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Introduction: Conversion:

contours of controversy and

commitment in a plural
world

The questions

What is conversion? Is it a mighty work of God? Or is it a h u m a n
choice? Is it a dramatic emotional event in a person's l i fe that fades
as suddenly as it occurs? Or is it a gradual and growing conviction in
one's mind that life's meaning and purpose lie in a par t icular
direction? Or is conversion a sham, a psychological trick to dupe you
of your money, possessions, or your autonomy? Is conversion always
a dramatic encounter with spiritual reality or can it be the pressure
of a community to ensure conformity with the group? Is conversion
simply another word for changing one's ins t i tu t iona l religious
a f f i l i a t i on? Is conversion a Christ ian phenomenon or is it also found
within other religious t radi t ions? Is there conversion to H indu i sm?
Is lam? Buddhism? Confucianism? Why do Zoroastrians oppose
conversion? Is conversion the basis for the Christ ian l i fe , as some
Christians contend? Can one dist inguish an authentic conversion
from an inauthent ic one? Does conversion have a meaning outside
the context of explicit religious tradit ions? Can one speak about
personal transformations, whatever their context or content, as
conversions? These are but some of the questions that surround
'conversion' at the end of the twentieth century. To address some of
these issues we have invited a group of scholars from several
religious traditions and from dif ferent academic disciplines to
contribute to this volume.

M. Darrol Bryant and Christopher Lamb
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M. DARROL BRYANT AND CHRISTOPHER LAMB

In a classic study at the beginning of the twentieth century
Will iam James, the American philosopher and psychologist,
described conversion in the following terms:

to be converted, to be regenerated, to receive grace, to experience
religion, to gain an assurance, are so many phrases which denote the
process, gradual or sudden, by which a self hitherto divided, and
consciously wrong, infer ior , and unhappy becomes unified and
consciously right, superior, and happy in consequence of its firmer hold
upon religious realities.1

Such persons are, to use James's other phrase for converted souls,
the 'twice-born'. While James's study remains important, we can
now see that it was limited in at least two important respects. It
limited the phenomenon of conversion to Christianity and it
interpreted conversion wholly in psychological terms. Although the
psychological approach to conversion has remained central to the
study of conversion through most of the twentieth century, more
recent studies of the phenomenon have regarded it in more
sociological terms. These changes are reflected in the theoretical
contribution of Lewis Rambo and Charles Farhadian where they
outline the stages of the conversion process. As we see in Rambo and
Farhadian, as well as in the contribution of Frank Flinn, conversion
involves not only an inner event but it often involves a move from
one religious community to another.

This volume explores conversion as a contemporary religious
issue. This means three things: (1) it explores the theoretical meaning
of conversion; (2) it examines the significance of conversion within
diverse religious traditions; and (3) it points to the tensions between
traditions over the issue of conversion.

Conversion is usually thought of as an issue within Christianity,
where the acceptance of Jesus as the only way to salvation is
primary: 'No one comes to the Father but by me' (John 14:6), but it
has a wider significance. It has also been important for the so-called
'universal' religions. The 'universal' religions have a historical
founder who gives his message to a small group of followers who in
turn pass on to their followers a mission to spread the message to all
humanity. Into this category fall the teachings of the Buddha, Jesus
and Mohammed. Zoroastrianism, Jainism and Sikhism likewise had
founders with a universal message - Zoroaster /Zarathustra,
Mahavira and Guru Nanak. But there is a noticeable absence of a
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strong mission or proselytizing tendency in these traditions. Indeed,
in the case of Indian Zoroastrians (Parsees), there has been a
tendency to move towards an ethnic religion, that is, one open only
to members of a given ethnic community.

The so-called ethnic religions like Hinduism and Judaism, though
matrices of two universal religions, seem less concerned with
conversion except in so far as it is a negative force they have to
confront (e.g. Jews for Jesus, Christian missionaries in the Hindu
kingdom of Nepal). Historically they have both sought converts in
certain circumstances though today it is not always considered
appropriate to convert into Judaism and it is not made easy. One
enters Hinduism through birth into one of the castes, though people
in the contemporary period have entered with varying levels of
formality by means of the modern guru-led movements such as Hare
Krishna, Ramakrishna mission, and Ramana Maharshi or, as in the
case of Christopher Isherwood, through Vedanta. Orthodox Hindus
may not always know quite what to make of this, as is made clear in
the chapter by Tamal Krishna Goswami, a North American convert
to Hinduism through the Hare Krishna movement. At the extreme of
non-conversion stands Zoroastrianism in India (Parsees) which does
not have a mechanism for the reception of converts. Indeed, most
Indian Zoroastrians or Parsees believe that conversion is simply not
possible. This position of Zoroastrianism is interesting because by
all accounts it should be a universal religion, but often acts as an
ethnic one. Has it been ethnicized due to historical circumstances?
Homi Dhalla's chapter in this volume gives an account of the debate
currently going on in the Zoroastrian or Parsee community in India .

Conversion among the p r ima l t rad i t ions or non-un ive r sa l
religions was v i r tua l ly unknown. Thus this collection pays l i t t le
attention to these traditions. What are they? The pr imary religions of
the First Nation Peoples of North, Central and South America and
Aus t ra l i a , African tradit ional religion, and Siberian Shamanism, are
usual ly defined as such. These ancient traditions precede the
invention of writing. They do not have written scriptures like the
Bible, the Qur'an or the Dhammapada. They passed narrative
traditions down through oral transmission wi th in the matr ix of a
l iving community. Hinduism started like this with the Vedas that
were sruti, 'heard' by the ancient rs/s, 'seers', but in the course of
ages these were eventually set in writing. Similar ly , the traditions of
the primary religions may contain creation accounts but they do not
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have an identifiable historical founder. Where these traditions have
survived into the modern era, there are cases of conversion. Within
the last three decades, for example, there has been a remarkable
growth of the Yoruba tradition of Nigeria among black populations
in Brazil, the United Kingdom, and the United States. And we have
seen non-native people inducted into the tribes of the First Nation
Peoples of the Americas.

Hinduism, Judaism, Confucianism, Taoism, Shintoism, and Bon-
po - the indigenous religion of Tibet prior to Buddhism (though
modern Bon-po has been influenced by Buddhism and has
restructured itself along Buddhist lines) - are not so clear-cut. In
any event, in those religions whose world-view includes reincarna-
tion across myriads of lives there is less sense of urgency to achieve
salvation in a single lifetime. Some traditions are often called ethnic
religions because they seem so closely woven into, if not identified
with, an ethnic identity. Indeed, it is sometimes difficult to identify
the boundary between the two and thus it is difficult, if not
impossible for that boundary to be crossed by those not born into a
particular ethnic community. Judaism possibly has the strongest
sense of its peoplehood, but in the first centuries when it developed
out of Israelite religion it was a proselytizing religion. In the period
of the Second Temple it actively sought to make converts to
monotheism. And, as we see from Rabbi Rodney Mariner's chapter,
modern Judaism accepts converts with an attitude ranging from
reluctance to eagerness, though not yet through proselytization. John
Bowker pointed out that 'if there is a conversion priority in Judaism,
it lies in the sense which some Jews (e.g. Lubavitch, Hasidim) have
that all Jews should convert to Judaism (to the observance of Torah
in orthodox form)'.2 In the Chinese traditions, as Jordan Paper
shows in his chapter, conversion was virtually unknown.

Throughout history, the great religious traditions lived in relative
isolation from one another, especially in the West. The whole of the
Western world has been overwhelmingly Christian for centuries. The
exception was the Jewish community and indigenous peoples in the
Americas who were often subject to enforced 'conversions'. The
Muslim world was the great crescent stretching from North Africa to
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INTRODUCTION: CONVERSION IN A PLURAL WORLD

Indonesia. The manifold streams of Hindu religious l i f e dominated
the Indian subcontinent, with a sizeable Muslim minor i ty beginning
in the Middle Ages. Buddhism emerged in India but moved north
and east into China, Tibet, Korea and Japan and south and east into
Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia. It v i r tua l ly disappeared in India ,
though some streams of Hinduism regard the Buddha as an avatar of
Visnu. In China, the Confucian, Taoist, and later the Buddhist
traditions came to permeate Chinese culture and to interface with
the earlier folk traditions. In North Africa, Musl ims came to
dominate all across northern Africa, but below the Sahara there were
the tradit ional Afr ican religions. The missionary movements of
Christ ianity beginning in the eighteenth century spread across sub-
Saharan Africa as, to a lesser extent, did Muslim missionary efforts.
The whole of Latin America became Roman Catholic as the
traditional religions were either destroyed following the Conquest or
absorbed into Catholicism. Today there is an evangelical and
pentecostal movement sweeping across La t in America where
'conversion' is central. But in this instance, conversion is an intra-
Christian event, as millions move from a nominal Roman Catholic
allegiance to evangelical or pentecostal churches.

For centuries European and North American Christians assumed
that 'conversion' was a dramatic change that led one into the
Christian community. The dark side of conversion in the Christ ian
era was the 'enforced conversion' of Jews especially in medieval
Europe, and the legally sanctioned efforts to convert Catholics to
Protestants in Ireland and to convert Protestants to Catholics in
other European contexts. What this had to do with conversion as
theologically understood wi thin the Christian world is d i f f i c u l t , if
not impossible to see. It was clearly a wholly external change forced
upon persons against their wi l l . Moreover, it s imply never occurred
to most Christians that one could legit imately belong to another
religion or that conversion could ever involve becoming a member of
a religion other than Christ ianity. But in the twentieth century this
religious chauvinism has been broken. In a predominantly Christ ian
Europe and North America, people are converting to non-Christian
religious tradit ions like Tibetan or Zen Buddhism or to new religious
movements.

In Cal i fornia , a young woman in her twenties with shoulder-
length blond hair turns her blue eyes br imming with devotion
towards her Guru and bows before a Tibetan Rimpoche and utters
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M. DARROL BRYANT AND CHRISTOPHER LAMB

her determination to 'take refuge in the Buddha, the Dharma, and
the Sangha'. While at the same moment in the UK a man in his
thirties enters the baptismal waters of a mikveh to become a Jew in
order to marry the woman with whom he has fallen in love. In far-
off India a young Frenchman is being initiated into the Sikh tradition
through the amrit ceremony, as we see in the story of Dharshan
Singh. And in Norway a young woman has just announced her sense
of homecoming in a pagan ritual. Sometimes, perhaps rarely, the
conversion experience can come to deepen one's empathy to people
one has moved away from. In Westminster Cathedral, London, a
young married man is ordained as a Roman Catholic priest and
recognizes that the joy he feels is surprisingly the same as that
experienced by those women he left behind in the Church of England
as they are priested. But in general those in the Christian traditions
have been forced, in recent decades, to see the phenomenon of
conversion in relation to traditions other than Christianity.

These are the events that have generated considerable controversy
in the twentieth century. Some wonder if these are true conversions
and if they are valid religious choices. Others simply observe that as
modern societies become more plural religiously, it is inevitable that
one will see more and more of these conversions to other religious
traditions. Besides, the focus on 'conversion' to non-Christian
religious traditions obscures what is the larger tendency in
predominantly Christian societies. In Canada, for example, there
are yearly many more 'converts' to Christianity from non-Christian
religions than there are 'converts' from Christianity to non-Christian
religions. The reason for this is quite simple, namely, marriage. In
Canada, when a non-Christian marries a Christian, it is much more
likely for the non-Christian spouse to join the Christian community
than vice versa. But is this 'conversion?' What do we mean by
conversion?

A common meaning of conversion?

Conversion, as we have already suggested and as becomes clearer in
the chapters that follow, is understood differently in different
religious and social contexts. What Christians call conversion or
metanoia, Muslims would probably call 'submission' and Buddhists
would speak of 'Going for Refuge'. In some countries (Egypt and
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some other Muslim countries, and un t i l recently, Nepal) 'conversion'
is forbidden by law, while in other societies we encounter 'rice-bowl'
conversions. What is genuine conversion? Can conversion be a group
experience or decision? Whole villages 'converted' to neo-Buddhism
in Maharashtra, India, in the 1950s. Or, is conversion an intensely
dramatic and personal event? This came to be the classic image of
conversion in Christianity. These diverse meanings and under-
standings of conversion pose d i f f icu l t ies for the theorists of
conversion.

The chapters in this volume by Lewis Rambo and Charles
Farhadian of the United States, Donald Taylor of the United
Kingdom, and Frank Flinn of the United States all seek to offer a
more comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon of conver-
sion. For Rambo and Farhadian, conversion is the name for all forms
of 'religious change'. In their model of conversion, it is a complex
process involving seven stages. Those stages are context, crisis,
quest, encounter, interaction, committing, and consequences. Seen in
such a process perspective, conversion is not just a moment in a
person's life, but involves a complex set of factors that are at once
social, psychological and spiri tual . Donald Taylor explores the
meaning of conversion in relation to its usages in the context of the
relationships between religions. Here he finds that conversion is an
evaluative term used positively by those in the religion to which one
converts and negatively by that religion which one abandons. Frank
Flinn draws mainly upon the Christian traditions in exploring the
meaning of conversion, especially in relation to the evangelical and
pentecostal movements in Christ ianity.

When we look at the phenomenon of conversion across the range
of religious traditions, we can see that the substance of conversion
varies. And so do the formal conditions for the acceptance of a
convert. Those conditions can be extremely stringent, less so, or
completely non-existent. Anyone converting to Judaism has to
satisfy the Beth Din as to the integrity of his or her motivation,
adequacy of knowledge about Jewish law, custom and practice, and
has to fu l f i l certain ritual requirements. There are also 'gatekeepers'
in Roman Catholicism. Only a priest can formally admit a convert
into the church after a period of instruction in the tenets of the faith
that then leads to baptism. For in the sacramental traditions of
Christ ianity, the formal way into the church is through the
sacrament of baptism. And in the sacramental traditions, baptism
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M. DARROL BRYANT AND CHRISTOPHER LAMB

is performed by a priest though it can in fact be performed by
anyone, baptized Christian or not, who uses the right formula, and
has the intention to do what the church requires. However, canon
law in the Catholic tradition forbids this except in the case of
imminent death, and the situation would have to be regularized
should death not occur. Islam requires the act of submission to Allah
to be made in the presence of witnesses, but clearly more than a
recitation of the sbahada - There is no God but God and
Mohammed is His Messenger - is envisaged. A convert is also
expected to say yes to the ful l tradition of Qur'anic teaching, hadiths
and shari'a, as Yasin Dutton makes clear in his chapter on
conversion in Islam. Would the convert also have to locate himself
or herself in the Shi'ite, Sunni or Sufi stream of Islam as converts do
in identifying Christianity with one or another denomination? In
Mahayana Buddhism, one usually 'takes Refuge' in relation to one's
Sensai, Master, Larna, or Teacher. Here the mechanism for
admission to a community of faith might be less formal than in
some other traditions.

Ideological issues

In Christianity and Islam the ideology of mission has without doubt
been perceived with a greater sense of urgency than in Buddhism.
The reasons for this difference may have to do with the more
'provisional' nature of Buddhist teaching conveyed in the story of the
raft. In that story, religion is likened to a raft with which one crosses
a stream, but when the stream is crossed one does not continue to
carry the raft. It is left behind. So, the purpose of religious practice
and discipline is to lead one from suffering to enlightenment and
once that goal is achieved then one leaves the religion behind.
Nonetheless, there is a strong missionary mentality within Buddhism
- after all, the Bodhisattva vow is to remain in this world until all
sentient beings achieve enlightenment. But the ideology of mission
has been most prevalent in traditions like Christianity which,
through most of its history, has tended to regard all other religions as
'false'. And thus, all others must be converted to the Christian way -
if they are to be saved.
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In the modern world there is an unprecedented opportuni ty for
persons to move freely from one religion to another. Some have
moved out of their own tradition for a time, only to 'rediscover' the
tradit ion they left behind. This has happened with a number of those
Anglicans who converted to Rome over the issue of women priests.
About 16 per cent have returned, though none of those who have
have been (re-)ordained. Some people's pilgrimage takes them on
through one tradition after another but never f ina l ly arr iving at any
settled place. Such questing or 'religion hopping' is rarely approved
of, but perhaps in an unstructured way the move between religions is
expressing a deeper need for movement and change in the spir i tual
life. Hinduism offers a structured pattern of commitment according
to four stages of l ife in the idea of varnasramadharma. The devotee
moves from being a student of the Vedas, through the householder to
the hermit stage. Then, for a few, there follows the last stage of
complete renunciation as a wandering sannyasin. In this fourth stage
a kind of conversion takes places as the renunciant abandons
household, ownership and caste. He dies to the world symbolical ly
by burning an effigy of himself and taking the saffron robe, spends
his time in meditation, even eschewing temple-worship, completely
dependent on the alms he may receive from others. These are
dramatic changes within a given religious tradition, one that builds
into its own self-understanding an awareness of different spir i tual
outlooks at different stages of l ife.

We are also f inding more and more people asking if it is possible
to belong to more than one religion. The 'supermarket' or 'pick and
mix' approach to religion found in the modern West is often
criticized as a feature of the rootlessness of modern culture. But
people in East Asia have for centuries seen themselves as part of
more than one tradition. In Japan, for example, people have Shinto
weddings and Buddhist funerals without th ink ing it strange. The
boundaries between traditions are more porous in Eastern tradit ions
than in the West. We may lament the loss of a monolithic certainty
that belonging to a tradit ion once gave, but some people have
challenged the desirabil i ty or even the possibility of belonging to jus t
one religion for life. Don Cupitt, a British Anglican theologian, is
just such a voice. He f inds that Buddhist insights i l l u m i n e his
Christianity so completely that he defines himself as a Buddhist
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M. DARROL BRYANT AND CHRISTOPHER LAMB

Christian. Phil Jackson, coach of basketball's Chicago Bulls
including Michael Jordan, describes himself as a 'Zen Christian'.
Some people feel most comfortable at the threshold of a tradition,
defining themselves, for example, as Catholic Hindus or as having a
Christian heart but a Buddhist head; they feel not completely in, not
completely out, like a 'flying buttress supporting the Church from
without', as Winston Churchill was supposed to have said. Diana
Eck, that powerful voice for religious inclusiveness, has said

I know that this image of the river of life [flowing from the throne of
God] is not our image alone. I cannot read the final chapters of Saint
John's imaginative vision without seeing the Ganges in my mind's eye.
For Hindus it is the River of Heaven flowing from the foot of Vishnu,
falling on the head of Shiva, touching the earth on top of the highest
mountain, Mount Meru, and then generously splitting into four
channels to flow in four directions, watering the whole earth with
streams of blessing.3

Contours of controversy

Of one thing we can be sure: conversion is a controversial issue in
today's world. Christian officials in the United Kingdom bemoan the
'conversion' of nominal Christians to Paganism. Jewish leaders in
the United States worry that conversions to Christianity and new
religious movements are destroying the Jewish community. Hindu
leaders of some extreme factions in India decry the 'conversions of
Hindus to Islam' four to six centuries ago and urge Indian Muslims
to reclaim their historic Hindu faith. Conversion is legally
disallowed by the state constitutions of several Muslim nations. In
Latin America, Roman Catholic leaders are dismayed by the
numbers of Roman Catholics who have now become Pentecostals
as the pentecostal movement sweeps across Latin America. Russian
Orthodox officials in the former Soviet Union are perplexed by the
appearance of many North American-based evangelical Christian
groups in post-Communist Russia because of their aggressive calls
for 'conversion to Christ'. Some Christian missionaries seek the
conversion of those who 'live in darkness' or adhere to 'false
religions'. Some North African Muslims call on the 'infidels' to
submit to Allah as the only true God. Indian gurus and Tibetan
lamas in the West invite nominal Christians to follow their paths to
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INTRODUCTION: CONVERSION IN A PLURAL WORLD

liberation and enlightenment. Parents of young adults in their
twenties get very upset and suspect i l l ici t means when their 'children'
forsake their family religion and join new religious movements.
Conversion is the troubling issue underlying these discordant voices.
And it is at the very heart of the new religious plural ism that is
sweeping the planet.

Conversion and priesthood

Hinduism has come to be thought of as a single religion by Western
students of religion and many Hindus have come to accept this view.
However, it is the most plural of religions, with something to offer
every kind of religious seeker, and with many different forms of God
for the devotee to choose from. These different forms of the
Absolute may be male or female or both or neither. The forms of
Hindu life range from popular cults to non-theistic, non-dualistic
Vedanta. Village Hinduism has its own kinds of priests, but in the
classical orthodox tradition the fourfold caste-system of varnas -
brahmin, ksatriya, vaisya, sudra - is intrinsic. And priests come only
from the brahmin varna in Brahmanical Hinduism. What about
persons not born into the tradition, can they be priests?

In Christianity there are diverse ideas of priesthood. Catholics
speak of the (usually) celibate male priest, Protestants speak of men
and women called to the ministry and the Orthodox have married
priests and celibate monks. In Hinduism and Judaism it is quite
different: the priesthood is an inherited status passed through
membership of the priestly family . In both religions it entails the
highest degree of r i tual pur i ty which must be safeguarded if the
priestly function is not to be impugned.

In Hinduism this has become an issue because of the growing
acceptance among Hindus of the diaspora of the ministry of the
International Society for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON). Many
caste-Hindus in Britain flock to Bhaktivedanta Manor for the great
festivals and follow the temple worship led by non-Indian swamis
who were not born brahmins but have become assimilated according
to the teachings of Caitanya. Caste puri ty is not a matter of birth but
right-mindedness. This is s imi la r to the Buddhist redefinit ion of
arya, 'noble', to mean the spir i tual ly advanced person who conducts
himself rightly.
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Conversion: the sliding scale

Though the term 'conversion' is often associated with dramatic and
emotional religious experiences in relation to Christianity, the notion
predates Christianity and has its parallels in other religious
traditions as the chapters below make clear. Conversion was known
in ancient Judaism, but it was not so much a dramatic experience as
a process unfolding over time of learning the Torah under the
direction of a rabbi and undergoing some ritual events. Thus it is
important to realize the various meanings of conversion both across
the religious traditions and even within a given religious tradition.
The chapters in the section on conversion in the world's religions
document some of these differences both across and within the
religious traditions.

Here it is worth noting something of the sliding scale that
surrounds conversion - from the dramatic personal and inward
experience of being turned around, to a very external institutional
and formal process of induction into a religious community. While
the founder of Methodism, John Wesley, wrote of his 'heart being
strangely warmed' in response to a sermon by a Moravian preacher
in seventeenth-century London on justification by faith alone, a
Buddhist monk in Sri Lanka might quietly enter a temple monastery
and spend years learning Pali and studying the Sutras and learning
ritual practices on his way to enlightenment. In one case, conversion
was dramatic and personal, in the other more formal and
institutional. And one could also find this range within a given
tradition: conversion to Roman Catholicism is very different from
conversion to Pentecostalism or even charismatic Catholicism.

It is also important to recognize the sociological and institutional
dimensions of conversion. Conversion is not just a personal spiritual
awakening, it is also an entry into a particular religious community.
As we have already seen, there is the 'gatekeeper' dimension to
conversion, the religious official or office or institution that
recognizes and acknowledges one's experience and /o r intention
and validates it in relation to a religious community or institution. If
one, for example, were converted to the Jewish Way it would not be
sufficient to say that Yahweh called me to be a Jew or that I was
persuaded of the truth of the Torah. One would also have to meet
certain requirements to be admitted to the Jewish tradition.

