

In these cases, the benefits attributed to the individual beliefs
gained by the convert to must play a stronger part in such experiences than the socio-
emotional or material risks. In other words, that which is believed to be gained spiritually
must be seen to outweigh the social and physical risks. Stark and Bainbridge sought to
explain this by arguing that religious groups offer promises and hope for rewards,

predominantly in the afterlife, referred to as ‘compensators’.231

Dawson sought to expand on the Rational Choice model further by asserting that a truly
active conversion must be rationally motivated and that a truly rational choice requires a
degree of reflective awareness.?*? Dawson argues that the more aware one is of one’s role-
person merger, the more rational and therefore more active the conversion. She asserts that if
an individual cannot rationally reflect on their conversion experience then their conversion is
not active. If an individual joins a group which puts their life in danger and cannot justify this
rationally, then their conversion was not an active one. Whilst the theory is logically robust,
it runs the risk of reducing religious conversion to an algorithm; a systematic process, which

can be completely understood and coherently reported by the converted individual. It rejects

%0 Hattaway, P. Back to Jerusalem: Three Chinese House Church Leaders Share Their Vision to Complete the
Great Commission, (Milton Keynes: Authentic Publishing, 2005). When Hattaway asked a group of house
church leaders for their testimonies it emerged that ‘most had been arrested, imprisoned, beaten, and tortured
because of their testimony for Jesus Christ. They had all faced extreme hardship, separation from their families,
forced starvation, sleepless nights, and perils on every side’ (p.xiii).

31 Hamilton, M. The Sociology of Religion: Theoretical and Comparative Perspectives, second edition, (London:
Routledge, 2001) p.216; Hamilton says that mostly religious rewards are ‘other-worldly in the sense that they
can be obtained only in a non-empirical and usually posthumous context’ (p.223). This is not the case in
Pentecostalism, which offers spiritual empowerment, healing and relationship with God in this life.

232 Dawson, L. “Self-Affirmation, Freedom, and Rationality” p.160; Dawson’s study represents a compilation of
the rational choice and role theory models.

83



any experience of a divine-human encounter, which by its very nature is difficult to logically
account for, as purely passive regardless of any activity on the part of the individual in

reaching the point of revelation or decision.

3.2.2.3 A stalemate of paradigms: alternative approaches

Neither the active nor the passive paradigm has succeeded in fully encompassing the
complexity and variety of religious conversion experiences evidenced anecdotally and
empirically. The passivist paradigm presents the convert as a background actor in a process
or experience, which is motivated by external, inter- or intra- individual forces. This view has
also led to the presentation of religious groups as negative or harmful (“brainwashing” model).
The activist paradigm reflects an important and progressive turning-point by attributing
control of the conversion experience to the convert. However, when the activist paradigm is
taken as a complete theory of conversion, the subject can be likened to a shopper in a
supermarket. He or she is presented with countless options of religious groups from which to
pick depending on his or her requirements. Whatever the motivation, the convert is portrayed
as completely in control of their choice to convert. Religious affiliation can be reduced to a

stress relief mechanism or social club.

The presence of a divine-human encounter is omitted entirely from most studies from both
standpoints. Passivists refer fleetingly to a mystical “Damascus road”, often dismissed as
reflecting an antiquated prototype of Christian conversion, which no longer applies. However,
this reflects an erroneous assumption that Christian converts claim a dramatic one-time

conversion experience.

Activist scholars refer even less to the possibility of a divine-human encounter due to the

individualistic nature of the paradigm. Hierich noted this dichotomy in 1977 and suggested
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that the inability of social scientific arguments to account for conversion stems from a refusal
to combine social and sacred conceptions of the experiences.?*® It is a central premise of this
thesis that although this observation has been repeated periodically throughout the history of

conversion theory, this dichotomy is still in desperate need of rectification.

In recognition of paradigmatic limitations, numerous scholars have attempted to combine
active and passive elements in conversion theories with relative success.”®* The strengths of
one model can complement and reinforce the weaknesses of the other. The gradual move
away from the concept of mutually exclusive paradigms can be seen to lead towards
alternative approaches emerging. Two main alternative approaches will be discussed here:

the motif approach, and the stage model approach.

Lofland and Skonovd offer the concept of conversion motifs as a conceptual alternative to
paradigms. Motifs are defined as ‘those aspects of a conversion which are most memorable
and orienting to the person “doing” or “undergoing” personal transformation’.?® Although
similar to conversion paradigms in the attempt to label conversion experiences within specific
parameters, motifs are much broader. They allow for a whole spectrum of experiences and
methods of conversion and acknowledge an overlap of active and passive, interpersonal and
intrapersonal elements depending on individual circumstances. Lofland and Skonovd
hypothesise that different emphases in conversion accounts do not merely reflect a difference
of researcher bias or personal interpretation, but rather they refer to a fundamental difference

in the conversion itself.?® They identify six proposed motifs: intellectual, mystical,

233 Hierich, “Change of heart” p.673

234 Most notable (pre-Rambo) are Lofland and Stark’s stage model in “Becoming a world saver” and Long and
Hadden’s attempt to integrate brainwashing and drift models in “Religious conversion and the concept of
socialization”.

2% ofland and Skonovd, “Conversion Motifs” p.374

2% [ ofland and Skonovd, “Conversion Motifs” p.374
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" As Kilbourne and Richardson have

experimental, affectional, revivalist and coercive.?®
evidenced, a motif approach allows for a more inclusive view of conversion, however each
motif can still be identified within the confines of paradigms. A motif approach, as set out by
Lofland and Skonovd, does not develop the idea of an individual potentially undergoing a
combination of these motifs within one experience. The strongest approach to conversion

studies, which attempts to avoid this restriction, is the stage model approach.?*®

Stage models approach religious conversion as a process consisting of a number of stages
through which an individual may pass towards religious change. These stages are often
portrayed as being sequential or cumulative in so far as one stage must be passed through
before the next and so on until the process culminates in conversion. This sequential
approach is in danger of limiting conversion experiences to a box ticking exercise or mould to
be filled. However, if stages are seen as being independent of one another, their order and
intensity can be different for different individuals. This allows for conversions to be viewed
on a case-by-case basis, whilst still providing the benefit of a focussed lens through which to
analyse the experience®®. It is this latter approach, which Rambo advocates and with this in

mind the next section will explore Rambo’s own stage model in detail.

237 Rambo discusses Lofland and Skonovd’s motifs in Understanding Religious Conversion, pp.14-16

238 For detailed examples of systematic stage models see Lofland & Stark (1965) and Rambo (1993) in particular.
Straus’s (1979) “seeker” theory can also be viewed as a five stage process, however he does not present it
formally in this way.

%9 The process of viewing conversions in terms of stages is often paralleled in the giving of testimony.
Conversion narratives often follow an identifiable and replicable pattern akin to “stages”. This thesis argues that
the structure of narratives and stages allows for complicated and often intangible experiences to be presented and
assessed within a structured framework.
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3.3 Lewis Rambo: Understanding Religious Conversion

The survey of literature outlined above presents just a narrow snapshot of the context from
which Lewis Rambo’s Understanding Religious Conversion (URC) emerged in 1993. This
culmination of a career-long preoccupation with conversion has been described by his
contemporaries as ‘the single most comprehensive compendium of the literature on
conversion’,>*® and even his critics foresaw that URC could become a standard text,?*! with
Blanchard recommending that scholars of conversion cannot afford to overlook or ignore

242

Rambo’s work In recent years, Rambo has been described as ‘probably the leading

theorist on the topic of religious conversion’ and most scholars of conversion, in the human

sciences particularly, appear to heed Blanchard’s recommendation.?*

In order to understand the contribution and significance of Rambo’s work, it is first important
to identify his location within and aims concerning previous conversion theories. In the
following section | highlight the gaps Rambo saw in the existing literature and his aims
towards rectifying these problems. | then move on to describe his chosen methods and

models before explaining his stage theory of conversion.
3.3.1 Rambo’s approach to the discussion