12
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Conversion, deprogramming and new religious movements

One of the most controversial aspects of conversion in the
contemporary world concerns the new religious movements and
the 'cults'. The phrase 'new religious movements' covered a wide
range of religious groups. At one end were groups that were not
really new, but only new to North America and Europe. The Hare
Krishna movement is one example of a religious movement that was
five hundred years old in India , but burst on to the North American
scene in the 1960s when Swami Prabhupada came to the US and
founded the International Society for Krishna Consciousness. At the
other end of the scale were t ru ly new religious groups l ike
Scientology that emerged in the 1950s from the work of L. Ron
Hubbard, a science fiction writer who created the Scientology
religion. There were also small Christian groups like the infamous
Jonestown group that met its tragic end in Guyana and the
fundamental is t community in Waco. There were also syncretistic
and gnostic groups that combined elements from more than one
religious traditions into their own distinct constellation. There were
li teral ly hundreds of groups. Many of these groups had a very short
life, others have now been around for decades.

When in the 1960s, the twenty-something-year old-sons and
daughters of the middle class began joining these groups there was a
huge outcry. Parents were often outraged to see their 'children'
chanting Hare Krishna at the airport or following a Korean Messiah
like Sun Myung Moon rather than pursuing their studies or
professions. Some opponents to these new religious movements
alleged that people did not vo lun ta r i ly join these movements but
were i l l i c i t ly seduced into them, they had been 'brainwashed' .
Adherents of these newer communities offered another account,
speaking of how they had been converted and found the true Lord
Krishna in this group or discovered their Real Self in another. But
opponents insisted that these were not only the words of the
seduced, they were not really religious movements at all but cynical
schemes to rip off the unsuspecting. In North America, the
opposition to these new religious movements turned to 'deprogram-
ming'. The idea was l i teral ly to abduct or k idnap the person who
had joined a 'cult' or 'new religious movement' to hold them against
their wil l and subject him or her to a process of 'deprogramming' to
get them to renounce their - to the deprogrammer - pseudo-faith

13



M. DARROL BRYANT AND CHRISTOPHER LAMB

and false religion. The services of the deprogrammer cost between a
few thousand and tens of thousands of dollars. And the promise was
to 'free the children' - to use the title of a book by Ted Patrick, the
most notorious of the American deprogrammers. During the 1970s,
hundreds of members of new religious movements in North America
were subject to 'deprogramming'. Some left their religious groups -
having been 'deprogrammed' they then turned on their former group
and commitment - but more returned to their groups after escaping
the deprogrammers. Ted Patrick was sentenced to prison for
kidnapping and abduction in the 1980s. The deprogrammers not
only worked on 'young people' from the so-called 'new religious
movements', they also 'deprogrammed' Catholics, Protestants,
vegetarians, and persons who had declared themselves 'gay'.
Unfortunately, this controversy continues down to the present. It is
symptomatic of how controversial and troubling conversion to a
different religious community can be. New religious movements
(NRMs) have an unsubstantiated reputation for 'brainwashing', when
most observers find familiar modes of religious persuasion. What is
the difference between a person who wants to give his life to following
a New Age cult which demands separation from the world and
someone who feels he is being called to join a strictly contemplative
religious order with all the rules of monastic enclosure? How is
conversion experienced in an NRM or how is a sense of calling to the
monastic life or the 'Baptism in the Spirit' of charismatics or the
'Toronto Blessing' of some evangelicals to be compared?

Commitment, continuity and conversion

In order to put the contemporary controversy into perspective, it is
important to recall that most human beings simply follow the
religious tradition into which they are born. And when there is
change in religious commitment among Christians, it is usually a
change from one denomination or sect to another within the larger
tradition. For example, Old Order Mennonites become town
Mennonites or join an evangelical denomination, Baptists become
Episcopalians, Lutherans become Roman Catholics, Roman
Catholics become Pentecostals. Perhaps the more prevalent
characteristic of the modern era is the numbers of human beings
who abandon religion altogether. But the vast major i ty of human
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beings remain of the religious tradition into which they were horn
and in which they were raised. The percentage that even explore
another tradition amount to less than 10 per cent of the population.

Conversion and secularity: conversion as a non-religious
phenomenon

Conversion is normally seen in a religious context. It is part of
joining one or another religious community. It becomes linked to
identity and membership in a community. But the language of
conversion also appears in non-religious contexts. It has become a
way of speaking of personal transformation and growth. For
example, some women have spoken of their movement into
feminism as a conversion, as a homecoming or a realization of a
truth about who or what they are. Other men and women who have
'come out' in relation to their gay or lesbian nature have also spoken
about that in terms of 'conversion'. Registrar's offices in North
American universities speak of 'conversion rates' in relation to
applicants to the university - how many of those in i t i a l l y contacted
by the university actually proceed through the stages of applying,
accepting, and actually coming to the university? And in the human
potential movement, you often encounter the use of the language of
conversion to speak about life-transforming experiences.

Coming out as a gay man or lesbian woman frequently leads to a
complete transformation of life. Many gay and lesbian people
experience something like a conversion when they take control of
their own lives and 'come out'. They feel that now they can be who
they truly are. If they are religious people, they see this as accepting
themselves as God made them and discover that their authentic
spiri tuali ty is to be gay. Fr Bernard Lynch, a priest who worked with
people with AIDS in New York described how he felt when the
question 'Father, are you homosexual?' was unexpectedly and
unfa i r l y sprung on him by Gay Burne in the TV Late, Late Show.4

Later he was to say:

My heart fell ro the floor. Everything in me wanted to say 'no, I am not,
hut 1 am gay'. Because I don't like the word homosexual, it's a medicinal
word, it's a clinical word. It's too genital. It is not 'wholesome'. But I
stopped at the 'no'. That to me was the biggest sin I've ever committed.
To deny my createdness in God.
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Yet he had every justif ication. The question was designed to
undermine everything he had been saying, not to say his reality as a
human being. Nevertheless, the experience made him reconsider and
decide to come out in his book Priest on Trial and later in a TV
programme about his life and work because 'I would rather be hated
for what I am than loved for what I am not.'5

What has this in common with religious conversion? The feeling
of joy and release from the burden of self-hatred and internalized
homophobia, accompanied by a renewed sense of strength and
vigour and self-worth which was never experienced before has made
coming out for many people akin to a religious conversion. In the
case of coming out the new status is permanent: it can hardly be
gainsaid. Coming out, as against being outed, is said to be truly life-
transforming.

Gay people themselves have been the target of deprogramming
probably longer than any other group. Many psychiatrists have tried
to alter sexual orientation by using techniques even more abusive
than those used by the religious deprogrammers. Their rationale was
couched in the language of sickness, though this is now completely
discredited among reputable bodies such as the American Psychiatic
Association and the British Medical Association. Many people,
among them Christians, find the procedures morally reprehensible
because they deliberately set out to increase the guilt feelings,
alienation and self-hatred of the subject. Since it has been reported to
work in no more than 27 per cent of patients 'under optimum
conditions', despite their high motivation and wish to be 'cured', it
fails for the other 73 per cent, leaving them unconverted but
'burdened with false guilt and shame concerning their incurable
condition'.6

Nevertheless, some evangelical groups, unable to accept that God
might love his gay children unconditionally, try to promote the idea
that homosexuality is a chosen, not a given, from which the subject
can be released. They use deprogramming techniques and even
exorcism to cast out the 'spirit of homosexuality'.

A critique of conversion

Conversion has also had its critics. Some have seen Christian
evangelical conversion experiences as bogus and fleeting emotional
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experiences that have li t t le lasting impact on people. The critic
looks, for example, at the Billy Graham 'Crusade for Christ' events
as manipulated events, orchestrated by his effective preaching and
the music, that lead the one who comes forward at the 'altar call ' to
a very temporary state of remorse about his or her l i fe and a
temporary commitment to Jesus as their personal Saviour. But the
next day, the moment has passed and the 'convert' quickly returns to
his pre-conversion life. In this view, conversion is not a deep tu rn ing
of the human being to God, but a superficial man ipu la t i on of
people's emotions.

Similar ly, within the context of many new religious movements,
the critics have alleged that people are drawn into these movements
through i l l ic i t methods rather than through any genuine conversion
or conviction. More sober scholarly investigation of these allega-
tions, like that of Lome Dawson in this volume, have not verified the
allegations, though they have revealed an amazing array of reasons
for people joining religious groups - and they are not all noble or
profound. And here too one finds that many alleged conversion
experiences prove to be very shallow and temporary.

Conversion in Christianity

We have grouped together here four chapters exploring various
facets of conversion in relation to the Christian traditions. We felt it
important to give this much attention to Chris t iani ty because it is the
tradition in which 'conversion' has loomed largest, it is the world's
largest religious tradition, and it is the tradit ion in which conversion
has generated the most controversy. Yet we must hasten to add that
we have not been able to deal with the issue of conversion in relation
to Christ ianity in a comprehensive way. Some aspects of this
question have not been touched upon where others have only been
alluded to. For example, we could well have had a essay exploring
the phenomenon of intra-Christian conversion, specifically, the
pentecostal movement that is sweeping across Latin America and is
drawing most of its 'converts' from nominal Catholics. We could
also have given more attention to the independent Christ ian
churches of Africa where conversion is sometimes related to
tradition African religious practices.

In a general way, it is perhaps worth noting that while conversion
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is found in all streams of Christianity, there is a marked difference in
the understanding of conversion between the more sacramental and
evangelical streams of Christianity. In the sacramental traditions
(Roman Catholic, Orthodox, Anglican, Lutheran) the conversion
process is through participation in the sacraments of baptism (a
dying and rising with Christ), eucharist, confirmation. In the
evangelical traditions it is a personal experience of giving your life
to Jesus or being baptized in the Spirit, or the experience of being
born again.

In Christianity conversion has been the 'big issue' in so far as it
was perceived for centuries, and still is in some quarters, that outside
the Church there is no salvation. Based on the image derived from
Noah's Ark, by which God gave Noah the opportunity to save the
uniquely righteous family from the universal flood, the Church saw
itself as the One Ark of Salvation.

Later, Protestant Christians judged a person as saved or not by his
commitment to Jesus as saviour. This is to put it at its simplest. The
picture is more complex and complicated when conversion is
perceived as a calling or an 'election' - especially if, as Calvin taught,
not all are of the elect.

It has been an issue within Christianity where some people have
moved across traditions. The primary group were the Reformers,
Luther, Calvin and others who set up what some might see as an
alternative tradition when they broke communion with the Pope. But
from their side this was perceived as a reconstruction of Testamental
Christianity which had been lost.

But the Church tried to retrieve the lost territory when it launched
the Counter-Reformation which in many ways defined Catholic-
Protestant relations to the present day. The old antagonism has been
largely mollified except in Northern Ireland. Until Vatican II the
Catholic Church sought converts from other Christian groups quite
aggressively and in England after the repeal of anti-Catholic laws,
was triumphant about the conversion of high-profile people like
Cardinal Newman and Father Faber, claiming them as part of the
reclamation of England as Mary's Dowry. Now, though conversions
across Christian traditions still go on, the Catholic Church seems
more conciliatory and perceives it more as a generous accommoda-
tion of people on a spiritual journey. This happened in the case of
those Anglicans who went Romewards when women were ordained
as priests in the Church of England.
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There are voices, too, which question the moral i ty of the very
concept of mission itself. Missiology has undergone criticism and
revision. There are those that th ink it should be stopped altogether.
They may allow religions to express themselves to others but would
limit the activity to dialoguing in order to learn something. Darrol
Bryant discusses the problem in his chapter on Chris t iani ty .

Contemporary conversion

We end with a collection of cases about contemporary conversion:
people who have a personal story to tell, Graham Harvey who has
come out Pagan; Father Tim Edgar who has found his home in one
of the most tradit ional forms of Christ ianity but who also brings
something new to that tradition in his status as a married priest;
Darshan Singh Rudel and Tamal Krishna Goswami who have 'gone
East'. Other chapters in this f ina l section observe the growth of non-
Christian religions in the West.
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1. Converting: stages of
religious change1

Introduction

Religious change characterizes an enduring quality of the human
predicament. Whether it entails converting from one religious
tradition to another, changing from one group to another within a
tradition, or the intensifying of religious beliefs and practices,
instances of conversion can be found in many cultures, historical
periods, economic conditions and social categories. Al though
'conversion', as a theological word, is used most often within the
Christian tradition, it has come to refer to the general notion of
religious change. Because definit ions of conversion abound, the
phenomenon of conversion continues to be an elusive concept.

This chapter proposes that 'converting' is the most appropriate
term to signify that religious change is an ongoing complex process
involving many different dimensions, and provides a heuristic stage
model which can serve as a framework in which the nature of the
converting processes can be seen more adequately.2

Given our assumption that converting is a process, a stage model
is useful in portraying phases of a process that takes place over time.
We realize that speaking of 'stages' involves the use of metaphorical
language. Human life is rarely so simple and orderly. We believe that
a stage model is valuable as a map of the features of change over
time. We propose seven stages in this model. Context is the overall
environment in which change takes place. Contextual factors either
facil i tate or constrain change. The crisis stage is generally a rupture
in the taken-for-granted world that triggers the quest stage in which
persons actively seek new ways of confronting their predicament.
Encounter is the contact between questing persons and the advocate
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of a new alternative. Interaction is an intensification of the process in
which the advocates and potential converts 'negotiate' changes in
thoughts, feelings and actions. Commitment is a phase in which
persons decide to devote their life to a new spiritual orientation.
Consequences involve cumulative effects of various experiences,
actions and beliefs that either facilitate or hinder converting.

A major theme of this chapter will be that converting is a process
of religious change that takes place in a dynamic force field of
people, events, ideologies, institutions, expectations and experiences.
It is assumed that converting is always an ongoing process, rather
than a single event. Converting cannot be extricated from the fabric
of relationships, processes and ideologies which provide the matrix
of religious change. Dimensions of the converting process are
multiple, interactive and cumulative.

To understand converting in all its richness, variety and
complexity, the domains of anthropology, sociology, psychology
and religious studies must be taken into account. Three preliminary
comments should be made concerning this stage model. First, this
stage model must not be seen either as uni l inear or as universal.
Second, this model is intended to be heuristic. The usefulness of the
model lies in its ability to systematically organize the complex
phenomena of religious change as well as some of the technical issues
emerging in conversion scholarship. Third, stages are not to be seen
as always occurring in the same order. Reality is far more complex,
and converting is frequently characterized by a spiralling effect - a
going back and forth between the stages - and thus not a
unidirectional movement.

Stage 1: context: dynamic force fields

The context is the ecology in which converting takes place. It could
be argued that the context is not strictly speaking a stage but rather
the total environment of religious change. The context influences
each stage, and each stage can have a reciprocal impact upon the
context. A pervasive dialectic transpires among and between stages
and the context.

The context consists of three interconnected spheres: macro-
context, microcontext and mesocontext. The macrocontext includes
such large-scale domains as political systems, religious organiza-
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tions, mult inat ional corporations, relevant ecological considerations
and economic systems. The microcontext focuses upon the more
personal world of the ind iv idua l , such as f ami ly and fr iends,
vocation, and other aspects of a person's l i fe which have a direct
impact on the person's thoughts, feelings and actions. Final ly , the
mesocontext includes those aspects of the context which mediate
between the macrocontexts and microcontexts, such as local
government, regional politics and economics, and local religious
institutions.

The diversity of contexts is immense. For instance, even wi th in a
nuclear f ami ly that shares many of the same features of the
macrocontext, each member may be involved in different local
political or religious movements, hold conflicting views on personal
or public issues, or be engaged in separate vocations. Contextual
infrastructures provide a range of mobility, f lexibi l i ty , resources and
opportunities as well as different powers of access, support, control
and repression. Given the countless variety of contexts that shape a
person's a n d / o r group's life, the scholar of conversion should be
careful to be systematic in detailing the contours of the context so
that patterns, themes and issues can be made explicit.

Understanding the dynamic force field of the converting person
a n d / o r group is a crucial first step in the study of religious change.
For instance, fourth-century Rome, the context in which Emperor
Constantine was converted to Christ ianity, is profoundly different
from that of modern Oceania, where there has been an explosion of
conversions to Mormonism, Seventh-Day Adventistism, and the
Jehovah's Witnesses since the Second World War.

Stage 2: crisis: catalyst for change

Crises are disordering and disrupting experiences that call into
question a person's or group's taken-for-granted world. Crises are
triggered by the interaction of external and internal forces. External
influences may include, for example, colonial contact for the sake of
exploration and trade and/or the imposition of mi l i t a ry force which
involves coercion, manipulat ion or threat. On a personal level a
crisis may be triggered by people (an evangelist, fami ly member) or
events (an illness, mystical experience).' Much of the human science
literature has emphasized social disintegration, political oppression,
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or something very dramatic as instigating crises. Also important to
keep in mind is that some cultures, societies, persons and religions
are able to withstand a severe crisis and adapt to it in a productive
manner. Others are more fragile, and may be rendered vulnerable
and malleable to outside influence. Crucial features of the crisis stage
to be considered are the intensity (degree of severity), duration
(length of time), scope (degree of pervasiveness), and source
(internal /external) of the crisis.

The films Black Robe (1991) and The Mission (1986) retell the
stories of Roman Catholic missions to the 'New World' and the
ensuing conflict between Church authority and indigenous peoples.
Contact with Europeans introduced diseases, against which the
people had no immunity. The impact of disease and death combined
with overwhelming power devastated the local people, thus under-
mining native religious beliefs and practices. Colonial legacy often
entailed the imposition of the colonizers' religion on local peoples.
For instance, the Spanish colonialization of the Philippines in the
sixteenth century included both the introduction of Spanish political
and economic dominance as well as Roman Catholicism. Moreover,
when Japan extended its sovereignty over parts of East Asia and
Southeast Asia (1942-45) it also attempted to enforce participation
in Shinto religious practices. An externally stimulated crisis therefore
can be a powerful motivator for religious change.

Internal catalysts for conversion may include mystical or near-death
experiences, illness, existential questions about the purpose of life,
desire for transcendence, altered states of consciousness, pathology, or
apostasy. There are countless examples of internal incentives for
conversion. Within Christianity, the conversion of Saul of Tarsus
serves as a paradigmatic example of a conversion that was stimulated
by an extraordinary mystical experience. While on a mission to
persecute followers of Jesus in the city of Damascus in Syria, he had
an experience that transformed his life. The writer of the Gospel of
Luke says that Saul was confronted by the resurrected Jesus. Whatever
the precise nature of the experience, it is clear that Saul's life was
profoundly altered, for he became the leading proclaimer of
Christianity. Although the nature of Saul's crisis can be described as
of relatively short duration, it was extraordinarily intense.

On college campuses religious groups often find their most
successful outreach periods to be early fall, when new and returning
students experience increased social dislocation and therefore seek
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ways to meet their need to belong and for social intimacy. Crises of
transition may give rise to greater openness to accept religious
options which were either rejected previously or simply ignored.

The quest stage encompasses different ways in which people respond
to crises and /o r the way in which people orient themselves to life,
especially the religious life. Three important factors are involved in
the quest stage: response style, structural avai labi l i ty , and motiva-
tional patterns. Response style describes whether a person responds
actively or passively to conversion. Did the conversion occur because
he or she simply followed the desire of the group to convert or was
the conversion something he or she actively sought?

A significant factor in understanding the quest stage is the
assessment of mot iva t iona l s tructures. What motivated the
ind iv idua l to convert? Typically, human motivations are complex,
invo lv ing emotional , intel lectual and religious features. For
instance, a person yearning for relationships may find a prosely-
tizer's friendship a wonderful balm; this friendship could then be
the beginning of the conversion process. On a larger scale, in many
countries, because of the presence of a powerful religious major i ty ,
persons seeking public office or positions of economic power may
be prevented from doing so if they do not share the religion of the
majori ty . This can serve as a strong impetus for conversion — to
obtain social rank. Sharing the religion of the powers-that-be may
enhance political or personal aspirations. Likewise, having a
d i f f e ren t religious perspective may preclude one's po l i t i ca l ,
educational or social opportunities.

The assumption at the quest stage is that people seek to maximize
meaning and purpose in life. Under abnormal or crisis situations this
active searching becomes more compelling; people look for resources
for growth and development in order to ' f i l l the void' a n d / o r enrich
life. The quest stage may intensify during times of crisis. In the
United States the notable conversions of Malcolm X to Islam and
Nixon advisor Charles Colson to Christianity each occurred while
they were serving time in prison. Personal crises in the lives of
Malcolm X and Charles Colson precipitated their trajectory of
religious transformations.
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Other motivations that may stimulate an individual or group to
seek religious change include the desire to experience pleasure and
avoid pain, enhance self-esteem, establish and maintain relation-
ships, obtain power, or experience transcendence. The quest stage
often entails a combination of these motives. Evidence of complex
motives is demonstrated in the life stories of members of such diverse
religious groups as Jim Jones's People's Temple in San Francisco,
Mormonism, Krishna Consciousness, Baha'i World Faith, Islam,
Protestantism, Roman Catholicism, and Buddhism.

Stage 4: encounter: engaging new options

The encounter stage describes the contact between the potential
convert and the advocate /proselytizer.4 It should be noted that this
init ial contact can precipitate the converting process, triggering a
crisis, and fostering a quest for new solutions. Three major
components of the encounter are the advocates, the potential
converts, and the setting of the encounter. First, concerning the
religious advocate, one should ask what is his or her theory of
conversion? Is conversion central to their mission? What do they
understand conversion to be? What is their personal experience of
conversion? Does the advocate's strategy for conversion focus on
particular individuals within a society, for instance people on the
margins of society, or does the advocate circulate widely within a
community and seek to persuade large numbers of people, especially
community leaders, with the intention of converting the entire
community? Religious advocacy may include particular strategies
such as encountering the potential convert publicly or privately,
personally or impersonally.

Missionary strategies of the Jehovah's Witnesses and Mormons
can be described as private and personal. Jehovah's Witnesses often
canvass neighbourhoods in pairs or small groups and distribute
literature to potential converts. Similarly, Mormon missionary
strategy includes walking or cycling throughout neighbourhoods
(typically in pairs) and building friendships with local people.
Examples of public encounter on a large scale are the revivalist
crusades of the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association and the rallies
of the Ayatollah Khomeini. Both Graham and Khomeini are
charismatic religious personalities that have had profound effect
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on individual lives. Held frequently in large sports arena, the Billy
Graham crusades deliver a Christian message that climaxes with a
call for conversion at the conclusion of the service. Khomeini led the
Islamic revolution in Iran, and became the spi r i tua l and political
leader of the nation unti l his death in the 1980s. His encounter style,
like Graham's, focused on large gatherings, indeed a nation, and
through personal charisma converted an entire country to a
scriptural Islam.

The second feature to consider in order to understand the
encounter stage is the potential convert and what he or she perceives
as the benefits of conversion. The type and degree of benefits wil l
vary according to ind iv idua l need and are usually mixed. Conversion
may provide a system of meaning, emotional g ra t i f i ca t ion ,
techniques for l iving, leadership, and power. For instance, a
powerful benefit is that the religious option may provide a sense
of belonging and a compelling sense of meaning.

Final ly , the setting of the encounter provides the background for
conversion. Religious group members may seek private encounters in
a public setting. For instance, members of newer religious move-
ments in the West, such as Krishna Consciousness, Baha'i World
Faith, Jews for Jesus, or fundamental is t Christians sometimes gather
at public locations (e.g. university campuses, airports and train
stations), engage passing ind iv idua ls in conversations, and dis t r ibute
literature. The use of huge public gatherings, by such charismatic
persons as Billy Graham and Mart in Luther King Jr, has the
potential to create a sense of transcendence; the ind iv idua l feels part
of something much greater than himself or herself. On the other
hand, private one-on-one encounters, typif ied by Mormon or
Jehovah Witness mission strategy (i.e. going door-to-door) may
provide the personal in t imacy that enables the conversion process.