The preface to URC offers the reader a reflexive account of Rambo’s personal and academic
motivations for the study. It is revealed that his initial research began within the discipline of
the human sciences: starting with psychology, sociology and eventually branching into

cultural anthropology and mission studies. Rambo was motivated to move from one

01 ofland, J. “Understanding Religious Conversion — Rambo LR” Sociology of Religion,55(1) (1994), 100
21 Malony, N.H. “Understanding Religious Conversion (Book Review)” The Journal of Religion, 75 (1995),
169-71

242 Blanchard, D.A. “Review” American Sociological Association, 23(5) (1994), 738

3 Cartledge, M. Testimony in the Spirit: Rescripting Ordinary Pentecostal Theology, (Surrey: Ashgate, 2010)
p.63
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discipline to the next as he became frustrated with the incomplete picture of conversion drawn
by each on its own.?** In addition to his theoretical research, Rambo conducted interviews
with converts to a variety of groups across the world. Furthermore, Rambo states that
religious conversion has occupied much of his professional and personal life and offers an
insight into his motivation from a religious perspective. Having spent most of his life
belonging to the Church of Christ sect from childhood, Rambo personally defines genuine
conversion as ‘a total transformation of the person by the power of God’.**> However, as a
scholar of the human sciences, he recognises the influence that one’s religious upbringing and
current affiliation has on shaping one’s definition of conversion. He therefore wishes to be
transparent about his context, whilst avoiding projecting this personal definition on to his
research. Instead, he allows conversion to be defined by the group or individual being

studied.?*®

This move towards allowing the research group to define conversion in their own terms
appears in direct opposition to previous scholars, many of whom strove to find a specific
scholarly definition. Rambo identifies the increase in narrow definitions within the discipline
as too specialised to be of any value to a general study of conversion.?*’ For Rambo, the key
defining characteristic of conversion is change.?*® His elaboration on this point uniquely
allows for a wealth of possible experiences of conversion to be explored and deserves to be

quoted in full:

244 Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.xi
245 Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.xi
246 Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.xiv and p.7
247 Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.4
28 Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.3
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[Conversion] will mean simple change from the absence of a faith system to a faith
commitment, from religious affiliation with one faith system to another, or from one
orientation to another within a single faith system. It will mean a change of one’s
personal orientation toward life, from the haphazards of superstition to the providence
of a deity; from a reliance on rote and ritual to a deeper conviction of God’s presence;
from belief in a threatening, punitive, judgemental deity to one that is loving, supportive,
and desirous of the maximum good. It will mean a spiritual transformation of life, from
seeing evil or illusion in everything connected with “this” world to seeing all creation as
a manifestation of God’s power and beneficence; from denial of the self in this life in
order to gain a holy hereafter; from seeking personal gratification to a determination
that the rule of God is what fulfils human beings; from a life geared to one’s personal
welfare above all else to a concern for shared and equal justice for all. It will mean a
radical shifting of gears that can take the spiritually lackadaisical to a new level of
intensive concern, commitment, and involvement.?*°

Rambo’s rationale for opening the floodgates of what constitutes a religious conversion seems
to be his disapproval at the narrow orientation and restrictive nature of the existing literature.
This includes studies in Missiology and Theology, which he viewed as often leading to
‘assumptions too deeply rooted in religious traditions’.?*° Furthermore, like the metaphor of a
metropolitan train yard, the complex and multifaceted nature of conversion, as Rambo saw it,
had led to a multitude of studies each offering different conclusions and creating new
vocabulary in an attempt to present conversion in its “pure” form. Paradigms had been
created and recreated under different guises and titles from a number of disciplines, with little
or no interdisciplinary dialogue. Rambo sought to change that by creating a holistic model of
religious conversion, which incorporated the disciplines of psychology, sociology,
anthropology and theology.?®! The limitations and failings of each discipline alone could
perhaps be complimented when viewed together in order to present a more complete picture

of the complexity of conversion.

29 Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.2
20 Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.4
21 Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.4
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Most significant to this thesis, the largest gap Rambo observes in the literature is between the
human sciences and theologians, or religious people.”®* As my review of the literature in this
chapter makes clear, it is quite possible to present the human sciences literature on conversion
from the three decades preceding Rambo, without referencing God, divine-human encounter
or specific theological beliefs at all. This absence of theology and the reductionism inherent
in the literature is seen as a flaw, which Rambo aims to overcome in the hope of expanding
the religious interpretation of conversion as well as reminding the human sciences of the

crucial role of religion in religious conversion.?*®

Despite his multi-disciplinary, holistic approach, Rambo asserts from the outset that all
religious conversions are mediated through our social connections: people, institutions,

4

communities and groups. >**  This includes supposed “Damascus road” or “mystical”

experiences.”*®

This view challenges Kilbourne and Richardson’s intrapersonal sub-paradigm
and shifts so-called intrapersonal conversion types (intellectual, mystical, affectional etc.) into
the category of interpersonal experiences. Rambo does not ignore so-called mystical
experiences, but rather does not identify this experience as the climax of conversion. Instead
he relocates these experiences within his conversion process model, as being a catalyst for a
crisis stage.®® Beyond such an experience, there are potentially five stages through which a
convert could pass (quest, encounter, interaction, commitment and consequences), two of

which specifically involve social interaction and the development of community groups

(encounter and interaction) before conversion is considered complete.

It can be ascertained therefore, that Rambo aims to present a holistic theory of conversion,

which: (1) unifies the existing scholarship from psychology, sociology, anthropology and

%52 Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, pp.xiv-xv
253 Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.xv

254 Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.1

2> Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.1 and p.43
2%¢ Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.48
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theology, and (2) paves the way for future studies to expand their horizons and enter into
valuable cross-discipline dialogue, in order to present more complete, multifaceted accounts
of religious conversion. The resulting theory is underpinned by a number of Rambo’s own
conclusions drawn from previous studies: that converts are primarily active participants in
their own conversion,”’ which is a process rather than an event and which is mediated

through social interaction.?*®
Typology and Model

One element of Rambo’s work, which has received far less attention than his influential stage
model, is his five-fold typology.®® Conversions, which are acknowledged within Rambo’s
definition, are grouped according to degrees of social and cultural change: apostasy or
defection, intensification, affiliation, institutional transition and tradition transition.”®® The
inclusion of inter-denominational changing, intensification of previously held beliefs and a
rejection of religious beliefs reflects strongly Rambo’s commitment to including the whole
spectrum of religious conversion in his model. This is further evidence of his move away

from the search for a narrow or “pure” definition of conversion.

Percy identifies three more dimensions of conversion in his overview of Rambo’s stage model
in the introduction to his edited work on conversion in Britain. Percy argues that ‘Rambo
considers that conversion should have three dimensions: tradition, transformation and
transcendence’.?®* These dimensions are not outlined explicitly in this way in URC, however

Percy does summarise neatly Rambo’s concern for the contextual, social, personal and sacred

%7 Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.7

258 Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.1

9 Kahn, P.J. and Green, A.L. “Seeing Conversion Whole: Testing a Model of Religious Conversion™ Pastoral
Psychology, 52(3) (2004) 233-258 (pp.255-6)

260 Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, pp.12-14; see also Gillespie, V.B. The Dynamics of Religious
Conversion, (Alabama: Religious Education Press, 1991) pp.14-15

281 percy, M. “Introduction” in Previous Convictions: conversion in the present day, ed. by Percy, M. (London:
SPCK, 2000) ix-xviii (p.xii)
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elements of conversion to be considered equal weighting and concern in conversion studies.
Whilst this study focuses its analysis predominantly on the theological dimension, the wider

tradition and personal transformation of the convert play an important role.

Rambo’s systemic seven-stage model (Fig. 3.2) is meant as a process oriented adaptation of
two previous models and is not intended to be a universal pattern of religious conversion.?®?
The stages listed are to be viewed as interactive and the sequence in which they are listed

must not be taken as fixed as previous stage models have.

Rambo asserts religious conversion as a process rather than an event. This is made explicit
within the first few paragraphs of his introduction and is reiterated throughout the exploration
of his stage model. Furthermore he emphasises that this process is not experienced in the
same way by everyone and not everyone will travel through all of the stages listed or in the
same sequence. Rambo highlights that conversions are experienced in different ways by
different individuals, in different religious groups, from different cultures and even at

263

different stages in history,”* therefore anyone wishing to utilise his model must keep this

complexity always in mind. Scholars should be wary of the temptation to mould conversion
experiences to fit these stages. Rather, as this study does, the model should be used as a

strategy for organizing complex data, as intended.?**

?%2 Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.17; Rambo’s model combines Lofland and Stark’s sequential

model and Tippett’s 1977 missiological model.