Stage 5: interaction: creating new identities

If an ind iv idua l continues with the religious group after the
encounter, the interaction intensifies. Here the converting person
or group learns more about the teachings, lifestyle and expectations
of the group, and is required to begin making a decision for
commitment. It is important to note that not all religious groups
encourage conversion. Some groups actively seek new members
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while others remain passive. Orthodox Jews, for instance, do not
encourage converts, and the potential convert must be very direct
and assertive in seeking a rabbi willing to provide instruction in
Judaism. Other groups, such as pentecostal Christians, Southern
Baptists, the Krishna Consciousness movement, or the Unification
Church actively seek converts.

Four features of interacting immerse the converting person or
group into the new religious option: ritual, relationships, rhetoric,
and roles. First, the development of personal relationships serve as
networks of transformation. These affiliations, which are crucial to
the learning process, may follow the lines of family, friends or
teachers. Generally, the closer the relationship between the advocate
and potential convert, the greater likelihood for religious change.5

Second, deep-level learning of the religious tradition is facilitated
by participation in ritual practices. Rituals enable converting persons
to experience religion beyond the merely intellectual level. Through
community activities such as singing, recitation of scriptures, and
prayer, r i tual action consolidates persons and groups and instils a
deeper sense of belonging. Within the religious community rituals
are events that embody and enact interactions between the deity and
the faith community. Among Christian, Muslim, and Buddhist
groups, for instance, prayer serves as a central ri tual that fosters a
sense of intimacy with the deity and members of the religious
tradition. Other notable rituals among Christians include baptism,
shared communion, and contribution of an offering to the work of
the church or para-church organization. Examples of Muslim rituals
include the pilgrimage to Mecca, giving alms to the poor, and
observance of the fast during the month of Ramadan.

Third, the converting person or group begins to employ the
specific rhetoric of the religious group, thereby incorporating into
their lifeways the language of transformation inherent to the
part icular group.6 The religious terminology serves as a new
interpretative system that has the potential to dramat ical ly transform
the worldview of the converting person. For instance, Christians
utilize terms such as 'sinner', 'heaven' and 'hell'; Buddhists
'stimsara', 'dhamma' and 'Nirvana'; and Muslims 'shirk', 'sharia'
and 'jihad\

Fina l ly , converting persons learn the expected roles and conduct
required before the dei ty/God and others.7 Group members
explicitly or implici t ly communicate to the converting person or
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group the expected changes that should take place were they to
convert. These changes will encompass different levels of the
personality: self, behaviour, values and attitudes. Some groups
expect total rejection of the former self and the creation of a new
self. For instance, morally restrictive Christian groups prohibit
smoking, alcohol, dancing, and, among some of the most
conservative, even men's facial hair. However, most Muslim groups
also forbid dr inking alcohol and interactions which they deem
inappropriate socially, yet among more conservative members men
are encouraged to grow facial hair. While the requirements for
religious membership are diverse, the important issue at this point in
the converting process is that the interaction stage provides the
guidelines for new behaviour and values.

Stage 6: commitment: consolidating new spiritual orientations

At this stage a decision is required and, in many cases, some sort of
public demonstration of the status change is expected. The potential
convert has been confronted with a choice between the way of l ife
and the way of death. Converts experience a sense of surrender, a
'giving in' to the religious option, that often gives rise to feelings of
relief and liberation. A common method for publicly displaying
commitment is the personal testimony, a narrative of the convert's
life before and after conversion. The testimony serves to reconstruct
biographical information, integrating the convert's and religious
community's story. The individual 's commitment wi l l be more
conspicuous when the group requires public testimony from the new
convert.

Evangelical Chris t ian testimonies, for instance, are marked
frequently by a deep sense of sin, crisis, and surrender to Christ,
whereas testimonies of Jehovah's Witnesses typical ly tell of a
progressive enlightenment and discovery of cognitive t ruth . Research
indicates that what people profess before a group consolidates belief.
Conversion narratives can also be published to reach a wider
audience, thereby sol idifying their commitment in the public arena.x

The stories of Charles Colson, Malcolm X, Eldridge Cleaver, and
countless ex-gang members, athletes, politicians and musicians have
been published in the popular press in the form of magazine and
newspaper articles, books and testimonial tracts.
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Another crucial set of expectations are the rituals in which the
convert must participate. Rituals help consolidate a convert's beliefs
and involvement in a group. They may involve, for instance,
renaming the convert (e.g. acquiring a Muslim or Christian name),
wearing particular clothes, or participating in transformative rites
such as a Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca on Christian baptism.

In groups that demand total submission to the religious authority,
converts may be required to leave their residences in order to live
communally with other group members in order to intensify
commitment to the group and its ideals, and in some cases even
giving up their lives in martyrdom.

Stage 7: consequences: assessing the effects of converting

In order to assess the converting process in a sophisticated manner,
the nature and extent of conversion depend in part on how many
aspects of the convert's life are affected and how comprehensive
these changes are.9 Many scholars believe that authentic conversion
is an ongoing process of transformation. The ini t ia l change, while
crucial, is a first step in a long trajectory of transformation. For
converting to be authentic (as judged by particular religious
tradit ions), converts must change aspects of their life according to
the prescriptions and proscriptions of specific religious commu-
nities. These dimensions include affective, intellectual, ethical,
religious, and social / political domains. In addition to the criteria
within a religious system, scholars should be cognisant of their own
values and the criteria from their particular scholarly discipline.
For example, psychologists may employ criteria derived from
indiv idual i s t ic and 'rational ' standards of 'normal functioning' to
judge whether a conversion is 'healthy' or 'pathological'.

The impact of individual and group religious change can foment
profound changes within social and political arenas. For instance,
under the influence of the Ayatollah Khomeini, as noted above, many
Iranians turned to a radical form of Islam, which quickly led to an
Islamic revolution that deposed the Shah and his family and
established Khomeini as Iran's spiritual and political leader.
Conversions of large numbers of individuals (i.e. mass conversion)
may deeply impact the social, economic and political lifeways of a
nation. For instance, on 14 October 1956 an estimated five hundred
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thousand people gathered in the western Ind ian state of Maharashtra.
The Mahars renounced their Hindu fai th and embraced Buddhism,
transforming them from being Untouchables to being Buddhists. In
Indonesia, following the failed coup d'etat of 30 September 1965 and
the subsequent violence directed at members of the Indonesian
Communist Party, hundreds of thousands of Javanese converted to
Christianity. Both of these dramatic large-scale instances of conver-
sion had a profound effect on converts' self-understanding as well as
their social position in their respective societies.

Conclusion

The process of converting evinces enormous divers i ty in the
contemporary world. This model provides a cartography of the
converting process. Each stage will impact the converting person or
group with different degrees of intensity. One l ife may be marked by
a lifelong, relatively serene quest that lacks a dramatic turning-point ,
whereas another's spiri tual journey is an intense pursuit .

The stages of converting are uneven, at times imbued with
explosive v i t a l i t y and at other times with relative quiescence. They
are marked by advances and declines. Their t rajectories are
unpredictable and reversals are common. Nevertheless, as persons
experience movement between and among stages, their way of life,
values and perceptions are int imately involved in the dynamic
process of converting.

Notes

1. The authors wish to thank Dr Aracel i Suzara, of Spring Arbor College,
Spring Arbor, MI, for her assistance in the wr i t ing of this chapter.

2. For a comprehensive discussion of the converting process and an
extensive bibl iography, see Lewis R. Rnmbo, Understanding Religious
Conversion (New Haven, CT: Yale Univers i ty Press, 1993).

3. For a splendid psychological interpretation of crisis, see Curtis D. Smith ,
'Religion and Crisis in Jungian Analys is ' , Counseling and Values 34
(1990), pp. 177-85.

4. Three recent books provide excellent case studies of the complexities of
the processes of encountering: Robert W. Hefner (ed.), Conversion to
Christianity: Historical and Anthropological Perspectives on a Great
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Transformation (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1993);
Steven Kaplan (ed.), Indigenous Responses to Christianity (New York:
New York University Press, 1995); and Peter van der Veer (ed.),
Conversion to Modernities: The Globalization of Christianity (New
York: Routledge, 1996).

5. Because of space limitations, this chapter cannot consider the so-called
brainwashing theory of conversion. For an overview of the issues, see
Larry D. Shinn, 'Who Gets to Define Religion? The Conversion/
Brainwashing Controversy', Religious Studies Review 19 (1993), pp.
195-207.

6. For a detailed and provocative study of the role of language in the
converting process, see Peter G. Stromberg, Language and Self-
Transformation: A Study of the Christian Conversion Narrative (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 1993).

7. The discussion of role theory and conversion also points to a vast
literature on self theory. It is imperative that psychology and the other
human sciences become more aware of cross-cultural issues. I believe
that conversion studies can be greatly improved by adopting the
perspectives of scholars like Alan Roland. See his groundbreaking book
In Search of Self in India and Japan: Toward a Cross-Cultural
Psychology (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1988).

8. A recent and very important development in conversion studies is the
examination of the distinctive experience of women in the converting
process. See Virginia Lieson Brereton, From Sin to Salvation: Stories of
Women's Conversions, 1800 to the Present (Bloomington, IN: Indiana
University Press, 1991).

9. An important topic that could not be discussed in this brief chapter are
the consequences of the converting process for the missionary. Research
indicates that the advocate or missionary is influenced by the interplay
with converting persons. On a historical and theological level, see James
C. Russell, The Germanization of Early Medieval Christianity: A
Sociohistorical Approach to Religious Transformation (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1994).
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2. Conversion: inward,
outward and awkward

What is meant by conversion, and what light does it throw upon
inter-religious relationships in the world today?

First of all, meanings are notoriously difficult to arrive at, and the
meaning of 'conversion' is no exception. Like the word 'religion', we
think we know what it means, but when we come to define it we
have diff icul ty. And the same applies to 'conversion'. It s imply
means so many things that we have diff icul ty in pinning it down.

It was Wittgenstein who suggested that the meaning of a word
was to be found in its use.1 Thus if we use a word correctly then we
have understood its meaning. So even if we cannot define a word, we
can at least convey its meaning by showing how it is used. So using
Wittgenstein's approach I wil l try to explore how the word is used
(or not used) in general conversation. And I wi l l divide my
exploration into three parts: inward 'conversion', outward 'conver-
sion', and 'conversion' that may never be called 'conversion', or
'awkward conversion'.

Consider the following sentences:2

'He is a convert to Chris t iani ty (or Islam, or Judaism). '1 The
speaker can be a non-Christian (or non-Muslim or non-Jew), or even
an atheist, referring to a third party who has adopted the religion of
his choice. We all think we know what is meant here.

'He is a convert to Catholicism.' If the speaker is a Catholic, he
may be referring to anyone who has embraced the Catholic Christian

Donald Taylor

35

Inward 'conversion'



DONALD TAYLOR

tradition (i.e. from the Church of England) or from a non-Christian
tradition (i.e. from a New Guinea tribal religion) or from Judaism,
for instance. On the other hand the speaker might use such an
expression if he were referring objectively to someone who had
become a Catholic.

There seems to be an element of evaluation in the words 'convert'
or 'conversion', for they seem to imply moving away from an
inferior to a superior tradition (in the eyes of the convert and of
those in the receiving tradition but not in the eyes of the giving
tradition). Thus Catholics regard their tradition to be superior
(because they believe they possess all truth necessary for salvation) to
all other traditions, whether Christian or non-Christian (e.g.
Judaism, Islam, etc.). So Catholics can talk about 'converts' from
the Church of England (Anglicans) as well as 'converts' from Islam,
or Judaism, or from a tribal religion, since each is the recipient of the
truth which none of them held before his or her 'conversion'.

But this is not peculiar to Catholicism. It is found in Islam and in
Judaism as well as in most other world religions. Islam regards itself
as superior to Judaism and Christianity; Judaism regards itself as
superior to Islam and Christianity. Thus Muslims will speak of
'converts' to Islam, Jews of 'converts' to Judaism (though more often
than not the word 'proselyte', of Greek origin, would be used).

The reason for this is not hard to find, for each major religion
classifies other religions in relation to itself, and it always puts itself
first and foremost at the top of the classification. It regards itself as
superior to other religions which automatically rank below it.

Thus Pentecostals in Latin America make 'converts' from Latin
American Catholics, because they regard themselves as superior to
Catholics, and Anglicans refer to 'converts' from tr ibal peoples for
the same reason.

Outward 'conversion'

Now consider the expression 'He has gone over to Rome'. The
speaker wil l almost certainly be an Anglican, and the expression
'going over to Rome' refers to an Anglican who has left the Anglican
fold to become a Catholic. 'Going over to Rome' is another way of
expressing ultramontanism, or 'going over the mountains to Rome'
or 'coming under the jurisdiction of the Pope of Rome'. An Anglican
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who remains one would not accept that a person becoming a
Catholic is thereby embracing a superior Christian tradit ion. For
him, Anglicanism is just as good as, if not superior to, Roman
Catholicism. Thus by refusing to use the word 'conversion' here, he
is acknowledging the evaluative element buil t into it, and omits to
use it in the case of Catholicism.

Thus from the giving tradition's point of view a person who leaves
the fold to take up with another tradition is not entering a superior
tradition, and so the word 'conversion' is hardly ever used. Various
words may be used, depending on the degree of animosity the
transfer of allegiance has aroused.

Apostasy is possibly the strongest word for such a move. In Islam
apostasy is regarded as punishable by death, so strong are the
feelings aroused by it. And sometimes mass apostasy arouses strong
feelings that persist over the centuries, as witnessed by the bloody
encounter between Serbian Orthodox Christians and the Bosnian
Muslims. The latter were Slavs who had followed the Manichaean
teachings of the Bogomils and were persecuted by the Orthodox
clergy from the twelfth century onwards before converting en masse
to Islam when the Ottomans overran their country. This they did to
escape their Christian persecutors. But the Serbs never forgot this;
nor does it seem that they have forgiven them for it either.

But in less charged language the expression 'has become' could be
used. 'He has become a Catholic' is a fa i r ly neutral way of saying
that a person has converted to Catholicism. And the expression can
be used in a neutral sense for almost any other change of religious
allegiance. 'He has become a Musl im' or 'He has become a Greek
Orthodox Christian' is acceptable and neutral . But we have to be
careful, as the expression cannot be used in all circumstances. At
least there are reservations about its use in ethnic religions or
religions restricted to s m i l l groups. So there are reservations about
saying 'He has become a Jew' or 'He has become a Hindu ' because
for either of these there is the feeling that to be a Jew or to be a
Hindu one must be born a Jew or a Hindu. But more of that later.

Another neutral expression, where the speaker is not necessarily
from the giving tradition, is 'has joined'. Thus one can say 'he has
joined the Salvation Army' , or 'he has joined the Moonies (or the
Hare Krishna or the Sathya Sai Baba or the New Age movement)' .
The expression is on a par with the secular notion of jo in ing a club.
In the same way one can say 'he has become a Moonie (etc.)'. The
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underlying meaning is that these religious movements are similar to
secular movements which one can join and leave at will (though the
reality may be quite different).

There are other instances where no evaluation is implied, and
where again the word 'conversion' is not used. These are when
someone moves from one Christian denomination to another, or
from one accepted form of Islam (Sunni, say) to another (Shi'ite).
Thus a Presbyterian who begins to attend the Baptist Church would
not be said to be a 'convert' to the Baptist Church. One would say
'He is going to the Baptist Church now', and this would be accepted
as a neutral statement indicating the individual's preference for the
time being. There would be no surprise if after some time the
individual would be seen 'going to the Presbyterian Church again'. In
fact the existence of denominations, especially in the United States,
has enabled Protestantism to flourish in a pluralist society, where all
religions are tolerated and therefore regarded as equal. There is no
question of superior or inferior status here, even though some
rigorists might regard their own tradition as better than others. But
this 'denomination switching' is quite common, especially in the
United States.

As indicated above, something equivalent to denomination
switching may happen in Islam, especially in Sunni and Shi'ite
Islam. But one has to be careful here, as the situation is not exactly
parallel. A Shi'ite in London may worship at a Sunni Mosque (such
as the Regent's Park Mosque in London), and would be accepted by
his fellow worshippers, but this does not mean that he would be
accepted as a Sunni Muslim. He remains a Shi'ite. Nor would his
fellow Shi'ites regard him as an apostate for worshipping with Sunni
Muslims. His identity as a Muslim supersedes his identity as a Sunni
or as a Shi'ite at this level only.

There is no idea of 'conversion' in either of the two examples
above. Another instance where no idea of conversion is intended is
' fal l ing away' from one's religious tradition, or 'lapsing ' from it.
Thus one can meet 'lapsed' Catholics or 'lapsed' Anglicans, who
have 'fallen away' from Catholicism or Anglicanism without taking
up another tradition, or 'becoming' anything else. Such a person is
not regarded as being 'converted', nor even of being an 'apostate'.
He is simply 'lapsed'.

What about lapsed members who wish to return to the fold? Are
they 'converts'? Indeed they are, and their experience whether in
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solitude or at a revival meeting is referred to as a conversion
experience. Some Protestant denominations put great emphasis upon
conversion experience, and those people who have such an
experience are also known as 'Born Again Christians'. Here again
the idea is a move from the inferior to the superior, and is often
expressed in phrases such as 'see the light'.

'Conversion' and ritual

What seems to come from the above exploration so far is the fact
that a boundary wall appears to exist between one world religion
and another. 'Conversion' implies a one-way movement - inwards.
But a convert cannot move in of his or her own accord. The move is
regarded as official and is marked by the performance of r i tuals by
the appropriate functionary.

Every major religion has its r i tua ls for incoming members. In
Christianity the ri tual is baptism, and embedded wi th in the r i tua l is
the idea that the one to be baptized is moving from a world of sin,
the flesh and the Devil (def ini te ly inferior) to the world of the
Kingdom of God (definitely superior). In fact the change of status is
so stark that the former is regarded as darkness and death and the
latter as light and life. And usual ly the move from one status to the
other can only be effected by the superior on the inferior, and not by
the incoming member wi l l ing it onto himself or herself. In Islam the
convert has to recite the Shahada^ and if he was a Christian, he has
to renounce belief in the Trini ty. By reciting the Shahada the convert
accepts the Unity of God, the Apostleship (Rasul] of Muhammad,
and by implication, the divine origin of the Qur'an. By renouncing
belief in the Trinity, the convert is distancing himself from his
Christian origins, the implication being that he has now achieved the
superior status of believing in the Uni ty of God, rather than in three
gods (which belief in the Trinity is erroneously thought to imply).

In Judaism the proselyte must seek conversion without any
ulterior motive. Seeking to be a proselyte because of marriage is not
acceptable to Orthodox Judaism, and a person must want to be a
proselyte for its own sake. Again this is accompanied by the
performance of a series of rituals.
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In spite of the use of rituals to mark the importance of 'conversions'
from one religion to another, the boundary walls between them are
not always as impenetrable as they may at first seem. For instance
one can traverse the boundary wall by means of marriage. Thus a
Catholic man can marry a non-Catholic on condition that the
children issuing from the marriage are brought up as Catholics. A
Muslim man may marry a Christian or Jewish woman without her
having to convert to Islam. A Jewish man may marry a Christian
woman though their children would never be considered to be
Jewish. And a Christian man may marry a Jewish woman. But a
Muslim woman may not marry either a Christian or a Jew. She must
marry a Muslim alone, and may never marry outside Islam. Thus
marriage provides a route through the impenetrable boundary walls
between religions, making them more porous than it at first seemed.

Intra-religious boundaries and 'awkward conversions'

When we come to consider the movement between the internal
divisions within a religious tradition, then the boundaries are even
more porous. We have already noted the example of denomination
switching in Christianity, which takes place without mention of
'conversion' and is not marked by ri tual .

The boundaries between the internal divisions of Islam are fair ly
porous, as has been indicated above. The main internal divisions of
Islam are between the Sunni and the Shi'ite — especially the Imamite
version of Shi'ite Islam. Though there are differences between some
Sunni and Shi'ite doctrines (mainly the notion of the Imam and the
priority of AH and his descendants as leaders of the Muslim
community), a Shi'ite Muslim will worship with a Sunni Muslim in
the same mosque. So the boundary wall here is fa i r ly porous, as
happens between one Protestant denomination and another. But
Shi'ite Islam has fragmented into smaller groups apart from Imamite
Islam which is its official form in Iran from before the Iranian
Revolution. And these smaller groups, such as the Druzes, tend to be
more exclusive, not permitting the free movement of people between
one group and another. Yet they do not prohibit conversions from
other traditions, especially through marriage.
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Orthodox Judaism, on the other hand, regards itself as superior to
Reform, Conservative and Reconstructionist Judaism, and so cannot
accept anyone from these traditions without due r i tua l . But the
movement between Reform, Conservative and Reconstructionist
Judaism is permitted without too much fuss, and the boundaries are
considered to be fa i r ly porous.

I shall return later to inter-religious 'conversion' according to the
practitioners of liberation theology in Catholicism, and of political
Islam among Islamists.

Inter-religious boundaries and 'awkward conversions'

Even boundaries between one religion and another are not always
impenetrable. For instance, Islam might be thought to be par t icu lar ly
rigorous about boundaries between itself and other religions. But in
the past Islam has shown itself to be fa i r ly tolerant towards both
Christ ianity and Judaism, members of which were regarded as
Dhimmi (or People of the Book), having some a f f i n i t y with the
teaching of Islam. In some instances the boundaries between Islam
and non-Islamic traditions have been fairly porous, especially where
people have been introduced to Islam by their Sufi (mystical)
tradit ion. The latter has played an important part in converting
members of animist and polytheist traditions to Islam, especially in
Africa, India, Indonesia and elsewhere. Because the Sufis were able
to communicate with the mystics of other tradit ions they were able
to appeal to the d iv ine—human experience of religious men and
women and so draw them into their sphere of inf luence and
ul t imate ly into Islam. But both Sunni and Shi'ite Islam have always
been wary of the Sufis and converts made by them have been
regarded by mainstream Islam with suspicion.4

Where the Sufi tradition in Islam has probably had the greatest
response is possibly in India , especially in the fourteenth and
fif teenth centuries. It was here that the Sufis were able to
communicate with the Hindu Sant tradit ion of mysticism, and
arising out of that encounter came such saint ly men as Kab i r in
Benares in the fifteenth century and later, Nanak, the founder of the
Sikh tradition in the sixteenth century in the Punjab . These were two
of many saintly men who sought to reconcile the Musl im and Hindu
traditions.'
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'Awkward conversions' and Hinduism

The intra- and inter-religious boundaries of Hinduism are particu-
larly interesting. Hinduism is a complicated nexus of religions in
which major deities, such as Vishnu, Shiva, Ganesha, Rama,
Krishna, and the female deity Durga are worshipped on an India-
wide scale (the worship of whom together with a few others is
sometimes referred to as the Great Tradition of Hinduism) while
lesser known (but equally important) deities are worshipped at the
regional and vil lage level (sometimes known as the Lesser
Tradition).6 At the same time sectarian, devotional (bhakti] worship
is offered to individual deities regarded as the one and only supreme
deity - the best known being Vishnu, Shiva, and Krishna.7 But there
are others such as Murukan, and Ayyapan in Tamil Nadu and
Kerala. Another important form of sectarian Hinduism is the Sathya
Sai Baba movement, originating in Andra Pradesh near Bangalore
but now to be found in many countries outside India. The worship is
centred upon the founder calling himself Sathya Sai Baba who claims
to be the incarnation of Shiva-Shakti, regarded as the supreme deity
above all others.8

The transfer of allegiance from one form of Hinduism to another
is fairly informal, a Hindu being able to participate in the festivals
and pilgrimages of any of these traditions — either the Great or the
Lesser. For instance, there is no formal ritual to mark the transfer of
allegiance from one form of Hinduism to the Sathya Sai Baba
movement. Merely acknowledging the miraculous powers of the
founder and discoursing with other devotees in a manner that
acknowledges these powers is sufficient to be accepted into the fold.
The parallel with denomination switching in Protestantism is to be
noted.