263 Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, pp.7-10

264 Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.17; I use Rambo’s model as a strategy for collecting and
organising complex data in this study.
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Figure 3.2: Rambo’s seven-stage model of religious conversion.?®®

CRISIS
QUEST ENCOUNTER
CONTEXT
INTERACTION COMMITMENT
CONSEQUENCES|

3.3.2 Stage model

Rambo’s artful attempt at unifying many of the conversion theories explored in section 3.2 is
clearly evident in this model. He respectfully maintains the basic principles of each theory
while remaining true to the fundamental assumption that none offers the complete truth.

. . . .. . 266
Below is a brief outline of Rambo’s seven stages of religious conversion.

Context: A convert’s context ‘is the total environment in which conversion transpires’

providing the background information upon which the conversion narrative is built,

265 Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.18; as visually represented in Figure 3.2
266 These details provide the reader with an overview of each stage but cannot act as a substitute for reading
Rambo’s full explanations in URC.
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" Rambo

encompassing both objective, external forces and subjective, internal forces. %
further distinguishes between one’s Macro-context (‘the big picture”) and Micro-context ( ‘the
local setting’), and adding Meso-context (a combination of the Micro and Macro which
includes local government, local religious organisations etc) in later works.?®® Context, as a
stage, is universal (everyone has a context) although specific details are completely unique to
each individual. This stage can comprise one’s religious background as well as the national

religious environment, but it includes significantly more. According to Rambo, one’s context

greatly affects one’s likelihood of and opportunities for conversion.

Crisis: The two important issues relating to the crisis stage are ‘contextual issues’ and ‘the
degree of activity or passivity of the convert’.?®® These will greatly influence the shape and
impact of crisis. Whilst the intensity, duration, scope, source and perceived relevance of the
crisis will inevitably vary, there is traditionally some form of catalyst to initiate the
conversion process. The main catalysts of crises noted by Rambo are: mystical experiences,
near-death experiences, illness and healing, asking “is that all there is?”, altered states of
consciousness, protean selfhood, pathology, apostasy and externally stimulated crises. The
order of Rambo’s stages supports his view that converts play an active role in their conversion
and therefore crisis typically comes before encounter with an advocate of that religion,
although he acknowledges the opposite does occur.?”® Importantly for the study of
Pentecostal conversion, Rambo notes that crisis need not be a dramatic trauma, but rather can

be the result of hearing a sermon, which then convicts the listener of sin.?"

267 Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.20
268 Rambo, L.R. and Farhadian, C.E. “Converting: stages of religious change” in Religious Conversion:
contemporary practices and controversies, ed. by Lamb, C. and Bryant, M.D. (London: Cassell, 1999) 23-34
gg)gp.24-5) _ N _

Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.44
20 Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.44
2! Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.46

94



Quest: Rambo asserts that ‘The notion of quest begins with the assumption that people seek
to maximise meaning and purpose in life, to erase ignorance, and to resolve inconsistency’.?’2
This natural, human desire is then intensified during times of crisis. The quest stage
highlights one of Rambo’s primary assumptions, that converts are more often than not active
participants in the process.””® An individual will, often over a long period of time, actively

engage in a process of seeking meaning and purpose to their life through a variety of methods,

not all of which will be religious or even spiritual.

Encounter: In the encounter stage, Rambo significantly turns his attention away from the
convert, to what he refers to as ‘the Advocate’. An advocate in conversion terms is an
individual belonging to or representing the group to which a potential convert may turn, who
engages in some form of interaction with the potential convert. The encounter between
convert and advocate is seen as a key turning point in the quest/seeking process. In their 2004
empirical test of Rambo’s model, Kahn and Green conclude that the encounter stage is
possibly ‘not a distinct dimension in religious conversion experience’.274 However it is
predicted that for Pentecostal converts, encounter will prove to be one of the most significant

aspects of conversion, although it may not match Rambo’s original definition.

Interaction: This stage involves a decision by the potential convert to become more involved
in the life and expectations of the group to which they are considering becoming a part. By
following the role theory process ‘potential converts now learn more about the teachings, life-

2’5 In more

style, and expectations of the group’ before reaching a point of commitment.
recent social sciences terminology, this period may be referred to as belonging-without-

believing and in some groups this stage can continue indefinitely.

272 Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.56

23 Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.58

214 Kahn, P.J. and Green, A.L. “Seeing Conversion Whole”, p.256
2> Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.102
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Commitment: The commitment stage can be viewed as one of the most easily observable
stages as, especially within Christian traditions, it is often accompanied by a ritual or public
demonstration of one’s decision. Rambo notes that ‘commitment rituals like baptism and
testimony are important, observable events that give witness to the convert’s decision’.*”® In
Pentecostalism, commitment rituals are typically an external sign of an internal commitment

and therefore are not seen as marking the exact moment of commitment. The initial decision

to commit to becoming a Christian is made before the ritual takes place.

Consequences: If commitment is an easily observable stage in the conversion process, it is
also easily replicated or forged. Therefore an act of commitment is not considered by Rambo
to be the last word in religious conversion. The consequences of religious conversion are at
once immediate and ongoing. Rambo ambitiously outlines the historical, sociological and

individual consequences of religious conversion. This includes the “geography” of religious

277 278

landscapes, the nationalism resulting from missions, the paradoxical result of
secularisation, 2° psychological and theological consequences. The consequences stage

addresses the question of how long conversion lasts and its intensity.

3.4 Post-Rambo conversion theory and Pentecostalism

In the 1990s a new wave of conversion studies emerged in the West. This wave intensified
following the tragic events of September 11" 2001, which began to draw scholars’ attention

towards conversion to and from Islam.?®® The attention of twenty-first century conversion

276 Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.124

2" Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.153

278 Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.154

29 Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.155

280 Gooren, H. Religious Conversion and Disaffiliation: tracing patterns of change in faith practices, (New York:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2010) p.46
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scholarship, like its forbearers in the twentieth century, remains primarily concerned with
fundamentalist expressions of religions. However, the field has begun to broaden from the

west to a more global outlook.

The next sections look at conversion theory over the twenty years following the publication of
Understanding Religious Conversion (URC) with focused attention on theories surrounding
Pentecostalism as a movement. Rambo does not mention Pentecostalism specifically in URC,
and just a year prior to the “Toronto Blessing” in 1994 he refers to revivalism as being ‘less
prominent in the twentieth century than in the nineteenth’.?®* He could not have predicted the

renewed interest in Pentecostal-charismatic revival which was to come.
3.4.1 The Toronto Blessing and renewed interest

What has come to be known as the “Toronto Blessing” is perhaps the best known example of
charismatic global revival in recent decades. Sociologist Margaret Poloma describes that on
January 20, 1994 members of the Toronto Airport Vineyard (now the Toronto Airport
Christian Fellowship (TACF)) met for a four-day revival meeting led by visiting pastor Randy

Clark. Poloma explains:

Clark had experienced intense and powerful physical manifestations after attending the
meeting of the former South African evangelist...Rodney Howard-Browne. Although
already accustomed to charismatic manifestations found in other Vineyard
congregations, those who attended the TACF revival meeting...experienced a new
intense level of “Spirit blessing.” Laughter, prostration, “drunkenness,” and other
physical phenomena were the initial hallmark of the renewal...?®?

These experiences birthed a desire for more of the outpouring of the Holy Spirit and nightly

services, which ‘attracted hundreds of thousands of people from around the world’ were

281 Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.15
%82 poloma, M. “The “Toronto Blessing”: Charisma, Institutionalization, and Revival” Journal for the Scientific
Study of Religion, 36(2) (1997) 257-271 (p.261)
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held.?®* The experience then travelled around the world, with people who experienced the
“blessing” in Toronto taking it back to their home churches. The “Toronto Blessing” spread
across the globe and inevitably, attracted attention and scrutiny towards Pentecostal-

charismatic Christianity.