Boundary walls do exist, however, in the socio-religious sphere of
castes. Transfer from one caste to another is regarded as impossible,
though a certain amount does take place without the knowledge or
consent of the majority. One of the major principles behind the caste
system is purity, and the lowest caste is regarded as the least pure.
The application of this principle produces an ontological hierarchy
from which no one can escape.9 The individual Hindu is born with a
degree of purity which has been passed on by his parents who
themselves possess the degree of purity relative to their caste. Thus
although anyone can join in a religious festival, not everyone can
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participate in the worship in the same way. Only the high caste
Brahman priest can enter the sanctuary of the temple. He can go
where even some of his lower ranking priests cannot enter. As for the
ordinary Hindu, only the accepted castes can enter the precinct and
at one time the lowest (outcastes) could not do so, or even pass by a
temple within a certain distance. Their lack of puri ty was regarded
as polluting even at a distance.

With this strict internal division within Hinduism due to caste
differentials, the boundary walls between them were (and still are)
almost impenetrable. But this applies mainly to Brahman-led temple
and domestic worship. Such rigid boundaries are not to be found so
f i rmly applied in sectarian Hinduism where devotion, rather than
ontology is the predominant principle, and where a sect is seeking to
show itself to have universal appeal.

Although 'conversion' is not a burning issue within Hinduism, it
does become an issue when Hindus come into contact with other
religions. Hindus, especially the low caste Hindus, have converted to
Christ ianity in order to shake off the stigma of their low status in the
eyes of other Hindus. But these have usually come about by means of
mass conversions of low caste members of a community in a small
sub-region. Similarly low caste members have been converted to
Islam and Buddhism.

But when it comes to being converted to Hinduism the matter is
not quite not so straightforward. The tradi t ional (conservative)
Hindu, such as the member of the Rashtrya Swayamsek Sangh, or
the Arya Samaj, would not accept that a non-Hindu can convert to
Hinduism. According to their way of thinking, a person must be
born a Hindu; he cannot become one. The reasoning behind this is
quite logical. If a person is born with a certain degree of purity
relative to his caste, and there can be no movement between one
caste and another, then the person born outside Hinduism is so
polluted that nothing can be done about it. It is true that Hinduism
has its rites of passage, s imilar to those found in other religions.
These are the samskara and are carried out at various stages of an
individual 's life, providing the degree of purification that is required
for that particular stage.10 But no samskara ritual can provide
sufficient purification to elevate a person into a higher, purer caste.
Thus there is no ri tual that can change the ontology of the polluted
non-Hindu into one that is acceptable to the caste Hindu.

But for all that, unofficial ly non-Hindus have been accepted into
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the Hindu system, especially as sadhus and gurus. These have opted
out of the caste system, in the same way as the sannyasin (who has
become a wandering ascetic) is regarded as no longer belonging to
the caste system." In fact the sannyasin renounces his caste ties by
going through a ceremony in which an effigy of himself is burned,
symbolizing his death and the disposal of his physical body on the
funeral pyre, and the severance of his caste and social ties. Although
the sadhu and guru are not regarded as sannyasin, there is a long
tradition in India which recognizes their validity because of their
behaviour. In fact, the tradition in India is that a guru never declares
himself to be a guru. Rather, he is recognized by people to be a guru,
and if anyone is in need of a guru, a guru will appear and be
recognized as such by the one in need. Thus if someone behaves as a
sadhu or a guru, then he is accepted as such by the majority of
ordinary Hindus. Even Europeans in the past have been accepted as
sadhus and gurus, because they have behaved as such. This is the
'awkward conversion', not by ri tual , but by behaviour.

The importance of behaviour in Hinduism

Such a view expressed above may appear to contradict the
ontological nature of caste purity as a measure of ranking castes
within the hierarchy of castes. But even the ontology of such a
hierarchy is not altogether straightforward. For though caste rank
may indicate the degree of purity, the individual can theoretically
move from caste to caste through the cycle of reincarnation driven
by the effects of karma (action). By performing 'good' actions (i.e.
those appropriate to the caste) a person may accumulate 'good'
karma that would survive the physical body's destruction and enable
him to be born into a higher, purer caste at the next cycle of
reincarnation. Karma or the nature of behaviour thus determines the
ranking of caste puri ty within the whole system.

Appropriate behaviour plays an important part in inter-religious
action, especially in India and those countries where there are large
populations from the Indian subcontinent. In Sri Lanka, for instance,
the Hindu pilgrimage centre at Kataragama is looked after by
Buddhists.12 When the major Hindu festival takes place, it is
attended by Hindus, Buddhists and Muslims. A few years ago one of
the most important participants in a mortificatory ritual was a
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Muslim. He was swung from hooks that had been pierced through
the flesh of his back, and whi le swinging to and fro he read the
scriptures and was worshipped as a holy man by the attendant
Hindus. In Mauri t ius , Catholics and Hindus participate in the
annual pilgrimage to the tomb of the local saint (St Pere Laval);
Catholics participate in the Hindu festival of Kavati (which involves
a mortif icatory pilgrimage to the temple of the Hindu deity
Murukan , as well as f i rewalking) , while Sunni Muslims used to
participate in the Shi'ite mortif icatory r i tual associated with the
martyrdom of Hussein. Even Hindus, ever wi l l ing to participate in
such ri tuals, were known to have joined in. At the unoff ic ia l level,
behaviour plays a significant part in inter-religious interaction.

A similar tendency is taking place among Hindus who have left
India and are settling in countries outside India. For instance, Hindus
in Br i ta in would accept the presence of outcaste Hindus at their
temple ri tuals as long as they behaved as good caste Hindus.0 Here
behaviour is almost equivalent to puri ty . A s imi la r process is
happening in the Hare Krishna movement. Those Americans and
Britons who have made their way up in the movement suff ic ient ly to
perform ri tuals that otherwise would be performed by Brahman
priests are increasingly being accepted in their priestly functions by
the major i ty of Hindus who attend these ceremonies. The acceptance
is based on the fact that they are behaving l ike Brahman priests and
therefore must be acknowledged to be equivalent to them.14 Once
again behaviour is regarded as being equivalent to pur i ty , and
'conversion' is sidestepped. At the popular, unof f ic ia l level the
boundary walls between one religious t radi t ion and another are so
porous as to hardly exist at all.

Even in Hinduism there are Hindus who do not accept either the
val id i ty of the Hare Krishna movement, or of their r i tuals . For in
tradit ional Hinduism it is not the right performance of a r i tua l that
makes it valid, but the presence of the right person - that is to say the
Brahman priest, who alone can chant the Vedic mantras. Other
persons can do what they l ike, but if they do not have the pur i ty of
the Brahman priest , no amoun t of c h a n t i n g and of r i t u a l
manipu la t ion wi l l val idate the r i tua l . Indeed, the Hare Kr i shna
movement in Bri tain is aware of the peripheral nature of its Hindu
membership, and attempts to attract many more Hindus to its fold.
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The importance of behaviour in Protestantism

In Protestantism, the importance of behaviour is well illustrated by
the civil rights movement in the 1960s when the black churches in the
United States under the leadership of Dr Martin Luther King began
their peaceful protests against the infringement of Afro-American
civil rights that existed at the time. The issue highlighted the
different approaches of the traditionalist, conservative Protestants
and the liberal Protestants. Traditionalists of the white Protestant
churches believed that what was necessary for the enforcement of
black civil rights was a firmer commitment to the values of American
society such as justice, equality and freedom which they thought
were the values of Christianity as well, so that the greater the
commitment to religion, the greater would be the Christian's
commitment to a fair, just and equitable society. Thus they gave
support to the black churches' civil rights movement by verbally
endorsing what they were doing, and calling for greater Christian
commitment to their religion. The logic was that behaviour would
stem from commitment to religious values. But this is not always the
case, since most people act out of self-interest, and often find
religious justification for their behaviour. The liberal Protestants on
the other hand argued that belief and verbal justification were not
enough, and religious commitment had to be put into effect by the
appropriate behaviour. Thus a small minority of liberal Protestants
went on the freedom rides with Afro-American activists in Alabama
and joined in their marches, and participated in their confrontation
with the state authorities. In doing so they welcomed anyone else
who would join them, including liberal Jews and Catholics, who
wished to do the same.

This highlights the importance of behaviour as a means of
participating in the religious convictions of others. Nor does it end
with the civil rights movement of the 1960s. American Protestantism
has 'reconstructed' itself making use of Special Purpose Groups,
according to the thesis of Robert Wuthnow,15 and many of these
Groups operate interdenominationally, drawing members from
across the religions as well. The more inf luent ia l Special Purpose
Groups become, the more the emphasis is placed upon behaviour,
without any concern for conversion.
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The importance of behaviour in Catholicism and Islam

We should not be surprised at this shif t towards behaviour especially
in intra-religious interaction. In Catholicism, for instance, we f ind
emphasis laid upon appropriate behaviour among practitioners of
liberation theology, especially at the popular, unoff ic ia l level. In
Latin America, where l ibera t ion theology originated and has
developed, there has been a polarization between the unoff ic ia l
l iberation theology ident i fying itself with the poor, and the off ic ia l
theology of the Magisterium, identified with the Vatican. The latter
insists upon the conversion of i n d i v i d u a l souls and rejects any co-
operation with non-Catholic secular organizations, whi le the
practitioners of liberation theology are often forced into increasing
partnership with secularist (often Marxist-oriented) organizations
where behaviour is based upon co-operation towards a common goal
for society. And this behaviour when properly reoriented is regarded
by the practitioners of this theology as 'conversion' (conversio}.^
This is 'conversion' by behaviour which is rejected by official
Catholicism, which sti l l regards conversion as the saving of the
individual soul.

A s imi la r dichotomy between off icial and unof f i c i a l religion is to
be found in Islam. Though Islam is not as centralized as Catholicism
and its Magisterium emanating from the Vatican, Islam's off ic ia l
position is main ly to be found (among the Sunni ) in the body of its
learned clerics - the ultima - that exists in most Westernized Is lamic
nation states. The unoff ic ia l position, often championing the poor,
at the popular level, is very often taken up by those groups which
used to be called fundamentalists, but which now prefer the name of
political Islam.1 7 The practitioners of political Islam expect everyone
to behave in the same way as they do, which they believe is the
proper way for Muslims in a properly ordered Is lamic society. So as
long as everyone 'behaves' as a Muslim (i.e. women wear the veil ,
men grow beards and wear turbans, etc.) everyone is a true convert
to Islam. This of course is behavioural conversion by duress, since no
one is allowed to oppose the trend, and non-Muslim behaviour can
bring severe punishment .

Inter-religious interaction, on the other hand, for both l iberation
theology Catholics and Political Islamists stil l resorts to 'conversion'
of individuals , not by behaviour, but by r i tual . Thus Catholics in
Latin America would expect a Protestant to undergo appropriate
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ri tuals before being accepted as a convert, and the same would be
expected of a Catholic being received into the Protestant pentecostal
fold. Similarly, political Islamists in Egypt, for instance, would
expect a conversion by ri tual of a Coptic Christian in political Islam,
and the same expectation would be present for the acceptance of a
political Islamist into the Christian Coptic Church. But these
exchanges would be very rare - if not indeed dangerous for the
individual concerned.

Conclusion

The foregoing paragraph has shown that in spite of the lack of
restriction within divisions of most religions, where no rituals are
performed to mark the transfer from one division to another, the
transfer of allegiance from one religion to another is normally
officially sanctioned and marked by ritual. Inter-religious interaction
is official and important. It is regarded as conversion, with its
attendant overtones.

However, there exists a wealth of inter-religious interaction which
cannot be regarded as 'conversion' as such, but which I have labelled
as 'awkward conversion' which could also be called 'awkward-in-
between traffic' . This traffic occurs at a popular, unofficial level and
is not marked by any ritual. And it consists mainly in the
participation of members of one religion in the festivals, pilgrimages
and even worship of another religion. Although purists know that
this traff ic exists, they do not approve, and even condemn it.

It is the existence of this latter interaction that gives rise to
acknowledging the importance of religious behaviour. For many, to
behave in an appropriate manner of a religious tradition is sufficient
for that person to be accepted within the tradition. This seems to be
true not only of Hinduism, but of Protestantism, Catholicism, Islam
and Judaism. But that someone is only unoff ic ia l ly accepted, and is
rejected by the traditionalists who have control of the official levels
of the religion. Even though we may f ind a few rare examples of
'conversion' by behaviour, they remain on the periphery.

However, in spite of the rigidity of the official traditionalist, there
seems to be a trend, in Western-style liberal democracies, towards
inter-religious interaction where the boundary walls between
religions are becoming increasingly porous. True, this is happening
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at the unofficial , popular level, where we are beginning to see the
emergence of ' m u l t i f a i t h ' i nd iv idua l s who spurn the idea of
'conversion', but welcome the idea of liberal inter-religious behaviour.
Perhaps the celebration of Christmas in these Western style societies
where everyone seems to acknowledge some Judaeo-Christian values
(interspersed with the values of secular consumerism) without
wanting to 'become' a Christian, is a foretaste of this trend.
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3. Conversion: up from
evangelicalism or the
pentecostal and charismatic
experience

Frank K. Flinn

Conversion in the Western and Eastern religious traditions is as
common as baked bread. And it has come in just about as many
varieties. One can point to the celebrated individual conversions of
Augustine of Hippo, Siddartha Gautama and Thomas Merton, as well
as the mass conversions of whole peoples: the Slavs, missionized by
Saints Cyril and Methodius, the Chinese by Buddhist missionaries,
and Africans by Muslim imams. Nonetheless, conversion has become
very controversial in recent history. The rush of Western youth into
the new religions brought charges that these 'conversions' were the
result of some form of 'brainwashing' (Bromley and Richardson,
1983). By extension the same sort of charges have been laid at the
doorstep of those entering upon the paths of evangelicalism and
pentecostalism. But this is getting ahead of the story. Before discussing
the special nuance that the pentecostal and charismatic movements
have put upon the story of conversion, I want first to examine the
general character of religious conversion and the competing
interpretations of conversion from the perspectives of theology,
psychology and sociology.

The phenomenon of conversion

The word 'conversion' is derived from the Latin convertere which
means 'to revolve, turn around' or 'head in a different direction'.
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This basic meaning also holds for the biblical Hebrew word shub
('to turn, return') and the Greek terms strepho and epistrepho. Two
other Greek words in the New Testament associated with the
phenomenon of conversion convey overtones of repentance and
regret. The first metamelomai ('to be anxious, regretful') describes
the state of the subject undergoing a conversion experience. The
second metanoia ('change of mind') describes the positive state or
attitude of one who has undergone a conversion.

Closely related to, but distinguishable from, the phenomenon of
conversion is the experience of vocation or calling. Although people
commonly refer to the conversion of Saul (Acts 9:1-30), Paul himself
never refers to himself as one converted but as one called - in Greek
kletos (Romans 1:1; 1 Corinthians 1:1) - to be an apostle of the gospel.
Paul models his calling on the classic pattern of the calling of the
prophets in the Old Testament (Isaiah 49:1; Jeremiah 1:5). In contrast
with conversion, which stresses the introspective aspects of conscious-
ness, calling puts the emphasis on divine appointment and election
along with a mission to the community at large (Stendahl, 1976: 7-23).

Conversion in contemporary parlance is almost exclusively
restricted to religious phenomena. However, Plato recounts a story
of the conversion of the philosopher in Book VII of his Republic
(515a-516b). In this passage Socrates narrates how the lover of
wisdom or philosopher must be dragged from the Cave of images,
shadows and fleeting opinions, undergo a 'turn around' (in Greek,
periagoge) and be led up to the light of the Sun where truth, beauty
and goodness abide. The conversion is from the changing to the
unchanged, from the temporal to the eternal, and from becoming to
being. The philosopher's turn illustrates the intellectual or cognitive
aspect of conversion.

While it is common to separate the cognitive aspect from the
religious and emotional aspects of conversion, such rigid divisions
appear false to experience. Plato's account of the philosopher's turn
is coloured with language adapted from the initiation of neophytes
into the Greek mystery religions, such as the mysteries at Eleusis. In
every conversion there seems to be a cognitive aspect, a religious
aspect, a moral aspect and an emotional aspect.

Popular accounts of conversion experiences such as the one
recounted in Seven Storey Mountain by Thomas Merton leave the
impression that modern conversions are distinctly private and
solitary affairs. The common experience, however, is that conversion
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is undergone in the context of wider communities. Even the US Great
Awakening in the late 1730s and early 1740s, often held up as the
example par excellence of the i nd iv idua l i s t i c interpretation of
conversion by Will iam James, was more l ike a social phenomenon.
Wil l iam Scheick (1974) has pointed out that the f ami ly , not the
individual , is the central motif of Jonathan Edward's A Faithful
Narrative of the Surprising Work of God in the Conversion of Many
Hundred Souls in Northampton (1737). Edwards wrote:

There were remarkahle tokens of God's presence almost in every house.
It was a time of joy in families on account of salvation being brought
unto them; parents rejoicing over their children as new born, and
husbands over their wives, and wives over their husbands. The doings of
God were then seen in his sanctuary; God's day was a delight, and his
tabernacles were amiable. (Edwards, 1966: 101)

Beginning with William James's The Varieties of Religious
Experience (1902), psychologists consistently have neglected the
social factors in the conversion experience. Josiah Royce, James's
colleague and mentor at Harvard, remarked that James limited
religious experience to 'the experience of an indiv idual who feels
himself "to be alone with the divine'" (Royce, 1969 11: 1029). Royc
himself spent the last phase of his thinking demonstrating that
conversion to fai th is a spir i tual reality that takes place wi th in
communities of interpretation (Royce, 1968). Indeed, conversion,
following upon atonement, is conversion into communi ty . Followin
the lead of James, American psychologists and even theologians have
tended to see conversion in atomistic, ind iv idua l i s t i c and positivistic
terms. While the 'sense of personal sinfulness ' cannot be excluded
from any account of the conversion experience, Royce argued with
equal force in a celebrated essay ' I n d i v i d u a l Experience and Social
Experience as Sources of Religious Insight ' that the meaning of
intensely private experience depends upon the interpretation of fai th
in the 'wider vision' of a community (Royce, 1969 II: 1015-37).

The conversion of Saul of Tarsus in Acts 9 is a perfect i l lus t ra t ion
of Royce's insight on the reciprocity of ind iv idua l and social
religious experience. The flash of light, the voice lamenting 'Saul,
why do you persecute me?' and his bewildering blindness were
traumatic experiences which drove Saul into the inner sanctuary of
the private self. What could all this mean? The interpretation of
Saul's experience, however, did not come from himself but from
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Ananias, 'a disciple in Damascus'. It is the latter who received a
vision from God (in close parallel to the calling of the prophet
Samuel in 1 Samuel 3:1-8) that interpreted to Saul his future mission
as the Lord's chosen vessel to bear his name before the nations, the
kings and the people of Israel (Acts 9:15). The significance of Saul's
individual experience depended upon the interpretation of the
community of faith in Damascus.

Models of conversion

The terms for conversion in the Western tradition tell us that it is
some kind of turning but do not tell us a lot about the character of
the turning. There have been two models used to interpret
conversion. Both have to do with arguments about the nature of
the human soul (H. Richardson, 1977: xlvii-xlviii).

The first model is based on the idea of Plato and the neo-Platonic
Augustine that the soul is something like a spiritual eye which attains
perfection by turning away from the images and shadows of
temporal life toward the eternal and unchanging realities ('Ideas',
'God'). This understanding of the soul lends itself to an interpreta
tion of conversion as a sudden event and an escape from time. This
model lies behind many accounts of being suddenly 'born again' and
many psychological models of conversion as a climatic event
resulting from some sort of life crisis.

The second model follows Aristotle's and Thomas of Aquinas's
understanding that the soul is the principle of growth in all living
things by which they attain completion and fruition. In this view all
living things have souls, even the lowly acorn within which resides a
green 'fuse' that gives rise to the whole oak tree. The soul is not a
Archimedian lever for hoisting oneself out of time but the life-
fulfilling meaning of time itself. Conversion in this light is not a
sudden event but a turn toward the next stage in the cycle of growth;
it is a process of ordered stages.

Both these models of conversion contain a partial truth. On the
one hand, in the heat of the experience conversion seems, to subject
and observer alike, a sudden turning away from one's past life and
behaviour, a momentous event marked by emotional upheaval and a
radical crisis in thinking, values and norms. On the other hand,
conversion in the long stretch of a full life-cycle seems a stage of
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growth toward maturi ty , a transit ion from one status to another, a
turning toward a fu l ler and more complete commitment to the
wholeness of l i f e and its u l t i m a t e meaning. The immedia te
temptation is to opt for an either/or solution to the problem -
either it is an event or it is a process. A both /and approach seems to
give a ful ler account of all the aspects of the phenomenon.

The case of St Augustine of Hippo is instructive. In Book VIII of his
Confessions he recounts the immediate circumstances surrounding his
decision to become a Christian. He found himself in inner turmoil
with his divided will struggling against himself unt i l , sitting in a
garden, he heard a child chanting over and over Tolle, lege ('Take up
and read'). Thereupon he took up Paul's Epistle to the Romans and
read chapter 13 verse 13. 'Instantly,' Augustine continues, 'there was
infused in my heart something like the light of ful l certainty and all the
gloom of doubt vanished away' (Confessions VI I I . x i i ) . To someone
who has read only Book VIII Augustine's conversion would appear as
sudden, rapid and radical. Augustine himself gives this impression in
that Book. But if we behold the fu l l amplitude of Augustine's rich
narrative, the event in the garden may be likened to the Garden of
Gethsemane. In two other places Augustine speaks of gardens. When
he was 16 years, old he once stole some frui t from a garden. This
experience made him conscious of his sinfulness: 'And I become a
wasteland unto myself (II. x - whence the title of Eliot's famous
poem). He likens his sin with Adam and Eve's sin and expulsion from
the Garden of Eden ( I I . i i ) . The other garden scene takes place long
after the garden conversion event. Here he is with Monica, his mother,
shortly before her departure and death. They are overlooking a garden
in Ostia, conversing about celestial things and the Garden of Paradise
(IX. x). The recurring theme of the garden scene in the Confessions
provides the dense background and context of the stages in
Augustine's spiritual journey: remorse over sin; surrender to God's
will; and foretaste of celestial bliss. Augustine's dramatic conversion
experience in Book VII I is both a momentous event and a stage on
life's way.

Contemporary theory of life development lends support to the
reconciliation of the Plato-Augustine and Aristotle-Aquinas models
of conversion. In his celebrated essay 'Eight Ages of Man' (1963:
247-74) and more recently in The Life Cycle Completed (1982), Erik
Erikson notes that the human life cycle unfolds in ages or stages,
beginning with the child's basic trust vs. mistrust and ending with

55



FRANK K. FLINN

the older person's ego-identity vs. despair. However, the transition
to young adulthood (identity vs. role confusion) is particularly
marked by a call to 'ideological' commitments and conversion-
related orientations. The conversion experience required for the
transition into young adulthood was the subject of Erikson's Young
Man Luther. Conversion can be both maturational or a stage in the
unfolding of life's dialectic and/or a critical or crucial event like
Luther's Turmerlebnis (tower experience) that shapes the funda-
mental orientation of a person toward life.

Uniting Erikson's psycho-sexual stages with Lawrence Kohlberg's
stages of moral development, James Fowler has derived six possible
relations between stage development and conversional change in his
seminal Stages of Faith. Fowler builds on Lewis Rambo's definition
of conversion as 'a significant sudden transformation of a person's
loyalties, patterns of life, and focus of energy' (Rambo, 1980: 22).
(Rambo's definition is obviously a James derivative.) According to
Fowler, conversion entails 'significant changes in the contents of
faith'. But the relation between stage and conversion is not one-to-
one. There can be (1) a stage change without conversion, (2) a
conversion without a stage change, (3) a conversion that precipitates
a stage change, (4) a stage change that precipitates a conversion, (5) a
conversion that goes hand in hand with a stage change (the example
of Luther), and (6) a conversion that either blocks or helps a stage
change (Fowler, 1981: 285-6). Fowler fails to mention a seventh
possibility: a stage change that either blocks or helps a conversion.
Fowler's contribution to the conversion debate has been to
demonstrate that the phenomenon of conversion is amazingly
complex. This complexity is pushed aside by those who would see
religious conversion as a type of 'ego reversion' or 'infantile
regression' or blockage to maturational growth.

The phases of conversion

Drawing together the many strands sketched above, we can now see
that conversion is an extremely complex phenomenon. It is both
event and process. It is a state and a dialectical movement. That
dialectic can be broken down into three moments: (1) a turning away
or separation; (2) a state of suspension; and (3) a turning toward.
Below I will discuss these three aspects in detail.
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TURNING AWAY

Those who experience a conversion seem to undergo something akin
to 'spiritual dissonance'. The horizon that the person is l iving wi th in
is now perceived, for one reason or another, as l imited and
unfu l f i l l ing . This perception of a limited and unsatisfactory horizon
is experienced on several distinct planes which are nonetheless
interconnected. Psychologically the convert may appear to suffer
from 'mental disturbances'. Such phenomena did not upset Wi l l i am
James in the slightest. To James such disturbances signalled a shift of
peripheral ideas to the centre of consciousness: 'To say that a man is
"converted" means, in these terms that religious ideas, previously
peripheral in his consciousness, now take a central place, and that
religious aims form the habi tual centre of his energy' (James, 1902:
183). Emotionally, the about-face can be described as 'losing one's
grip'. Intellectually, conversion is akin to a 'radical c lar i f ica t ion ' that
induces a paradigm shift such as the celebrated 'Copernican
revolution' noted by Immanuel Kan t in the Critique of Pure Reason.
From the viewpoint of religious experience, the turning away can be
described as ' f inding oneself a sinner' (Chr is t iani ty) or as being
'entangled in the threads of existence' (Buddhism). Theologically,
conversion can be described as the workings of the Holy Spirit on the
affections (Edwards, 1966: 184-95). Morally, there may be 'pangs of
conscience' experienced in the conflict between self-satisfaction and
universal norms. Sociologically, the phenomenon may perceived as a
discrepancy between stated public ideals and the real status quo,
leading to disillusionment and the formation of new religious group
such as the Quakers or Mormons. Politically, a group tu rn ing away
can form the nucleus of a revolution leading to the formation of new
groups such as the founding of the people of Israel by Moses or the
establishment of new political orders.

It is imperat ive to note that all of the above factors -
psychological, in te l lec tua l , religious, moral , sociological and
poli t ical - are latent in any conversion experience (Gelpi, 1976;
Lonergan, 1972: 237-44). Although each factor has its specific
funct ion, all potential ly can resonate with one another as wave
peaks in a single cont inuum. Restricting our scope of analysis to the
psycho-emotional aspect of conversion arbi t rary neglects the other
factors that accompany each and every conversion experience. Such
restriction is very common in modern treatments of conversion and
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religion. Alfred North Whitehead, following upon James' restric-
tive definition of religious experience, defined religion as 'what the
individual does with his own solitariness' (1974: 16). In reality,
religious conversion takes place in communities and through the
interaction of the public and private realms. Moreover, such
conversions partake of a much broader realm of social phenomena
which include such events as 'scientific revolutions' (Kuhn, 1970).
Paradigm shifts occur in the field of art, perhaps best exemplified
by the shift from the aspectival, bifocal rule of construction in
Gothic pa in t ing to the perspectival, monofocal rule in the
Renaissance (Gadol, 1969: 22-37). Conversion invites us into the
interconnectedness of all human phenomena. The turning away
that initiates the conversion experience is one species of a genus
which, in general terms, may be called a change in worldview, a
paradigm sh i f t or the discovery of an unforeseen horizon
(McGowan, 1982). Turning away is an about-face resulting from
fundamental conflicts which are overcome only by an intellectual,
moral, religious or social conversion to a new set of ideas and
behavioural norms that will make sense of the whole.

SUSPENSION

The middle phase in the conversion process is very difficult to
describe. It has suffered from considerable inattention, mostly
stemming from the view that conversion is an instantaneous event.
This gap is now being filled. I use the term 'suspension', though this
may not be the best term. This phase also can be described as a state
of indecision, of a divided mind (James), or of dwelling in what Plato
called the 'in-between' (Greek, metaxu), or of standing on the
threshold (Latin, limen] where the convert is not all the way out of
one room ('the old man') and not all the way into the next ('the new
man'). This last notion refers to the Minimal phase' in rites of passage
during which initiates are statusless, anonymous, and secluded from
ordinary society (Van Gennep, 1960; Turner, 1969: 94-130; 1970:
93-111). Although we are tempted to restrict rites of passage to
primal societies, liminal transitions still occur in modern industrial
society but they are diffuse and fragmented (the 'teen years') rathe
than compact and intense as they are in tribal societies (Melton and
Moore, 1982: 47-59).
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Recent investigations into the genetic and structural aspects of
development have increased our understanding of the transi t ional
state of suspension. E. D. Starbuck in his classic study of adolescent
conversion Psychology of Religion (1899) noted the psychological
features of the transition state as a 'sense of incompleteness and
imperfection; brooding, depression, morbid introspection, and sense
of sin; anxiety about the hereafter, distress over doubts and the like'
(quoted in James, 1902: 185). These descriptions have often been used
to bolster the charge that the conversion experience is some kind of
mental illness rather than a transitional shift to a pattern of knowing,
construing and committing oneself to a wider horizon of ul t imate
concern. Starbuck and James carefully pointed out: 'Conversion is in
its essence a normal adolescent phenomenon, incidental to the passage
from the child's small universe to the wider universe and spiritual life
of maturity ' (ibid.). Indeed, James felt that the great converts of
history were those who experienced the greatest extremities of
emotion. Genetic and structural studies of paradigm shifts have
lowered the emotional charge attached to purely psychological
descriptions of conversion. Jean Piaget speaks of the transitional
states between phases of learning as 'cognitive disequilibrium' (1970:
45-6). Lawrence Kohlberg talks about 'cognitive conflict' between
moral states (1981: 47). Thomas Kuhn refers to the unsettling
perception of an anomaly preceding a paradigm shift (1970: 52—65).
Bernard Lonergan speaks of an 'inverse insight' leading to a
reinterpretation of phenomena (1958: 19-25). Erik Erikson notes that
transitions in general and the passage to identity in particular are
signalled by a 'psychological moratorium' (1963: 262—3). Wil l iam
James depicted this phase as the 'divided self or homo duplex who
stands in need of being twice-born (1902: 156-76).

Another feature of the state of transition between stages is that it
is often accompanied by what developmental psychologists describe
as a temporary 'ego regression' to an earlier stage. Erikson sees this
as a 'regression in service of the ego' through which the person picks
up the loose ends of unassimilated experience before moving on to
the next stage (1982). Fowler notes that this is a normal
'recapitulation in service of fa i th development' (1981: 288). Ant i -
conversionists often highlight this phenomenon in their allegations
that religions ' infantil ize' their young converts. Developmentalists
see the period of suspension as normal, transitory, and even
beneficial to maturat ional development. This does not mean that
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there cannot be pathological regressions among converts - or among
the general population for that matter. Melton and Moore have
discovered some incidence of 'chronic liminality' among converts to
new religions (1982: 59-60), but to date there have been no solid
studies of permanent ego regression or chronic l imina l i ty as related
to religious conversion in general.

In sum, the transitional state of suspension can be compared to
what L. S. Vygotsky called the 'zone of proximal development'
during which the developmental process lags behind the learning
process (1978: 84-91). Each of us experiences this phenomenon when
we know that our old patterns of construing and knowing no longer
work but when we do not yet sense the wider horizon in which the
parts hold together again. Vygotsky likened this state to the 'buds'
and 'flowers' as opposed to the 'fruits ' in biological development.

T U R N I N G TOWARD

Many theories of conversion stop with the terminus a quo of the
conversion experience. The experiences accompanying the 'turning
away' phase are often colourful, dramatic and even traumatic. The
modern temper is well suited to f inding causes and origins and less
suited to tracking down ends and purposes. That conversions have
long-term effects is without question. Moses turned away from the
luxury of the Egyptian court and founded a people of faith.
Gautama's abnegation of royal l ife led to the foundation of a
monkhood and eventually one of the greatest missionary religions of
all time. Augustine's conversion led to a lifetime as leader of the
Catholic Church in North Africa and pre-eminent theologian of
Western Christianity. I once heard a psychiatrist compare the
conversion experience to an alcoholic bender: something all right
once in a while but best got over quickly. William James, though he
is the father of psychological interpretations of conversion, never fell
into such quick-fix similes. That is why over half of his masterful
The Varieties of Religious Experience is devoted not to the 'turning
away' and 'suspension' phases of conversion but to the 'turning
toward' results.

James characterized the third phase of the conversion experience
with terms like commitment, revitalization, renewal, regeneration,
sense of sanctification, holiness or blessedness (1902: 239-341). If the
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f irst two phases of the process can be said to be inner-directed, the
third is other-directed in the sense that the convert dedicates himself
or herself to new ideals, new codes of behaviour, new spir i tual
disciplines such as prayer, fasting and meditation, works of char i ty
or evangelization. The social impact of conversion is felt through the
public expression of new modes of life. That impact is publ ic ly felt
even when the stated aim of the conversion is to 'withdraw from the
world'. Here we can point to the example of monks and hermits
during the Byzantine era, the most notable instance of whom was
Simeon Stylites who from his anchorite's p i l la r near Aleppo exerted
enormous theological and political power.

The third phase is also the seedbed of religious innovation. The
turn toward the goals and ideals of sanctification and regeneration
often flows into the revitalization of a t radit ional belief (Moses), the
founding of a new religion based on an earlier religion (Chr is t iani ty ,
Islam, Mormon), the founding of new types of religious orders (St
Francis of Assisi, St Dominic, St Ignatius of Loyola, the Musl im Sufi
orders), the reformation or reformulation of an established religion
(Mart in Luther, John Wesley, John Calvin) , the generation of
religious renewals wi thin t radi t ional religions (pentecostalism,
charismatics), or the creation of religious 'blends' from native and
missionary elements (Handsome Lake among the Iroquois, Simon
Kimbangu in Africa). It is hard to underestimate the innovative
impulse which religious conversion nurtures and motivates. Yet this
innovative impulse is what makes conversion controversial and
questionable to the major i ty who abide with self-satisfaction in their
comfortable pews. What a new discovery is to scient if ic theory,
conversion is to religion. It unsettles the perception of sacred reality,
not only for indiv iduals but also for entire civi l izat ions. Conversion
is also a response to the different needs of history. As the late Roman
empire with its state religion became weighed down with its own
earthly concerns, religious seekers turned to the contemplative l i fe
with its guarantees of a blessed hereafter in Chr is t iani ty . This was
the age of the rise of the great monasteries in southern Gaul . When
the contemplative l i fe itself became jaded with benefices and
indulgences, the Protestant reformers legitimated the active life of
the tailor and the t inker as the proper arena for sanctif ication. Today
many people speak of the meaninglessness which has inflicted itself
on post-industrial societies. Conversion now is often a conversion to
the ul t imate meaning of l ife.
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Cycles of conversion, cycles of awakening in America

The rise of the pentecostal and charismatic movements in the United
States cannot be understood apart from the cycles of conversion
which have accompanied the four major awakenings in American
history.

The first awakening is called the Great Awakening (CE 1735 ff.). It
perhaps ought to be called the Primal Awakening, for it has shaped
the character of American religion ever after. The awakening
followed upon the compromises of the Half-way Covenant under
which children of non-practising parents were allowed to be
baptized. The big names associated with this first 'outpouring of
the Spirit' on America were Jonathan Edwards, the Congregational
pastor in Northampton, Massachusetts, and the British Anglican
divine George Whitefield, who preached the length of the American
colonies. At first the awakening was a spontaneous event, but it soon
gave way to crusades of preaching and revivalist gatherings. The fact
that the great lights were from two different denominations marked
one of the chief characteristics of this first awakening: it was
interdenominational. Presbyterians, Dutch Reformed, Lutherans,
Anglicans and, later, Methodists all contributed. The awakening was
also international, for it spread to the English-speaking world, and
even to the Continent. Likewise it was interracial, for in the Southern
States blacks began to participate and the Great Awakening
contributed to the formation of the distinctive character of American
black Christianity. Theologically and religiously, the Great Awaken-
ing set the pattern for American religious revival: (1) the 'outpouring
of the Spirit' shaped the fundamental consciousness of the United
States as a 'Redeemer Nation', and (2) the 'born-again' experience
entered the American Protestant religious credo. The Great
Awakening introduced a democracy of the Spirit into American
religious life, thereby setting the stage for the American Revolution
(Bumstead, 1970).

The Second Awakening (1820s ff.) might best be called the
Revivalist Awakening or even the Frontier Evangelical Awakening,
for it set the pattern of tent revivals which still take place in the
southern and western states. The triggering event was the Cane
Ridge Revival in Kentucky (1805), during which there was rampant
emotionalism including 'barking', 'dancing', 'falling' and mass
singing (Cleveland, 1916: 86-127). The 'falling' phenomenon later
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came to be known as 'being slain in the Spirit ' . Later, the key
theoretician was Charles Finney, who taught that revivals were not
miraculous events but humanly contrived means ('new measures')
for winning souls to Christ (Finney, 1960: 12—17). This revival
stressed the freedom of slackers to convert back to God on the
pattern of the Book of Judges. The 'new measures' included
sustained prayer, pressure for immediate conversion, and the
'anxious bench' where repentants prayed before the altar call. This
pattern of revival, with a few changes, is s t i l l in effect today and
describes perfectly Bi l ly Graham's worldwide crusades (Graham,
1965; Ferm, 1958). (It is also the pattern critiqued in the Sinclair
Lewis novel Elmer Gantry.) The conversions resulting from the
Revivalist Awakening are properly called evangelical: salvation
comes solely through the cross of Christ. While reliance on the Bible
was upheld, the principal stress was and is on repentance of sins and
'standing up for Christ'. Many luminar ies of the Second Awakening,
including Finney himself, were much influenced by the Methodist
Holiness movement.

The Second Awakening, like the first, was post-mil lennial in its
belief. Adherents believed that the 'surprising work of God' had
begun in America and that Christ would return at the end of the
mi l lenn ium spoken of in Revelation 20 and 21 to crown the work of
the Spirit. Hence, both awakenings contributed the progressive and
reformist spirit which marked much of the nineteenth century:
prison reform, abolition, temperance and the suffragist movement.
The next two awakenings were pre-mil lennial is t , that is, believers
felt that Christ would have to come before the m i l l e n n i u m in order
to rescue a sinking world. The d iv id ing line marks what we today-
call theological 'liberals' vs. 'conservatives'. Late nineteenth-century
evangelical revivalism often is perceived as a ru ra l phenomenon but
from the beginning it was urban. It is only in the twentieth century
that certain forms of revivalism have retained a toe-hold in r u r a l
America, especially Appalachia.

The third awakening can be called the Populist or Fundamenta l i s t
Revival (1880s ff . ) . The fundamental is t movement has its roots in the
post-Civil War period of failed hopes. The key figures were Dwight
Moody, founder of the Moody Bible Inst i tute in Chicago, A. J.
Gordon of Boston and James Hall Brookes of St Louis. All three
were shaped by the vision of I r i shman John Nelson Darby, erstwhile
d iv ine of the Church of Ireland and eventual founder of the
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Plymouth Brethren (Marsden, 1980). Darby taught that God dealt
with humans in seven 'dispensations', beginning with the Age of
Innocence in the Garden of Eden. Humans failed each and every task
set before them by God. Christ would have to come to the rescue.
Darbyites expect Christ to come 'at any moment' before the
mi l lennium and snatch away the church of true believers in a secret
rapture. Thereupon the events of the Last Days will begin to unfold
according to the plot in Revelation: the Anti-Christ, Armageddon,
the loosening of Satan for a little while, the restoration of Israel, the
Last Judgement, and f ina l ly the creation of a new heaven and new
earth (Darby, 1900). The intensity of the expectation of the end
drove Moody and his cohorts to world evangelization efforts. Over
time the Populist Revival took on strict doctrines (literal interpreta-
tion of the Bible, the Virgin birth of Christ, sacrificial atonement,
miracles) which served as a picket fence around the traditional
evangelical conversion experience. This paved the road into what we
now call fundamentalism. Oftentimes fundamentalism took on
unsavoury elements of nativist anti-Catholicism (the Papacy as the
'Whore of Babylon') and anti-Semitism (the conspiracy between
'Bolshevism and Jewish Bankers'). While attacking theological
'liberals' l ike Harry Emerson Fosdick, the popular pastor of
Riverside Church in New York, the early fundamentalists, especiall
after the public disaster of the Scopes trial, tended to withdraw from
direct political life. The world was after all the 'wrecked vessel'
Darby painted it to be. No use in saving it, just the souls in it.
Conversion was away from the world. Forms of the Populist Revival
prevail throughout rural Appalachia in the United States up to this
day (Dickinson and Benziger, 1974).

While the Fundamentalist Revival was gathering steam on the
East Coast and in the South, another spark took fire on the West
Coast - Pentecostalism. But I will say more about this below.

Today the United States and the world are experiencing some-
thing like a Fourth Awakening. It is a multifaceted awakening,
ranging from the rise of new religions, the introduction and spread
of various forms of Eastern religion and blends of Buddhism,
Hinduism, Confucianism and Christ ianity, to the rise of the
Religious 'Right'. The Religious 'Right' movements may be called
a Neo-Fundamentalist Awakening. It is manifested in public
movements like the Moral Majority, the Christian Coalition, Focus
on the Family and the, Promise Keepers (Martin, 1996). Promise
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Keepers especially has become a conversionist crusade, appealing to
Christian men and upholding a t rad i t ional view of the f a m i l y . The
Neo-Fundamentalist Awakening does not share the world-pessimism
of the first fundamenta l i s t wave, but it s t i l l upholds many of its
t radi t ional is t , and often conservative, values. And, un l i ke the first
wave, the neo-fundamentalists seem to be abandoning the pre-
millennialist agenda of Darby. Instead of expecting the Second
Coming at any moment, they are entering the political f ray (almost
exclusively on the Republican side) in order to make their views a
part of the social policy of the nation. A side effect is that some neo-
fundamental is ts are beginning to abandon the religious chauvin ism
and racism that marked the Populist Revival . In brief, they are
showing signs of beginning to look l ike the reformist (and 'liberal '!)
Second Awakening. Another, and perhaps more significant, part of
this Fourth Awakening is centred on the pentecostal movement
which has spread from a t iny cell in Los Angeles to the four corners
of the earth.

Pentecostal conversion

Although pentecostalism today had its origins in the western United
States, there have been various manifestations of pentecostal tides
throughout the history of Chris t iani ty , such as the Montanists of the
second century, varieties of Joachimites in the Middle Ages, and the
Doukhaboors in Russia. Most varieties of pentecostalism have
placed unusua l emphasis on a second baptism in the Spirit which
bestows the nine gifts of the Spirit listed in 1 Corinthians 12 and 14,
including speaking in tongues (glossalalia] and heal ing of physical
a i lments . The n ine gifts are: wisdom, prophecy, knowledge,
discernment of spirits, fa i th , speaking in diverse tongues, healing,
interpretation of tongues, working of miracles.

Pentecostalism f inds its pr imary biblical foundation in the events
surrounding the outpouring of the Spirit at the first Pentecost as
recounted in Acts 2. This is also called sometimes the Baptism of
Fire.

Pentecostalism is a very diverse phenomenon composed of many
strands. One strand reaches back to main l ine evangelical Protestant-
ism. Its content is the necessity for conversion and gaining a personal
relation to Jesus as saviour. Another strand f inds its root in the
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Methodist-inspired Holiness movement. Holiness teachers in the
early nineteenth century believed that evangelical conversion would
lead eventually to full perfection or 'entire perfection' (Wesley) both
of the individual and of society. It is this perfectionist possibility that
opened up the first pentecostals to the ful l range of the gifts of the
Spirit. Significantly, the key founders of the pentecostal movement,
Charles F. Parham and William J. Seymour, both came from a
Methodist Holiness tradition. Not all pentecostal traditions,
however, have Holiness tendencies. Another thread leads to the
Keswick movement which stressed 'living victoriously in the Spirit'
and which also had a great impact on Dwight L. Moody. Finally
another thread embraced the pre-millennial dispensationalism of
Darby with its on-the-edge teaching of the 'any moment' return of
Christ.

The first recorded evidence of pentecostal conversion took place
when Agnes Ozman began speaking in tongues at Charles F.
Parham's Bible school in Topeka, Kansas, on New Year's Day, 1901.
But the catalytic event for the spread of pentecostal conversion
throughout the United States took place in a home at 210 North
Bonnie Brae Street in Los Angeles on 9 April 1906. While Brother
Wil l iam Seymour was preaching, seven persons received the 'Holy
Spirit' and began to speak in tongues (Colder, 1973: 27-8). Members
shouted and prayed for three nights, creating a stir in the
neighbourhood and eventually the whole city. New quarters were
found at 312 Azusa Street in a former Methodist church. This was
renamed the Azusa Street Mission and rapidly became the Mecca for
the pentecostal movement in the United States and the world. A
remarkable feature of the early pentecostal assemblies is that they
were multinational and interracial from the very start in an era whe
the intermixing of blacks, orientals, American whites, Scandinavians
and European immigrants in any venue was socially taboo. By 1924
outside social pressures led to a split between white and black wings
of the movement, but today they are coming back together.