Poloma writes in 1997, three years on from the start of the “blessing” at TACF, ‘there is still a
discouragement of a “cult personality” that might take the focus off the rnessage’.284 The
leadership recognised the danger of believers attributing supernatural power to people rather
than to the Spirit and thus fostering a “cult personality”. Furthermore, Poloma notes that the
purpose of the blessing appeared to have shifted even within its first few years, from ‘simple
spiritual refreshing’ to ‘the expectation of a supernatural evangelism of non-Christians®. %% Its

purpose moved from the equipping and filling of Christian believers, to the conversion of

non-believers.?

This connection between physical manifestations and conversion possibly led to an
assumption of Pentecostal conversion being synonymous with revivalism; emotional and
experiential but not permanent. The “Toronto Blessing” and similar experiences have been

accused by some as being the product of a consumerist culture,?’

attracting people who chase
experiences and desire a quick and easy fix of spiritual manifestation without deeper faith or

commitment. Although conversion theorists are leaning more towards the view of conversion

283 poloma, “The “Toronto Blessing™”, p.261

284 poloma, “The “Toronto Blessing”™”, p.260

%8 poloma, “The “Toronto Blessing””, p.261

%8 Steve Latham’s typology of revival includes an element of conversion to Christianity in all but one of his six
types of revival, whether on a personal or a national scale. However, not all revivals are concerned with the
conversion of non-Christians and although this became an aspect of the “Toronto Blessing”, it was not a key
feature of the initial experience (Latham, S. “’God came from Teman’: Revival and Contemporary Revivalism”
in On Revival: A Critical Examination, ed. by Walker, A. and Aune, K. (Cumbria: Paternoster Press, 2003) 171-
186 (p.172))

%7 Cray, G.A. “The Toronto Experience in a Consumer Society” in Christ and Consumerism: critical reflections
on the spirit of our age, ed. by Bartholomew, C. and Moritz, T. (Cumbria: Paternoster Press, 2000) 152-177
(p.154). Cray argues against those who would criticise the “Toronto Blessing” as consumerist.
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as a process over time, the view of Pentecostal-charismatic conversion appears to retain some

of the “old paradigm” of a Damascus road moment.

Furthermore, there are still those, particularly in the field of psychology, who continue to
view Pentecostal-charismatic expressions of faith as NRMs, otherwise (and confusingly)
known as ‘charismatic groups’. Charismatic groups are characterised by Coates as having ‘a
shared belief system, social cohesiveness, behavioural norms, and the imputation of
charismatic (or divine) power to the group of its leadership’.?®® The definition seems to
include Pentecostalism, particularly the final indicator of the imputation of charismatic power

to the group through the receiving of Spirit baptism and spiritual gifts.?*®

Brainwashing is still a central motif for psychologists counselling former members of

charismatic groups or cults,*®

and it has been suggested that ‘the same sort of charges have
been laid at the doorstep of those entering upon the paths of evangelicalism and
Pentecostalism’.?** Brainwashing theory assumes that all negative psychological impact is
caused by being part of the group and that re-programming into ‘normal society’ will remove
the negative impact. In a study into ex-members of charismatic groups, Coates found that
people’s reasons for joining are actually more complex and active than brainwashing theory
allows for. Subsequently, the personal crises which may have motivated their conversion are

ignored in de-programming process and therefore these issues may arise again once the group

has been left.

288 Coates, D.D. “Counselling former members of charismatic groups” p.1; I think that the last part of Coates’
statement is supposed to read ‘or its leadership’ as the published form does not make as much sense.

%89 In fact, two of Coates’ research participants had belonged to groups which identified as ‘Pentecostal’
although no further details are given.