The pentecostal denominations are the fastest-growing churches
in the Christian world. They are spreading rapidly into Latin
America, the South East Pacific, Korea and Africa, where they are
blending in with traditional African animism and Baptismal cults.
The volatility of the conversion experience, especially the conviction
to let the congregation be led by the Spirit, has led to radical
'schismaticization' resulting in over 300 pentecostal denominations
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in the world. The schisms have occurred over such issues as sudden
vs. gradual sanctification, organized vs. Spirit-led worship, baptism
in the name of Jesus Only vs. the traditional Tr ini tar ian formula ,
Holiness (Wesleyan) vs. non-Holiness (non-Wesleyan) af f i l ia t ions .
The main denominations are the Church of God (Cleveland, Tenn.),
the Pentecostal Holiness Church, the Church of God in Christ
(COGIC), Assemblies of God (Jimmy Swaggert's original a f f i l i a -
t ion) , the Pentecostal Assemblies of the World, the Uni ted
Pentecostal Church, and the Internat ional Church of the Foursquare
Gospel (founded by Aimee Semple McPherson in Los Angeles). More
recently the non-denominational Full Gospel Business Men's
Fellowship International, founded by Demos Shakarian with the
aid of Oral Roberts in 1951 as the Full Gospel Business Men's
Association, has become a spark for the spread of the charismatic
movement to mainl ine denominations. A famous pentecostal leader
is Pat Robertson, who, along with Oral Roberts, Rex Humbard, Jim
Bakker and J immy Swaggart, brought the pentecostal experience to
TV. Robertson has gone on to found the Christian Coalition which
is now having profound impact on the American Congress (Martin,
1996: 299-326). (Robertson avoided political involvement in the
earlier days of his ministry. But in the mid-1980s he did a turnabout
and even ran for the presidency of the United States.) Some scholars
estimate there are as many as 300 mil l ion pentecostals throughout
the world.

The pentecostal experience is marked first by a conversion phase
(repentance, a conviction of salvation in Jesus' Name), to be
followed by the baptism in the Spirit ( including speaking in tongues,
divine healing and the laying-on of hands, and attestations of
Christ's imminent return). Many pentecostals reduce these teachings
to the 'four-square' plan of the Heavenly Jerusalem as related in
Revelation 21:16. This is the origin of the 'Four-Square Gospel': the
Saviour, the Great Physician, the Baptiser with the Spirit, and the
Coming King (McPherson, n. d.). The end-time expectation had led
many pentecostal believers to see themselves as heralds of the Second
Coming and recipients of the 'latter rain' (Joel 2:28), the 'first rain '
being the Day of Pentecost recounted in Acts 2.

Unti l the late 1970s most pentecostals adhered to a stern code of
behaviour as a result of conversion: banning gum-chewing, wearing
neckties, short-sleeves, trousers or shorts on women, soft drinks,
alcohol, tobacco, and movies. While some denominations st i l l
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adhere to this stern code, many have relaxed several of the above
provisions. Pentecostal worship, when compared to mainline
denominations, is boisterous and free-wheeling, bespeaking the
fundamental belief in the gifts of the Spirit.

In the early days the pentecostal experience had the patina of
belonging to the uneducated rural poor. In fact, most members were
blue-collar workers and of modest means. In the 1960s pentecost-
alism started to become upwardly mobile (Synan, 1975). As they gain
greater clout in society at large, pentecostals begin to abandon their
pre-millennial world rejection and take on post-millennial social and
political activism. Their anti-abortion activism is an illustration of
this ideological turn.

Charismatic conversion

The spread of pentecostalism to the mainline denominations is now
generally called the charismatic movement. A chief catalyst in the
spread of pentecostal conversion into the mainline denominations
was the Full Gospel Business Men's Association. One of the great
religious ironies of our time is that the pentecostal movement,
historically splintered into factions and schisms, has become a
magnet for the unificat ion of mainl ine denominations. The meetings
of the FGBMA, which are growing at present, are attended by
tradit ional pentecostals, Baptists, Presbyterians, Episcopalians,
Methodists, Lutherans and Catholics.

The first noteworthy mainline flame seen around the world was
the baptism in the Spirit and speaking in tongues in 1959 by the Rev.
Dennis Bennet, pastor of St Mark's Episcopal Church, Van Nuys,
California. His experience was soon followed by that of the Catholic
Dominican priest Francis McNutt. Soon leaders of other denomina-
tions were quick to follow. Often independent charismatic move-
ments have grown up within main l ine denominations as a result of
contact with pentecostals. Noteworthy here is the Women's Aglow
movement among various Protestant churches and FIRE SHARE
LAMP, Life in the Spirit seminars and Families in Christ among
Catholics. A noted Jesuit theologian Donald Gelpi wrote a
theological justification of baptism in the Spirit for Catholics
entitled Pentecostalism: A Theological Viewpoint (1971).

A new religious phenomenon that accompanied the spread of
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pentecostalism into the mainl ine denominations is p lur idenomina-
tionality. Although Bennet and McNutt were to d r i f t away from their
native congregations, main l ine Christians who convert to pentecost-
alism do not feel they have to abandon their natal congregations.
Rather, they feel that the baptism in the Spirit has enriched their natal
fai th. Many actively partake in the services of their churches and
attend Full Gospel meetings at the same time. Some congregations
and groups like the Lutheran Church Missouri Synod have fought the
encroachment of pentecostalism. This hearkens back to the leading
figures of the Reformation who taught that the 'gifts of the Spirit '
ceased with the death of the last apostle. Other denominations,
especially the Roman Catholic Church in some dioceses, have sought
to contain its influence by fai l ing to promote involved priests to
higher positions or to marginalize it by treating it a just another
option of worship. Often the result is that formerly main l ine church
members quit their natal congregations and join non-denominational
pentecostal and charismatic fellowships.

In an interview with one of the oldest Catholic charismatic groups
in the United States, I learned that most reported that their
charismatic experience led them to read the Bible regularly for the
first time in their lives. All said that they experienced different
varieties of the gifts of the Spirit and emphatically stated that any
part icular gift was for the purpose of building up the whole body of
Christ (as Paul says they are for in 1 Cor 12) and not for ind iv idua l
benefit or vanity. In keeping with the charismatic movement, insofar
as it can be differentiated from the pentecostal movement, the
charismatics I have interviewed put much greater emphasis on the
discernment of the Spirit and building up the church. Many express
relief from periods of depression, a feeling of closeness to the Lord,
and a perception that God is in their hearts. Often these feelings came
upon them at a ceremony where they received a laying on of the
hands. Some see their natal church as having many gifts, but using
them badly. Most noteworthy to me was that, while all attended their
home churches regularly and were more than actively involved, their
spiritual life was their own, not in conflict with but fully independent
of the hierarchical control so typical in tradit ional Roman Catholi-
cism. For charismatics Jesus is not a lofty King or Judge but a Friend.
While experiencing speaking in tongues, tears of joy, healings and
other marks of pentecostal conversion, charismatics seem to
experience them in a different key from tradit ional pentecostals.
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Many observers of the pentecostal and charismatic movements
fau l t them for resorting so intensely to feeling and emotion. Yet in
their favour Jonathan Edwards, the great theoretician of the Great
Awakening, argued that religion is centred in the affections and
arouses feelings of the excellency of God (Edwards, 1962: 206-54).
John Wesley preached that conversion results from a warming of
the heart. In Germany the famous theologian Friedrich Schleier-
macher found the essence of religion in a sui generis feeling of
absolute dependence upon God (1963: 12 ff.). Mainline Christianit
often has weakened the enthusiasm so characteristic of its
beginnings, either by reducing faith to a set of beliefs (propositions
to be assented to intellectually) or a moral code of behaviour
(ethics). The religion of feeling finds a way to re-balance these
reductive tendencies.

The pentecostal and charismatic movements seem to be acting as
a new and ever-spreading leavening agent in contemporary
Christianity.
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4. Conversion as a process
leading to enlightenment:
the Buddhist perspective

Christopher Lamb

At its beginning every religion is marked by a conversion.
Conversion provides the experience that marks a threshold between
one state of l ife and another. It is only usually referred to as a
conversion when an irreversible decision has been made to cross a
threshold into a new religion. Something similar happened when the
future Buddha, then known as Siddhartha Gautama Sakya, left his
wife and new-born child to become one of the many religious seekers
or sramanas, wandering around the roads and by-ways of India in
the 500s BCE. They had left all f ami ly and worldly commitment to
take up the homeless life, clearing the way to devote themselves to
the life of the spirit and the pursuit of liberation.

Buddhism arose among the Renouncer movements in the period
that Karl Jaspers called the Axial Age.1 This period of seminal
religious thought produced such people as Pythagoras, Socrates, the
Greek tragedians, the prophets of Israel, Lao Tzu and Confucius in
China, some say Zarathustra in Persia, and Mahavira and the Buddha
in India. The old sacrificial religion of the brahmins was undergoing
review or challenge from the seekers who composed the Upanisads
and others who rejected the Vedic authority altogether. It was during
this period that codes of ethical conduct began to emerge, free of
ancient ideas of purity and taboo. Mary Douglas has effectively
analysed these in Purity and Danger.2 An exchange of benefits
between humans and the gods through minutely performed sacrifice
brought protection and favour. While some Renouncers rejected the
value of the Vedic ritual sacrifice altogether, a reaction among the
orthodox Renouncers elevated the rite to cosmic significance.
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The set of experiences that caused Siddhartha to take up
homelessness is known as the 'Four Sights'. Three of these sights
are perfectly normal experiences that punctuate life. The story goes
that Siddhartha's father had tried to protect him from the harsh
realities of old age, sickness and death, but in the end at the age of 29
years, the young man, on excursions outside the palace, glimpsed not
only the effects of time and circumstance on the human being, but
also met a sadhu, a holy man who had given up the worldly life to
pursue a transcendent goal. The Four Sights are not a revelation in
quite the way the monotheistic religions understand it. They were
ordinary external events that triggered in someone whose mind was
receptive an intense internal conviction.

In narrative form and rudimentary terms the whole Buddhist
problem and its (religious) solution are intimated by the Four Sights.
The events of the Buddha's Enlightenment show that they were a
preview of the religio-philosophical analysis of the Four Noble
Truths,3 upon which the whole Buddhist religion is based. In any
event, the Sights set Siddhartha off on his quest. A further six years
passed, unt i l , at 35 years of age, he had the experience known as the
Awakening or the Enlightenment. This brought about a radical
change in self-perception and worldview. No longer to be addressed
merely as the Venerable Gautama, the new Buddha points out in the
prelude to the first sermon: 'Do not address the Tathagata by name
or by the title "venerable"; I am an Arhat, a Tathagata (the One
Who Has Gone Beyond), a fully awakened one.'4 In that night under
the Bodhi Tree he saw his previous existences, the death and rebirth
of all beings everywhere and the process, sometimes called a law, of
ethical causality - karma - in operation. He realized the Four Noble
Truths and attained nirvana. Soon after these momentous events he
perceived the principle of Dependent Origination - pratityasamut-
pada - which explains the process of causation:

This being, that becomes, from the arising of this, that arises;
this not becoming, that docs not become;
from the ceasing of this, that ceases.'1

Conversion in the early scriptures

The transition from a personal experience to the birth of a new
religion was said to have been made when the new Buddha decided
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to accede to the god Brahma Sahampati 's request to teach the
world. So he went in pursui t of his ascetic companions. They had
left him earlier when he accepted a dish of creamed rice from the
young woman Sujata, so ending a six-year period of ascetic
practice. He caught up with them again in the deer park at Sarnath
on the outskir ts of Varanasi where he launched the Middle Way
with the Sermon on Turning the Wheel of the Dharma -
Dhammacakkappauattanasutta. One of their number, Kondanna,
attained the knowledge that everything subject to or ig ina t ion is
subject to cessation and received the pabbajja ceremony for leaving
the world and the upasampada ceremony of ordination. The
Buddha admitted him with the words 'ehi, bh ikkhu — come, monk,
well proclaimed is the doctrine; lead a religious l i f e for making a
complete end of pain'.6 The others followed soon after and so
formed the f i rs t sangha or monastic communi ty .

These ascetics became the first monks, but they were not the f i rs t
disciples of the Buddha. That honour goes to two merchants
bringing rice cakes and honeycomb to him in the week following his
enlightenment while he was stil l in the vic ini ty of the Bodhi Tree at
Bodh Gaya. They took refuge 'in the Blessed One and in the
Dharma'. The Vinaya says these were the first in the world to
become lay-disciples or upasakas by the formula which contained
(only) the dyad, that is, 'I take refuge in the Buddha; 1 take refuge in
the Dharma'.7 The third refuge '1 take refuge in the Sangha' was
added after the sangha was formed.

Much of the rest of the Buddha's career, some 45 years, was
occupied with spreading the doctrine and so making converts. Soon
after the First Sermon he preached the Sermon on the Marks of Non-
Soul - Anattalakkhanasutta* - and for the first time used the
Threefold Refuge to receive the layman Yasa. Soon after that Yasa's
mother and former wife took Refuge. Eventual ly the numbers
wishing to join the Order became so numerous that the Buddha
began to allow the monks jo in ing to use a kind of self-ordination.
They did this by shaving their heads, put t ing on the yellow robe and
reciting the Triple Refuge. This second form of admission or
ordination to the Order is no longer used. The third form given in
the Vinaya is the one in use today and has probably been used from
the time following the Buddha's death. It has var iants for use in
different places and with a double rite for nuns.y

A delightful story of the conversion of the f ire worshippers,
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culminating in the Fire Sermon,™ is worth recounting because it
includes (not unlike Elijah's contest with the priests of Baal on Mount
Carmel") persuasion through the use of miraculous power. The
conversion of the fire-worshipper happened only after the Buddha had
performed some 3500 miracles, but ultimately these did not clinch it.
At Uruvela, the texts tell us, lived a matt-haired fire-worshipper
named Uruvela Kassapa with five hundred disciples, whilst further
down the river lived his brother Nadi Kassapa with three hundred
disciples, and further down still at Gaya lived their brother Gaya
Kassapa with two hundred disciples. Despite the performance of
miracles Kassapa remained convinced of his own spiritual superiority.
He thought 'the great hermit has great magical power but he is not an
Arhat (one who has reached the penultimate stage of perfection before
Buddhahood) like me'. Miracle-working was not rated very highly as
a mark of spiritual advancement in India at that time. The Vinaya
rules count boasting of such powers along with carnal knowledge of
any living thing, murder and theft as the four 'defeats' incurring
irreversible excommunication from the Order.

At last the Buddha challenged Kassapa's spiritual smugness and
confidence in the efficacy of ritual. He told him he was not as
spiritually advanced as he thought: by itself ritual fire-worship was
useless. The Buddha's words had more effect than all the miracles.
Kassapa cut off his dreadlocks and threw them together with all the
implements for the fire sacrifice into the river. He and his disciples
asked for ordination. Further downstream the disciples of Nadi
Kassapa when they saw the items floating past wondered why. Soon
they followed suit and cut off their dreadlocks and took ordination.
Further down the river at Gaya the disciples of Gaya Kassapa seeing
all the floating implements asked the same question. Then all two
hundred of them took ordination. On the hil l outside the town of
Gaya (where today the footprint of Visnu is the centre of a great
pilgrimage) the Buddha preached the Fire Sermon. Far from having a
ritual or sacred significance fire is taken to mean the voracious
appetite which consumes everything it wants: 'everything is burning
with the fires of lust, hatred and delusion'. T. S. Eliot named the
third section of The Wciste Land after it, rating it as corresponding in
importance with Jesus's Sermon on the Mount.12

A less extravagant conversion story in the early scriptures is that
of the two chief disciples Sariputra and Maudgalyayana. These men
were friends from childhood. While they were living near Rajagrha
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they decided they would become wandering mendicants and follow
the teacher Sanjaya, one of the many heterodox teachers in India
then. While on his alms-round, Sariputra met Assaji , who had also
been there when the Buddha preached the First Sermon. His noble
bearing impressed Sariputra, so when he was asked about his master
and his teaching the young monk said that as he was only newly
ordained he could only give a very brief outl ine. This is what he said:

Of things that proceed from a cause
Their cause the Tathagata has told,
And also their cessation;
This is the teaching of the great Hermit.1'

This verse, carved on rock walls as a mantra all over North Ind ia ,
and occurring once in the Pali Canon, persuaded Sariputra and
Maudgalyayana and 150 other followers to follow the Middle Way
and to go to the Veluvana Park where the Buddha was staying, to
seek admission to the Order.

The threefold refuge

The threefold 'Going for Refuge' - Tri-sarara-gamana - is the
ceremony used by all Buddhists, monks and la i ty al ike, regardless of
the tradition they belong to, to mark their allegiance to the Buddha's
teachings. Its most common use is as a rite of veneration of the Three
Jewels — Tri-ratna — the Buddha, the Dharma and the Sanghn. But it
is also the pr imary in i t ia t ion rite by which a person enters the Middle
Way and embarks on the stages of sanctif ication. Thereafter he or
she ceasing to be a prthagjana or 'common person', becomes a
'member of the fami ly ' - gotrabhu - of 'noble persons' - arya
pudgalas, e l iminat ing all defi lements on the Path to enl ightenment .
Buddhism represented a new departure — only by ethical conduct,
not r i tua l observance or avoidance of taboo, could a person be
considered pure or noble.

After recitation of the Refuge fo rmula a person may seek to
establish himself as an upasaka (male) or upasika (female) by vowing
to observe the Five Precepts. Going for Refuge is also the rite of
introduction to the ceremonies of monastic ordinat ion and it is
recited before bodhisattua vows are taken. In tant r ic ceremonies a
Fourth Refuge in the guru prefaces the other three.
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The most spectacular performance of the Refuge ceremony must
have been when the Founders of the Theosophical Society,
Madame Blavatsky and Colonel Olcott arrived in Sri Lanka in
1890 and took the Three Refuges and the Five Precepts. H. P.
Blavatsky was a Russian aristocrat and Olcott was an American
colonel and a judge. Though they formally espoused Buddhism on
this occasion they were really theosophists and heralds of the New
Age. Their act can be seen to be as much political as devotional,
indicating their solidarity with the Buddhists of Sri Lanka against
the perceived Christian imperialism of the missionaries. In some
respects as an act it was more Christian in spirit than Buddhist.
Olcott's Buddhist Catechism14 published in 1881 and many times
since, while attempting to formulate the basic tenets for Buddhists
everywhere, had as one of its purposes the strengthening of
Buddhist resolve against missionary endeavour. When the mis-
sionaries first arrived in Sri Lanka the monks had invited them to
preach in their temples, but it was not long before they realized that
the invitat ions would never be reciprocated, at least, unt i l the
advent of the contemporary interfai th movement.

The Emperor Asoka

Buddhism has its counterpart to Constantine in the emperor Asoka
who inherited the Mauryan kingdom in 269 BCE. For two
generations the throne of Magadha had conquered most of India.
One remaining area, Kalinga, had held out against the imperial
ambitions, so in 260 BCE Asoka started out like any other mil i tary
conqueror to annex it by force. After the event Asoka was so
horrified by the carnage that his campaign had brought about that he
became a follower of Buddhism. He renounced the use of force and
set about inculcating the principles of compassion for all things and
tolerance for other religions.

At the outset of his conversion he made a pilgrimage to the most
important sites in Buddhism. He visited Bodh Gaya where the
Buddha achieved enlightenment, Sarnath where he preached his Firs
Sermon and established the monastic community, and Kusinagara
where he was cremated. The emperor put up stupas or memorial
mounds in these places and also built what is probably the most
beautiful complex of stupas at Sanci.
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Eight years after his consecration he proclaimed fourteen edicts
and had them engraved on rock pi l la rs and rock faces all over his
empire. Thirteen years later an addi t ional seven edicts were
proclaimed and set on polished stone pi l lars . He wished to take
care of all his subjects and sought to make the adminis t ra t ion
humane. He gave up mi l i t a ry conquest in the name of ahimsa, the
principle of non-harming which underlies the whole of the Buddhist
ethical code. Inspired by the precept against k i l l i n g , he banned
an imal sacrifices, regulated the slaughter of an imals for food, and
even protected certain species of birds and animals . He forbade the
royal hun t and put pilgrimage in its place. He himself gave up meat-
eating and advocated vegetarianism in the royal palaces. He was not
a complete pacifist but he tried as far as possible to c iv i l i ze the wild
tribespeople by persuasion through the principle of Dharma-
conquest rather than mi l i t a ry might. He did not renounce the use
of the death penalty but he stopped the use of jud ic ia l torture. His
programme for environmental care was based on compassion for his
subjects. He instituted a tree-planting programme so that roads were
lined with f ru i t trees to give rest and shade to weary travellers. He
had wells dug at frequent intervals and set up rest houses. He also
encouraged the cultivation of medicinal and veterinary herbs to help
humans and animals. Dharma officers were appointed to encourage
harmonious relations between people. Respect and tolerance were
extended to all religions.

The appeal of Buddhism for Asoka seems to have been in its
moral and ethical system leading to peace and fellowship. The credit
for the original idea of ahimsa, probably the greatest idea in the
whole of religious thought, is founded on the notion of the kinship of
all that lives. The credit for this must belong to India and its
Renouncer religions. But such an idea cannot be contained and it
arises from time to time throughout the history of later religions as
an imperative to peace, u l t imate ly emerging in the secular humanis t
tradition. Through Asoka Buddhism spread its humaniz ing influence
across the whole of Asia. It was Asoka who made Buddhism a world
religion by strengthening the co-operative role between the
monkhood and the laity. Eventual ly in the Mahayana, Buddhism
emerged as a universalized religion with the elevation of compassion
as the highest ideal. This was enshrined in the bodhisattva ideal,
whereby the aim was not to leave the world for nirvana but to vow
to remain in the cycles of samsara to help all sentient beings.
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Buddhism beyond India

The transmission of Buddhism out of India has a complex and huge
history which can only be touched on in this chapter. The conversion
of Sri Lanka was instigated by Asoka himself who in 240 BCE sent hi
son, the monk Mahinda on the first mission. Later Asoka's daughter
Sanghamitta followed her brother to found the Order of nuns on the
island.

Buddhism spread to China from Central Asia and was introduced
there around 50 CE. What made conversions possible in view of the
general Chinese contempt for the barbarity of foreigners? Confucian
sensibilities were offended by Buddhist practices that seemed unfi l ial
and unpatriotic. Shaving the head and refusing to marry showed
disrespect for one's parents who had given the body, and refusing to
bow to the king, as the Son of Heaven, showed disrespect for the
social order. This was countered by Buddhists themselves,15 but it
was the resonances between Taoist and Buddhist ideas that must
have allowed Buddhism to establish a foothold and eventually
develop schools of a specifically Chinese character. We find such in
the teachings of Hua Yen, T'ien T'ai and Ch'an. Ch'an (in Japanese
Zen) from the Sanskrit dhyana, means 'meditation'. It emphasizes
enlightenment as a sudden experience, a direct insight. This was of
consequence for the transmission of Buddhism into Tibet.

Buddhism reached Tibet in the so-called First Transmission, c. 640-
838 CE, in the period of the three religious kings, Srong-brtsan-sgam-
po, Khri-srong-lde-brtsan and Ral-pa-can. It lasted until the persecu-
tions of the next king gLang-dar-ma. The Second Transmission began
after the assassination of the king when many translators and scholars
brought texts from India. A key event in the conversion of Tibet took
place in the reign of Khri-srong-lde-brtsan. This was the Great Debate
at bSam-yas. It took place in about 792 under the auspices of the king
to establish some kind of coherence and bring order to the activities of
Indian and Chinese missionaries. The Indians were teaching that the
path to enlightenment was a gradual one by which the bodhisattva
achieved liberation by patient application of practice. The Chinese
Ch'an teachers, on the other hand, taught that enlightenment was not
earned or worked for but came suddenly, in a moment of inspiration.
These two paths are respectively termed 'gradualist' and 'suddenist'.
The Indian approach was based on the assumption that it was
necessary to accumulate a great deal of knowledge and merit through
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innumerable life-times in order to approach the goal of Buddhahood.
This meant there was a necessary place for the monastic and
intellectual life in the scheme of salvation. The Chinese case rested on
the absolute notion of Buddhahood, that everything has the Buddha-
nature which once it is realized it is attained. Whatever the reasons,
political or theological, the victory was official ly given to the Indians
and the Chinese told to pack up and leave.16

Buddhism returns to the land of its birth - conversion from
untouchability

In recent times a clear example of Refuge as a rite of separation17 is
the case of the Untouchables of Pune, many thousands of whom in
the 1950s were led out of caste-Hinduism by Dr Bhimrao R a m j i
Ambedkar, himself an Untouchable. He became the first Law
Minister in Nehru's cabinet of the post-colonial Republic of India .
Though the new constitution outlawed discr iminat ion on the
grounds of caste, Ambedkar came to realize that religion itself
sanctified it by teaching that people were born with different degrees
of pur i ty according their caste status. One's r i tual puri ty could be
infected by contact with someone of a lower caste. Beyond the caste
system were the outcastes or Untouchables. They were frequent ly
not even allowed into the temples because of their polluting
presence. The Untouchables were condemned by this system to
poverty and ignorance; they were normally only permitted to do the
vilest jobs. Gandhi himself, though wishing to al leviate the lot of the
harijans or 'children of God' as he preferred to call them, was
actually opposed to the abolition of caste and he resisted the idea
that anyone could change his religion.

Ambedkar had come to the conclusion that the only way for the
Untouchables to liberate themselves was to change their religion.
Liberation or moksa is a key idea in Indian religions, but for him it
had a political and social rather than a transcendent significance. He
had been looking for a suitable religion and eventual ly found in
Buddhism something that would meet his needs, or, at least, could be
remodelled to meet them. The conversion of thousands, eventually
mi l l ions of people to Buddhism would not involve a repudiation of
their Ind ian roots, nor would it destabilize the Hindu major i ty the
way that mass conversion to Islam or Christianity might do.
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Buddhism had redefined the notion of nobility. The word 'Aryan',
meaning 'the noble people', was how the Sanskrit-speaking people
who brought the Vedic religion to India referred to themselves. The
redefinition is from a racial, national or social distinction to a
spiritual quality that could be attained by anyone, however humble
his social origins might be. The Buddha, born into the ksatriya or
warrior caste, condemned caste-structural segregation, asserting
that, as we have already said, purity was not a matter of birth but of
ethical conduct - living according to the Noble (Aryan) Eightfold
Path. In his view a high-caste brahmin would not be polluted if the
shadow of an Untouchable should fall on him. Deliberate breaking
of the principle of ahimsa as codified in the Precepts, was the only
way a person could incur pollution and this would have karmic
rather than ritual consequences.

On 14 October 1956, in the year of the 2500th anniversary of the
parinirvana of the Buddha and on the same day as Asoka's conversion
twenty-three centuries earlier, Ambedkar and his wife took Refuge
and the Five Precepts from Chandramani Maha Thera, so formally
converting from Hinduism to Buddhism. The following day he
administered the Refuges and the Precepts and twenty-two vows he
drafted himself concerned with avoiding the beliefs and practices of
Hinduism to nearly half a million people, thereby initiating possibly
the largest single mass conversion of the twentieth century. The
number of Ambedkarite Buddhists was given as 3250277 in the 1961
census, but current estimates give between 6 and 7 millions.18

Unfortunately Ambedkar died six weeks later, leaving the
fledgling Buddhists without a leader. The English monk Sangharak-
shita, who some years later was to found the Friends of the Western
Buddhist Order in Britain,19 had known Ambedkar and decided to
continue his work among the ex-Untouchables. This work is being
continued by members of the Western Buddhist Order in collabora-
tion with the Trailokya Bauddha Mahasangha.

Conversion 'to' has sometimes entailed conversion 'of'. Both
Ambedkar and Sangharakshita made a selection from traditional
Buddhism to meet the needs of their particular situations. In
Ambedkar's case he makes clear in his posthumously published The
Buddha and His Dhamma that first and foremost he perceived
Buddhism as a social teaching.

'The center of his Dhamma is man and the relation of man to man
in his life on earth.'20
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Sangharakshita has said that commitment is more important than
lifestyle. Many of his followers take a post-modern 'non-realist ' view
about much of the supernatural ism of t radi t ional Buddhist teaching.
This is perhaps not so revolutionary when put alongside Nagar juna ' s
second-century teachings about nirvana in his Memorial Verses on
the Middle Way:

Samsara has nothing that distinguishes it from nirvana; nirvana has
nothing that distinguishes it from samsara. The l i m i t of nirvana is the l i m i t
of samsara; there is not even the subtlest something separating the two.21

Christopher Queen points out the tendency throughout the
development of Buddhism: 'Great shifts in Buddhist thought have
typical ly entailed assertions that appeared at first to negate or
compromise the original teaching . . . a famous utterance of the
ideological and practical shifts . . . is found in ... the Heart Sutra that
concludefs] "There is no suffering, no origin, no cessation, no path,
no exalted wisdom, no attainment, and also no non-attainment". '2 2

Conversion in the West

Conversion to Buddhism in the West has only very partially been the
result of deliberate proselytizing, despite the fact that Buddhism is
said to be a missionary religion. The history of this has been traced
by such writers as Christmas Humphreys in Sixty Years of Buddhism
in England,1* Stephen Batchelor in The Awakening of the West14 and
Rick Fields in How the Swans Came to the Lake.1*1

In the West conversion is rarely marked explicitly in the way that a
convert to Christianity would pass through a l imina l stage of formal
instruction culminating in baptism or a reception ceremony. Many of
the people who attend Dharma centres of varying traditions,
Theravada, Tibetan, Zen or even the FWBO (Friends of the Western
Buddhist Order) are not separated between those who have gone for
Refuge against those who have not. They may find in attending the
pujas or liturgies that they have already chanted the Refuges and the
Precepts. Conversion to Buddhism seems to be an interior and gradual
change of mind set which need not be revealed to anyone else.

In ancient Buddhist texts there is the rather odd category of
pratyekahuddha, the 'solitary realizer' who became enlightened
completely on his own account without any contact with other

85



CHRISTOPHER LAMB

people. This idea is superseded in the Mahayana by the idea that the
person you pass in the street might be a bodhisattva on his or her
way to buddhahood. Everything that lives has the Buddha-nature, so
there are myriads of beings who have already achieved Buddhahood
throughout the cosmos.

Within the Tibetan tradition an important part of current practice
is the taking of tantric abhisekas, dbangs or empowerments. One
might expect that the devotee, wishing to take such a step, had
already taken the Refuges, the Precepts and the bodhisattva vows
and be therefore a confirmed Buddhist. But this was surely not so in
the case of a Benedictine monk, the late Dom Sylvester Houedard of
Prinknash Abbey, Gloucestershire, whom I saw, dressed in his
Christian monastic habit, take a dbang from the Dalai Lama himself.

It is certainly extraordinary how readily the highest tantric
empowerments are given, considering that in Old Tibet the tantric
path was a secret one and no lama would have given initiation to
anyone who was not judged to be spiritually ready and fully prepared.
In recent times in the West the highest tantric initiations, among them
the Kalacakra, have been given in such public places at Central Park
New York by the Dalai Lama himself, with thousands of people in
attendance. It is as if the Pope were to give a mass priestly ordination
to the crowds in St Peter's Square below his window without
ascertaining whether they were prepared or had received the
preliminary sacraments such as baptism. The Tibetans explain this
by suggesting that one receives what one is ready to receive; at the
simplest level for the non-Buddhist or neo-Buddhist the abhiseka
would not be an empowerment to practise the tantric path but a
blessing (and a prophecy of future Buddhahood). A seed is planted
which may come to fruition in this life or a later one. This acceptance
arises from the sense of kinship between all sentient beings. The idea
of rebirth takes the pressure off; though concerned with post-death
states, Buddhism has no real eschatology, no Four Last Things to be
contemplated before one's eternal fate is sealed for ever.

The Theravada is similar in its approach. Conversion by
assimilation means that people who attend a Dharma centre to
learn meditation may eventually define themselves as Buddhists but
on the other hand they may attend a Dharma centre as Christians or
Jews to learn the spiritual techniques of meditation or yoga which
they then take back 'home'.

In the FWBO the arrangements are more structured. The ordinary
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person who goes along to a centre may eventually informally become
a 'Friend'. If he or she makes a commitment he becomes a 'mitra',
Sanskrit for 'friend', and so the relationship to the Order is
formalized. But he is still not a member. To become an Order
member requires a long period of application, followed by periods of
retreat and selection procedures, only after which the applicant may
be ordained. The ordination used is not the monastic ordination but
the upasaka ordination of the lay Buddhist, which is widespread in
traditional Buddhism. In the FWBO it has been given a new function.
A higher status is conferred on the ordinand. His transition is marked
with a new Sanskrit name and permission to wear a ceremonial kesa
or stole, in origin a Japanese adaptation of the monastic robe. He is
inducted into a tantric method of visual meditation and given a
meditation Buddha in pacific or wrathful form.

The Buddha-nature and conversion

The universalist ideas of the Mahayana that everything that lives wi l l
eventually reach enlightenment is worked out in the Tathagata-
garbha theory. According to this, everything that lives has the
Buddha-nature, human and non-human alike. Garbha means either
the womb or its contents, that is, the embryo. At first it was
understood as the place where the enlightened being is produced, but
in later tradition it came to be understood as the seed or essence of
Buddhahood which is present as a l uminous , pure, e ternal
characteristic of all beings, but clouded by adventitious defilements
These become part ia l ly removed in the bodhisattvas and entirely so
in the Buddhas. The garbha i tself is i n t r i n s i c a l l y pure and
synonymous with suchness, innate in all beings.

The effect of this teaching is that if everyone has the Buddha-
nature, there is no need to strive officiously for their conversion.
This will inevitably happen when the seed ripens.
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5. Conversion to Judaism: a
tale of the good, the bad
and the ungrateful

Rodney Mariner

Slanderers or saviours?

Three times a day, during the morning, afternoon and evening
service, the Orthoprax Jew recites the nineteen benedictions of the
weekday Amidah (the standing prayer, the focus of all statutory acts
of Jewish worship). This f inely wrought l i turgical compilation
originated in Israel with the men of the Great Assembly (fourth
century BCF.) and achieved its u l t imate form under the guidance of
the patriarch Gamliel I I around 100 CH. In considering the Jewish
at t i tude to conversion, berachot (benedictions) twelve and thir teen
are essential reading.

The first of these berachot, with a harshness uncharacter is t ic of
either the prayer or the prayerbook states:

As for the malshinim ( l i t . slanderers) Icr there be no hope, and let all
wickedness perish in an instant; may all Your enemies be swi f t ly cut off.
May You swif t ly uproot, smash, cast down and humble the dominion of
arrogance - swif t ly , in our days. We praise You Eternal, who breaks
enemies and humbles the arrogant.

The second returns from what would be more accurately termed a
malediction to a benediction which states:

For the righteous and the pious, the elders of Your people the House of
Israel, for the remnant of their scribes, for the geirei tzedek ( l i t . righteou
strangers) and for us too, may Your compassion be aroused, Eternal our
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God. Grant a good reward to all who fa i thfu l ly trust in Your name; may
our lot be ever with theirs, so that we may not be put to shame, for we
trust in You. We praise You Eternal, support and assurance of the
righteous.

Significantly, the malediction was the last of the berachot to be
added to the nineteen and it is reasonable to suggest that few of those
who read it in prayer today would be conscious that slanderers refers
in the main to heretics, apostates (namely Jews who converted to
Christianity) and informers (former Jews). Yet, in times past, this
portion of the liturgy was grist for the calumny that claimed that
Judaism actively prayed for the destruction of all non-Jews. The
text, indeed its very aggression (despite attempts to tone it down
across the centuries), is clearly directed against those who, in an
attempt to demonstrate the extent of their loyalty to the Romans (or
any subsequent oppressor) were prepared to inform against their
erstwhile co-religionists. However, if not overtly, at least sublimin-
ally, the sub-text of this prayer must have read for some, 'If a born
Jew cannot be trusted when they convert to another faith, how much
less can a member of another faith be trusted when they convert to
Judaism?' Indeed Josephus (Against Apion 2:123) sadly confirms
such a view with regard to the Greeks while the period of the
Hadrianic persecutions provided even greater evidence of former
proselytes who were prepared to clear their skirts by turning state's
evidence.

Love with the proper stranger

Cheek by jowl with the malediction lies a benediction, that not only
places the ger tzedek (proselyte) on the highest level of piety, but
makes of such an individual a lens through which God's compassion
may be focused on Israel. Further, given the ambivalence with which
the process of conversion to Judaism is viewed in certain quarters
today, it should be stated that the high regard the Amidah accords
the proselyte, is neither unique or even rare in classical Jewish
literature.

Abraham, traditionally (albeit anachronistically), the father of the
Jewish people, is the first convert to Judaism, in that he chooses God
and through both belief and reason, seeks sanctuary tachat kanfei
hashechinah (beneath the wings of the divine presence), an
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expression used by Boaz to Ruth and still applied to proselytes. Not
only the first proselyte, Abraham is the first proselytizer for the one
God, gaining, according to rabbinic legend, countless converts by his
example of righteous l iving, as well as actively converting his own
slaves, according to the Torah. Sarah too, we are taught, was, as a
geriatric wet nurse, able to transmit the fai th to every infant that
imbibed her miraculous mi lk (Pesikta Rabbati).

Moses converted Jethro the priest of Midian, his father-in-law
(enabling the rabbis to avoid the conclusion that the great lawgiver
'married out'), instead of journeying to the Promised Land, he
returned home to bring the revealed light of the new fai th to his own
benighted people.

Ruth, of course, became the paradigm of proselytes. Her plea to
her mother-in-law Naomi still stands as the exemplar of the
convert's credo:

Do not press me to leave you, to return and not follow you. Wherever
you go, I wil l go and wherever you stay, I wi l l stay; your people are my
people and your God is my God; where you die I wil l die and there 1 wi l l
be buried. Indeed, may the Eternal do this to me and more if anyth ing
but death separates me from you. (Ruth 1: 16—17)

This proselyte's marriage to Boaz not only ensures that two
dysfunctional genealogies are redeemed: Ruth's, who as a Moabite
came from the union between Lot and his older daughter, and Boaz's
which originated in the union between Judah and his daughter-in-
law Tamar; it also establishes the line that wi l l produce of King
David, who in turn is the progenitor of the Messiah, thus, the
paradigm proselyte is a pivotal figure in the unfold ing destiny of the
Jewish people.

The Esther story concludes with the claim that 'many of the
peoples of the land [of Susa] converted to Judaism, because fear of
the Jews had seized them'. While the Talmud rejects the val id i ty of
fear as a motive for conversion, history gives credence to Scripture in
the well-documented forced conversions of the Idumeans (Edomites)
and the Itureans by John Hyrcanus during the Hasmonean period -
though few would not consider the provision of Herod with a Jewish
lineage by this means, as a outcome, dubious in the extreme.

Rabbinic literature abounds with proof texts for the high esteem
in which proselytes and proselytization were held up to and
including the first centuries of the church's establishment. By turns
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we are taught that the hand of welcome should be extended to the
proselyte 'that he may be brought under the wings of the Shechinah'
(Levitucus Rabbah). Israel is portrayed as only being exiled in order
to increase its numbers through proselytism (Talmud Pes87b), while
its own status is even described as inferior in the sight of its own
God, as Israel required the revelation of Sinai to compel its
acceptance of ol malchut hashamayim (l i t . The yoke of the kingdom
of heaven), but the proselyte does so from love alone (Tanchumah,
Lech Lecha). One who befriends a proselyte is considered as if he
created him (Genesis Rabbah). Rabbi Acha teaches that even God is
prepared to take on the role of proselytizer, telling the nations that
they should repent, so that 'He might bring them under His wings'
(Song of Songs R.). A more pragmatic basis for conversion is found
in the story of Timnah, whom the Talmud describes as a princess.
She wanted to become a proselyte but Abraham, Isaac and Jacob
would not receive her. Even so she became a concubine of Eliphaz,
son of Esau, saying, 'Better to become a handmaid of this nation
than a princess of any other.' Her son was Amalek, who brought
great evil to Israel [when the slaves left Egypt]. Why? Because they
ought not to have rejected her (Talmud Sanhedrin).

That conversion or descent from a convert was seen as no slur in
ancient times is supported by references to the proselyte origins of
such famous rabbis as Shemiah, Abtalion, Akiba and Meir. It was
even claimed that they were descendants of such infamous enemies
of Israel as Sisera, Sennacherib, Haman and Nero (Talmud Git. 56a,
57b; San. 96b). The ancient world produced such notable converts as
the Royal family of Adiabene, Onkelos (a first century Parthian
Kingdom), Flavius Clemens (the nephew of Vespasian), and Fulvia,
the wife of Saturninus (a Roman senator). Even the Emperor
Antoninus was claimed as a convert (see Enc. judaica 'Proselytes').

His Majesty's loyal opposition

That conversion to Judaism at the beginning of the Christian era was
both welcomed and promoted is beyond question. Indeed, it is
estimated that in this period of religious experimentation as many as
10 per cent of the Roman empire had placed themselves under the
protection of the God of Israel, many of whom of course
subsequently became Christians. However, normative Judaism, with
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the notable exception of the Greek Jews, was far from being a
missionary faith and there are sufficiently potent proof texts to be
found in rabbinic l i tera ture to indicate host i l i ty to both converts and
conversion. Further, while such texts may be claimed to be the result
of historical circumstances and not born of a biological or an
int r ins ic ideological racism, their presence cannot be ignored,
especially as they are adduced at times (pa r t i cu la r ly our own), to
support the view that Judaism was and is opposed to conversion.

In its mildest form, this opposition is to be found in the rabbin ic
dictum (derived from the Book of Job), that requires that the
prospective proselyte be 'repelled with the left hand and brought
near with the right hand ' (Ruth R.). The same source requires (on
the basis of the Ruth and Naomi story), that the candidate be
rejected three times before acceptance. Both of these responses, in
form at least, are s t i l l common practice today. This represents the
normative response by rabbis to an approach for conversion, to be,
at best, cautiously welcoming.

There are other classical sources that offer far less encouragement
for the would-be proselyte. The proselyte is described as a sort of 'fair-
weather' friend who despite taking on the outward appearances of
Jewish observance will in times of trouble jettison both Jewish
observance and Judaism (Talmud Av. Zar 3b). More explicit ly, we are
taught that 'evil after evil comes upon those who receive proselytes'
(Yev. 109b) and that the advent of the Messiah is delayed by the very
presence of proselytes (Nid. 13b). R. Judah son of R. Ila'i who is
described as a 'son of proselytes', is said to have denounced R. Jose and
R. Simeon b. Yochai to the Romans to disastrous effect. While in no
less than four places in the Talmud proselytes are deemed to be as
in ju r ious to Israel as a leprous skin lesion, even though scriptural
support for such a view is itself derived from such a positive prophetic
statement that speaks of a time when, 'the Lord w i l l show compassion
for Jacob and once again choose Israel, settling them on their own soil
so that strangers will come to join them and attach themselves to
Jacob' (Isaiah 14:1, 2). Rashi describes the proselyte as an i r r i tant
because their lax observance of Jewish precepts sets a bad example for
born Jews. An additional commentary aff irms that proselytes are an
irr i tant inasmuch as they expose the laxi ty of born Jews!

Indeed this ' fondly-fearful ' nexus is expressed in the actual r i tua l
of conversion as described in the Talmud, which can be read to
reflect ambivalence to both proselytes and conversion:

93

CONVERSION TO JUDAISM



If anyone comes nowadays and desires to become a proselyte, they say to
him; 'Why do you wish to become a proselyte? [Lit. What have you seen?].
Do you not know that the Israelites are nowadays harried, driven about,
persecuted and harassed and that sufferings befall them?' If he says, 'I
know it and I am not worthy,' they receive him at once and is given
instruction in some of the minor and some of the major commandments.
He is also told of the punishment for the transgression of the
commandments ... [and of the reward for their fulfilment] ... He is
not, however, to be persuaded or dissuaded too much. If he is accepted, he
is circumcised forthwith . . . As soon as he is healed, arrangements are
made for his ritual immersion ... When he surfaces after his immersion he
is deemed to be an Israelite in all respects. (Yeb. 47b)

Indeed, it is the particularly brutal nature of that 'nowadays' and the
bitter experience of proselytes who subsequently apostatized (even
though from a Jewish perspective an apostate who was converted to
Judaism remained forever a Jew) that for many explains not only the
malediction of the malshenim, but the particular animosity of some
of the teachings of the ancient rabbis.

Fondly fearful becomes fearfully fixated

If Judaism entered the first centuries of the Christian era fondly
fearful of proselytes and the act of conversion, the choice of finding a
resolution to this paradox was, however, soon taken out of their
hands. From the time of Constantino (fourth century) conversion to
Judaism was a capital offence for both converter and converted.
Wherever and whenever Christianity became established, legislation
promising the most dire punishments for apostasy to Judaism were
not only promulgated but enacted, be it the Councils of Orleans in
the sixth century or the edicts of Alfonso X in the thirteenth. The
same pattern prevailed under Islam. While Jews enjoyed the status of
dhimmi (protected), their protection did not extend to a tolerance of
proselytization, so that conversion from Islam to Judaism incurred
the death penalty and continues to be the case today, at least in terms
of the letter of Moslem law. It is not difficult to imagine the effect of
these Christian and Islamic bans on Jewish communities who were
fearful of collective punishment. Conversion to Judaism for most of
the last sixteen hundred years has varied between being virtually non-
existent to rare. As recently as the beginning of the twentieth century,
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a popular compilation of Jewish law instructs the reader to consider
the laws of conversion as only applying to 'days of old' as today, 'it is
forbidden by the law of the land for us to accept proselytes' (Aruch
Hashulchan Y.D. 268). There are few things in Judaism that are more
permanent than the temporary, that is to say, attitudes and responses
to changing circumstances endure long after the circumstances no
longer prevail. It is certainly the case with the issue of the proselyte,
having commenced with a substantially welcoming stance and then by
degrees being forced to adopt a more suspicious response, almost in
direct proportion to the physical threat the converted Christian or
Muslim represented to the community, Judaism for the past sixteen
hundred years can be characterized as being both non-proselytizing
and relatively unwelcoming to approaches for conversion. Indeed,
making a virtue of a necessity, some sections of Judaism today, in a
time when Christian and Muslim restrictions no longer apply outside
of any but the most benighted communities, still choose to apply the
minority, negative teachings of the classic rabbinic with respect to
proselytes rather than return to what was clearly normative practice in
ancient times.

Khazars and falashas, exceptions that prove the rule

Of course there have been exceptions across the mi l l enn ia , most
notably the eighth-century conversion of the kingdom of Kuzar ia
which lay between the Black Sea and the Caspian Sea, which endured
for more than two hundred years and at its height occupied territory
hundreds of times greater than that of the modern state of Israel.
Unfortunately, few details of this fascinating people, who were
probably descendants of the Huns but who eventual ly claimed
descent from the tribe of Simeon, have entered the domain of
scholarship. Arthur Koestler's book The Thirteenth Tribe which
claimed that the converted Khazars were the progenitors of today's
Ashkenazi Jews, has been largely rejected by serious scholars.
However, the disputed theory that the stereotypical European Jew is
descended from an Eastern European nation of Jewish converts, has
been suff ic ient ly unwelcome as to render study of the Khazars an
area of research largely off l imits for Jewish as well as Russ ian
archaeologists, the Russians being as unhappy with the prospect that
their empire was in i t ia l ly ruled by Jewish kings as the Ashkenazim
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were that they might not have a genetic connection with the freed
slaves who met with God at Sinai. The only people who seem
generally happy with the phenomenon of the Khazars are those Arab
countries who are eager to repudiate Jewish claims to an historical
connection with the land of Israel.