2% Coates, “Counselling former members of charismatic groups” p.2

L Elinn, F.K. “Conversion: up from evangelicalism or the pentecostal and charismatic experience” in Religious
Conversion: contemporary practices and controversies, ed. by Lamb, C. and Bryant, M.C. (London: Cassell,
1999) 51-72 (p.51)
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However, western conversion scholarship, post-Rambo, appears to have moved away from
brainwashing theory and more towards the religious marketplace and conversion careers
approaches. These reflect in part a response to Rambo’s call for more attention to be paid to
conversion in a modern global environment and a continuation of his approach to conversion

as a recurring process over time.?%

I will discuss the strengths and weaknesses of both
approaches and assess Henri Gooren’s recent conversion careers model. I conclude that
neither the religious marketplace nor the conversion careers model offers as holistic or broad

approach as Rambo’s seven-stage model and neither significantly moves conversion studies

forward from URC.
3.4.2 Globalisation and the religious marketplace

In Rambo’s words, globalisation theory ‘asserts that the growth of New Religious Movements,
Islamic Reform and Revitalization Movements, and Charismatic Christianity are made
possible by the ease of global communication systems...and the ease of mobility via airline
transportation, automobile, trains, etc’.”*> Globalisation has played a large part of the growing
awareness of and access to a variety of different religious viewpoints across the world,
resulting in increased choice, often referred to as a religious marketplace. Religious
marketplace language has recently increased globally but particularly in the UK where the

variety of religions and spiritualities represented in a relatively small country is notable.

| argue that although the religious marketplace model provides an insight into the competition
which derives from religious pluralism and globalisation, it can only shed light on the ways
people come into contact with different religions. The model does not explain what people

convert to and the beliefs associated with their conversion. Furthermore, the assumption that

292 Rambo, Understanding Religious Conversion, p.175 and p.165
2% Rambo, L.R. “Theories of Conversion: Understanding and Interpreting Religious Change” Social Compass,
46(3) (1999) 259-271 (p.262)
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we live in a religious marketplace leads conversion scholarship further down the path of
economic, social and psychological explanations for converts choosing a religious product
and away from questions surrounding belief and theology. This is particularly the case with

Pentecostalism, which sparks interest in its relative success in global religious marketplaces.

The religious market model traditionally supposes that converts are rational actors who, when
presented with a variety of religious options will actively choose that which benefits them.?**
Therefore, religious groups and their associated ‘truths’ are in a position of competing against
each other to attract converts. Religious doctrines become products, which must be cleverly
marketed and sold to religious consumers. Conversion is viewed as a weighing up of options
and choosing those (or a combination of those) which benefit the convert the most. Two
problems with the religious market paradigm on its own are that, firstly, like most models
before it overlooks issues of belief and the perceived activity of God in the process, and
secondly, that it assumes a constantly seeking population, whereas in reality the majority of

people will remain with the religious tradition of their upbringing or culture.”®®

Furthermore, it is not enough to present an individualistic model of the religious market.
Sherkat and Wilson highlight that individual choices are socially formed and supported. This
is achieved in two ways: ‘(1) when the utility an individual derives from consuming a good is
tied to the perceived effects of that consumption on others; and (2) when others reward or
punish consumption (or nonconsumption)’.>* Despite the best efforts of scholars to explain
how social factors help people decide upon a religion, the religious marketplace (and
subsequently religious competition) can only ever explain how people come into contact with

different religious ideas or organisations as products. It cannot reveal the reasons people

2% Gooren, Religious Conversion and Disaffiliation, pp.54-5; outlining the pros and cons of Stark and Finke’s
religious market model.

2% Gooren, Religious Conversion and Disaffiliation, p.55

29 Sherkat, D.E. and Wilson, J. “Preferences, Constraints, and Choices in Religious Markets: An Examination of
Religious Switching and Apostasy” Social Forces, 73(3) (1995) 993-1026 (p.999)
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convert to the religious groups or denominations that they do (particularly when that group
appears to offer more risks than benefits) and, importantly, what beliefs they are converting

t0.297

Increased religious pluralism has meant that Christian conversion cannot be assumed as the
dominant paradigm in conversion studies. As Bryant and Lamb highlight, ‘those in Christian
traditions have been forced, in recent decades, to see the phenomenon of conversion in
relation to traditions other than Christianity’.?® Furthermore, this means that Christian

groups should be prepared for an increase in converts who bring with them a variety of

different beliefs and experiences from a number of past religious or spiritual explorations.

The reality of global pluralism suggests that it is now considered more acceptable to change
or reject religion altogether than ever before. While this may be a natural assumption to make
from the vantage point of an increasingly secular West, in reality people are influenced at a
micro level by their context and are impac