The conversion of the Khazars, which despite the theories as to
their ultimate fate, is undoubtedly true, serves as a useful contrast to
the so-called 'Falashas', the Jews of Ethiopia who in the popular
imagination must represent a similar phenomenon. Yet all available
evidence would suggest that this is not the case. Ethiopian Jews, who
claim descent from the tribe of Dan, leapt into prominence with the
spectacular air l i f ts of Operation Moses and Operation Solomon in
1985 and 1991, respectively, that brought to Israel so many of the
Beta YIsrael (House of Israel), a term used in preference to the
derogatory Falashah which means exile or stranger. Yet it is beyond
question that they had existed as a Jewish community for at least
two thousand years, and may well lay claim to the veracity of the
story that the issue of a union between Solomon and the Queen of
Sheba figures prominently in their heritage. One scholarly opinion
would place them among the Israelite slaves in Egypt. Far from being
an example of mass conversion, Ethiopian Jews are a contemporary
reminder of how ancient and how pervasive was both the desire and
willingness of the Jewish people to include in their number any who
were willing to throw in their lot with them and that this
preparedness to value conviction over colour or any other divisive
distinction, remained the hal lmark of Judaism unt i l conversion
became a capital crime and a danger to the very survival of diaspora
Jewish communities. It must be noted, however, that Ashkenazi
rabbis in present-day Israel have not been whole-hearted in their
recognition of the Jewish status of the Beta Yisrael and, shamefully
they have attempted by subterfuge to force them to undergo elements
of the conversion ri tual . Fortunately, this proud people, who because
of their isolation believed that they were the only Jews left in the
world, have quickly become politicized and rejected the need to
come up to the standards of those who by their estimate, cannot
boast of a Jewish lineage of equivalent ant iquity. After some
unpleasant false starts, it is clear that Ethiopian Jews have a
permanent place in the destiny of the State of Israel and that their
homecoming wil l enrich the Jewish people immeasurably.
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From capital offence to power politics

The issue of Israel's absorption of Ethiopian Jews has been jus t
another episode in the long-running saga that is usua l ly entit led the,
'Who is a Jew?' question, which in part, continues to have a
signif icant impact on the issue of conversion both there and in
diaspora communities.

In 1950 Israel's first Knesset (parl iament) enacted the 'Law of
Return' which, subject to the usual l imi ta t ions on publ ic health and
the security of the state, stated that every Jew had the right to
immigrate to Israel. A Jew had only to enter the country to take up
cit izenship and all its rights and benefits. Just what constituted
Jewish identity was left undefined at the time, naively, as subsequent
history has shown, it seems that everyone thought they knew what a
Jew was. For Israel's Rabbinate, it was someone born of a Jewish
mother or someone who had converted to Judaism, for the Minis t ry
of the Interior, 'anyone who professes in good faith that they are a
Jew shall be registered as a Jew. No addi t ional proof shall be
required.' Thus, in the first decade of the State, two definitions
prevailed, one def ining the basis of religious identi ty and the other
the basis of citizenship, it was not surprising that such a dispar i ty
would lead to conflict. A number of l andmark cases over the last
thir ty years have seen Israel's legislature and judic ia ry struggling to
define the nature of Jewish identity. The first and most bizarre was
that of Oswald Refeisen or Brother Daniel, a Carmelite monk who in
1962 was unsuccessful in being accepted as an immigrant under the
Law of Return and being registered as a Jew by nat ional i ty and not
religion. The Supreme Court of Israel, by a vote of four to one,
rejected Refeisen's claim to be a Jew of the Catholic religion. The
state thus amended the def in i t ion of Jew to read: born of a Jewish
mother or converted to Judaism and not a member of another
religion. The case was bizarre not only because Brother Daniel had
been born of a Jewish mother and had been a fighter in the Jewish
resistance in Poland but on the basis of Halachah (Rabbin ic law),
even as an apostate, he was in fact still a Jew — 'a Jew who sins is st i l l
a Jew albeit a s inful one', secular law had thus overridden religious
law and had been able to say, 'This Jew is not a Jew'.

It was not long, however, before a challenge was made to the
val id i ty of conversions that were not performed under Orthodox
auspices. Following the Yom Kippur war in 1973, Golcla Meir
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resigned. In the elections that followed Mapai (the Labour Party) lost
so many seats that it desperately needed to bring the NRP (National
Religious Party) into the coalition if it was to remain in power.
Realizing the leverage it now possessed, the NRP threatened to leave
the coalition unless the phrase 'converted according to Halacha' was
included in the Law of Return's definition of a Jew. Rabin's
government of the time was successfully able to resist the pressure
for change and thus forestall the disastrous consequences that would
ensue, if all diaspora non-Orthodox conversions were deemed to be
invalid. Successive governments have, often in a time of crisis, been
subject to the same pressure for change in the definition by Orthodox
coalition partners. As the political power of the religious right-wing
has increased, so too the frequency and the intensity of these demands.

In the interim there has been a modus vivendi which has allowed
Reform and Conservative diaspora conversions to be recognized by
the Ministry of the Interior for the purpose of citizenship, while the
Ministry of Religion continues to reject their validity for all matters
of religious status. In 1995 the Supreme Court ruled that conversions
performed in Israel by the Reform and Liberal rabbis were valid, but
to date, the Knesset has not enacted the ruling and does not appear
likely to do so under the Netanyahu government. Further, at the time
of writing, with the portfolio of the Ministry of the Interior in the
hands of the Orthodox, a fresh attempt has been made to invalidate
all non-Orthodox conversions by making them subject to the
scrutiny of the Orthodox Rabbinate. Ironically such an invalidation
would render the second wife of the Prime Minister not Jewish and
thereby nul l i fy their marriage!

The Orthodox insistence on having the 'sole agency' for
conversion in Israel would not be so troubling if they were prepared
to exercise it, particularly in respect of a large proportion of Jews
from the former Soviet Union (as many as 150,000) whose Halachic
status is questionable. Of an estimated 10,000 candidates in 1997
only 400 were accepted. The prospect of a 'status' timebomb in Israel
remains very real.

Even when an individual is able to push past the rejecting 'left hand'
and undergo the rigorous demands of an Orthodox conversion in
Israel, the results may be less than satisfactory. The case of Brother
Daniel, the 'Jew who was not a Jew' has its equally bizarre counterpart
in the case of Paula Cohen the 'convert who was not a convert'. In
1981 Paula Cohen was converted by Israel's then Ashkenazi Chief
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Rabbi Shlomo Goren but when she subsequently returned to England,
neither she nor her three children were accepted by the London Beit
Din (Rabbinic Court) as Jewish. Her children were in fact excluded
from religious services at the Jewish primary school they attended.
Certainly, by Orthodox standards the marriage of a convert to a cohen
is not sanctioned, but this is no more than a Jew behaving improperly
as a Jew. Mrs Cohen's problem was even more intractable, her
conversion certificate contained the words, 'not valid outside of Israel',
thus the moment she and her children passed beyond the borders of
Israel they ceased to be Jewish. Despite appeals to both the courts of
England and Israel the matter has not been satisfactorily resolved.

Born Jews and Jews by choice

While Israel's struggles with the, 'Who is a Jew?' question have spilled
over into diaspora communities, there remains a core of truth in the
assertion that a Jew is someone who professes to be one. Even born
Jews, regardless of blood, are only Jews in potentia, that is to say, that
unti l a Jew chooses to claim his or her heritage through one or more of
the components of religious observance, peoplehood and Jewish
culture they remain in breach of the "Trades Descriptions Act" in
defining themselves as a Jew. For one not born as a Jew, there remains
only one point of entry, as unfair as it may seem. A born Jew may
choose to identify through peoplehood or culture, the proselyte may
only enter through the door of religion. That they continue to knock
on that door despite the obstacles that are placed in their path, is as
much a mystery to the many Jews who experience their Judaism as
their fate rather than their faith, as it is a vindication of the enduring
power of Judaism and its worldview, to speak with relevance to the
questions of the age. Indeed, the question that should be asked of the
intending proselyte is less, 'Why should we accept you?' than, as it is
expressed in the Talmud, 'What have you seen [of Jews and Judaism]
that would make you want to be part of this harried and despised
people?' To do so, is frequently to be privileged to be reminded of the
glory of a faith too often taken for granted and largely forgotten by
those who remain insistent that 'Jews are born and not made'.
Proselytes frequently remind us of what being Jewish really is, rather
than what for too many it has become.

Undoubtedly, the motive for many to convert in our time is
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marriage and while Orthodoxy would question the sincerity of a
candidate whose motives were not altruistic, most Reform and
Conservative rabbis see marriage as a realistic starting-point for a
process that ultimately, must be about the individual 's conversion
for themselves and not for the sake of their spouse or for their
children. In rabbinic terms, all conversions must be leshem
shamayim (lit . for the sake of Heaven) if they are realistically to
serve both the needs of the indiv idual and the Jewish people.

From slanderer to saviour?

Today in non-Orthodox congregations, after convincing the Rabbi that
they are serious (which usually means a period of regular attendance at
synagogue), the proselyte will undergo a course of studies involving
learning to read (vocalize) Hebrew, ritual observances, familiarization
with the liturgy, the festivals and Jewish history. At the end of the
course the candidate will appear before a Beit Din, Rabbinic Board or
similar tribunal that will satisfy itself that the proposed conversion is in
the interests of both Judaism and the proselyte. Those who say it is not
possible to convert someone to Judaism are at least partially correct, in
so far as the Beit Din or equivalent accrediting body, cannot effect a
change but only recognize through questioning, that such a change has
truly taken place. The candidate takes on the ol malchut hashamayim
and is welcomed as a brother or sister who can claim Abraham and
Sarah as spiritual parents. While specifics of the ritual of acceptance
may vary, it is usual that the candidate if male will have been
circumcised and that both male and female candidates will undergo
tevillah (ritual immersion) in a mikveb (a pool constructed to precise
specifications).

While each Rabbi can list 'failed' converts, those who having done
all that was required of them (including dazzling the Beit Din with
their sincerity), nevertheless fail to integrate effectively with their
Jewish community and remain in what must be the most tangible
form of a Jewish Hell, the 'failure' is more often to be attributed to the
'schizophrenia' of the Jewish spouse and not the proselyte. Further,
for every 'failure' there are the most sublime 'successes', new Jews,
who bring with them not only an awesome devotion to being Jews but
an enthusiasm and hunger for the lifelong process of study and
learning that is the secret mechanism that ensures Jewish survival.
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Fortunately, all the modern manifestations of Judaism are positive in
their desire to fu l f i l the mitzvah of Keruv (the command to enable the
proselyte to 'draw near'). Though the call by some of the leadership of
the American Reform movement to return to active proselytizing has
not been met with widespread enthusiasm, the recognition that on a
minimal level that conversion is the means by which a mixed marriage
may be 'redeemed', has not escaped the notice of many in a post-
Holocaust era in which intermarriage and assimilation continue to
deplete the numbers of those who identify themselves as Jews. For
others, proselytes represent not only a new influx of enthusiasm but a
welcome addition to a gradually depleting gene pool (the legacy of
those who made a virtue of the necessity of a policy of non-conversion).

What remains clear to all but the most self-blind Jews, a condition
that paradoxically can be shared by both the ignorant and the
myopically learned, is that ma in t a in ing an open stance towards
proselytes is not a concession to modernity but a return to the very
essence of Judaism as a universal faith. The malshinim should
remain in the l i turgy as a reminder of a tragic past when even
believing the wrong belief or encouraging others to share one's
wrong belief was a capital crime that imperilled not only i n d i v i d u a l s
but whole communities. There are other prayers, however, such as
the Aleinu Lesbabeiach (it is our duty to praise) which concludes
every statutory service. For a people that has been taught that the
eyes are placed in the head in a position that encourages us to look
forward and not backward, it offers the clearest response to the
proselyte and the question of proselytism:

All who inhabi t this world shall meet in understanding and know that to
You alone each one shal l submit and every tongue pledge loya l ty . In
Your presence, Ever-present, our God, they shall bow down and be
humble , accepting the glory of Your being. Then all shal l accept the du ty
of establishing Your rule, so that Your reign of goodness shall come and
last forever.

That some who have been captivated by the mi l lennia l fai th of the
Jewish people will choose to walk towards this Messianic age as Jews
and in the company of Jews, should remain for all a cause for joy and
sublime wonderment for the enduring grace of the God of Israel.
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6. Conversion from within and

without in Chinese religion

Jordan Paper

Prologue

Chinese religion is typical of ethnic religions, as compared to
'universal' or 'proselytizing' religions, in that it is inseparable from
the culture in which it is found. Such religions provide both the
ideological basis and the ritual practices that define and continue the
socio-cultural matrix. Being the foundation of the culture as a whole
they are inseparable from the given culture and, hence, usually have no
name, other than the culture itself. Such religions tend to be flexible,
and alternate modes of religiosity within the general framework may
be present as additional options to the normative practices.

Chinese religion encompasses an understanding of society at all
levels as modelled on a patrilineal, extended family, a family that
includes the dead and those yet to be born. The living on death
become ancestral spirits to whom sustenance is offered by the living
and who, in turn, have a degree of power to assist the living
members of the family. Religious rituals centre on banquets offered
to the dead and eaten by the living. Individuals understand
themselves primarily as member of social units, particularly the
family. One's religious duty is to continue the family by producing
male progeny and, to the best of one's abilities, enhance the fortunes
of the family. Communication between the living and the dead is
facilitated by mediums (spirit possession specialists) who function at
all levels of society, as well as at the court in the past, and other,
non-ecstatic methods of divination.1
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By two thousand years ago, as Chinese culture both spread from
present-day northern China and amalgamated with related cultures
elsewhere in eastern Asia, this religious construct had disseminated
over all of the area of contemporary China proper (the area that is
cul tural ly Chinese, an area smaller than the present boundaries
which maintains that of the previous Manchu Empire), excepting
small pockets of indigenous cultures which remain to today. In
addition, the religion had spread throughout all levels of society,
from the Emperor and Empress, whose offerings to the dead of the
imperial fami ly were state rituals, to the peasant farmers.

There is little to suggest that this spread was due to conscious
conversion. Rather, as Chinese culture was deemed desirable to
emulate and, due to the vicissitudes of invasion, as Chinese
emigrated to southern parts of eastern Asia, this pattern was slowly
adopted throughout the area. It was probably not substantially
different from the religions already present; for example, the
aboriginal religions of Taiwan indicate that religions oriented
towards the f ami ly dead were also quite widespread in Pacific
oceanic cultures. As the rulers of Japan and Korea later vo lun ta r i ly
adopted Chinese governmental patterns, so too they accepted the
attached ideological and r i tual frameworks. These formal patterns
also became ubiquitous in these countries, coexisting with the
indigenous religious modalities.

Because of the relatively extensive written records in China,
par t icular ly over the last 2,200 years, it is possible to trace and
comprehend the interactions of new religious movements, both from
within and without, with the normative Chinese pattern. Hence, the
history of Chinese religion provides us with the ab i l i ty to understand
the nature of conversion in ethnic religions over a long period of
time.

Conversion from within

Empires are not permanent. Chinese religion, cul ture and society
became homogeneous and widespread with the first major Chinese
Empire, the Han, whose dates are approximately s imi la r to those of
the Roman Empire. As the Han regime stult if ied and decayed
towards the end of its fourth century of rule, a religio-political
movement, often termed the Five Pecks of Rice, swept through much
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of China, its sacred text named the Taiping /ing (Classic of Great
Peace). Perhaps led by court exorcists and mediums, who had been
ousted during a period of repeated reform and counter-reform
movements, and almost certainly stimulated by new ideas from
Buddhism beginning to be present in China (perhaps the earliest
meaningful impact of Buddhism on China), the movement fostered an
ordered society with a communal economy. Opposed, of course, by a
dynasty struggling to remain viable, the clashes between the peasant
armies and those of the government led to widespread destruction.
Although the Han dynasty retained the upper hand, the effort to put
down the rebellion led to the dynasty's ultimate collapse. The son of
the commander-in-chief of the Han army became the emperor of the
succeeding dynasty in the third century (CE).

Stripped of its mil i tary and political roles, the defeated movement
did not disappear but became the core of a new, auxi l iary mode of
religion in China. This development consisted of institutions
separate from but legitimated by the government that supplied
priests (male and female) and rituals auxiliary to but understood to
enhance the normative family and community-centred religious
practices, in which the eldest of the families and clans functioned as
priests. These Daoist (daojiao] churches developed in parallel with
Buddhist monastic institutions, which originally served communities
of foreign merchants but, in this time of political—cultural flux, were
making considerable inroads among the Chinese people. (Daoist
monasticism did not appear unti l the twelfth century CE.)

Buddhism (fo/iao) was not originally understood to be a foreign
religion by the majority of Chinese. Because of a translation process
using what were understood to be matching terms (similar to the
earlier European practice of translating Sanskrit words in the
Upanishads with Christian equivalents: e.g., 'soul' for atman and
'God' for brahman), Buddhism was viewed as similar to Daoism and
also as an adjunct to normative Chinese religion.

In the several hundred years of relative chaos that followed the
collapse of the Han in the southern part of China, Buddhist
monasteries filled the stability vacuum by becoming centres of
economic wealth protected by armed and mart ial ly trained monks
(both practices in contravention of the traditional vinaya [monastic
rules]). At times it was more advantageous for farmers to donate
their land to monasteries and become their tenants, monastic land
being tax exempt, than to pay land and labour taxes. Governments
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through selling certificates of Buddhist ordination, which exempted the
bearers from tax obligations for life. In the north, foreign conquerors,
already Buddhist, instituted state-controlled Buddhism as a means to
control their newly conquered Chinese populations.

When China was reunified under a native regime fourteen hundred
years ago, Chinese culture slowly reasserted itself in a period of
increasing stability. The formation of the Tang dynasty (seventh
century CE) led to the reopening of the overland trade route to west
and south Asia. Chinese monks travelled to India, became well versed
in Sanskrit, and retranslated Buddhist sutras with greater accuracy.
These two developments led to a counter-Buddhist movement, the
nativistic Chinese critiques of Buddhism charging Buddhism with being
un-Chinese, particularly because of the monastic practices of voiding
family ties and celibacy. This ult imately led to the last of a series of
economic and political suppressions (there was no concern over
individual beliefs) of Buddhism twelve hundred years ago from which
Buddhism did not recover unti l the twentieth century.

Consequently, Buddhism became wholly sinified in China. The
religion since has functioned, in conjunction with Daoism, pr imar i ly as
an adjunct to the family-centred religion. Daoist priests specialized in
funeral rituals, as well as community renewal rituals, and Buddhist
monks and nuns offered memorial masses for the dead. The Pure
Land, initially in India a temporary spiritual abode to enhance
meditation to enable exiting from the 'wheel of life', amalgamated with
indigenous beliefs to become the Western Paradise. The Pure Land
became a permanent heaven where offerings of food, houses, servants
and other features of the good life can be sent (via burning paper
representations) for the enjoyment of the families' dead.

Buddhist monks and nuns tended to either be those from elite
backgrounds, who for a variety of reasons, retired to monasteries
after raising famil ies , or orphans wi thout f ami l i e s raised in the
monasteries. Only monks and nuns were outside the normat ive
fami ly -cen t r ed re l igion; lay persons, even the most devout ,
amalgamated their Buddhist practices with Chinese religion. And
even for monks and nuns , their p r imary priestly funct ions were in
support of normative Chinese religion, in their reciting masses for
the dead on behalf of families.

From that time to the present, periods of dynast ic decay, replete
with massive corruption, government ineptness, and widespread
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suffering, have led to new religio-political movements. The most
successful was the Taiping movement of the nineteenth century. It is
this movement, for which we have a wealth of data, including
government and Taiping documents, as well as reports by
Westerners, on which the analysis of internal conversion will focus.

In the mid-nineteenth century, the last dynasty was in a period of
decay. The West, in a period of imperialistic expansion, took
advantage of this weakness to engage China in a brief war in
southernmost China (the capital was in the far north) over the right
to push opium on the Chinese people, although Chinese law made
the sale and distribution, other than for medical use, illegal. After a
few lost skirmishes, the Chinese government caved in and granted
European (and by extension, American) powers extraordinary rights.
Particularly coveted and gained were rights for Christian mission-
aries (the history of these missions will be briefly dealt with in the
next section) to reside in China.

Shortly after the cessation of hostilities, Protestant and Catholic
missionaries established themselves in Canton and began translation
activities. One educated individual, Hung Xiuqian, on becoming
aware of a Protestant Christian tract in Chinese, interpreted an
earlier vision as indicating he was the younger brother of Christ, the
Christian tripartite, singular deity understood by him as a divine
family. Soon a small circle gathered about him, including one who
was possessed by God, the Heavenly Father, and another by Christ,
who both (Chinese polytheism did not encourage an understanding
of the Christian Trinity as a single deity) testified to Hung's identity.

Using language in part taken from the above mentioned Chinese
language Christian tract and from the Five Pecks of Rice Movement
seventeen hundred years previous, Hung developed and led a rapidly
growing religio-revolutionary movement to establish the Taiping-
tianguo (Heavenly Kingdom of Great Peace). This geometrically
expanding army rapidly swept through much of southern and central
China. On capturing Nanjing, the Chinese capital previous to its
being moved to Beijing in the fifteenth century, now understood as
the New Jerusalem, the Taiping-tianguo was proclaimed, with Hung
as the Heavenly King.

The short-lived regime instituted a translation of the Bible as the
basis of the civil service examinations in place of the Classics and
required conversion to a sinified version of Christianity. This mode of
Christianity continued Chinese practices but replaced the sacrifices to
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the family dead with those to God and his family. Also borrowed from
Christianity was the Christian intolerance for non-Christian religions;
there was widespread destruction of religious structures.

Western Christians considered a Chinese messiah an anathema,
and Western imperialism required the continuat ion of a weak
Chinese government. The two motivations led the Western powers
to assist the Manchu regime in putting down the new nation which
covered China's heartland and 'breadbasket'. As near ly two
thousand years before, conquering the Taiping-tianguo led to
massive, widespread destruction, followed by the collapse in all
but name (unt i l 1911) of the Manchu dynasty. The Western powers,
after a second 'Opium War,' took over the administration of China's
finances and obtained extraterri toriali ty over much of China.

The collapse of the Taiping-tianguo was followed by a century of
turmoil unt i l the success of the Chinese Communist Party. Similar to
Hung's movement in relation to Christianity, the Chinese Communist
Party utilized the rhetoric of Marxist-Leninist-Stalinist 'communism'
but with an indigenous understanding. Similar to the Taiping
movement, there was decreasing tolerance for alternative religious
understanding (here, the interpretation of Communism as an
outgrowth of Protestantism is being followed).

When Mao feared a backsliding away from his understanding of
Communism after a generation in power, he launched the 'Cultural
Revolution'. Intended to be a massive revitalization of Communism
among the new generation of youth, the movement quickly became a
pawn in a power struggle and instigated the vi r tual destruction of all
things 'Chinese'. All old buildings, including temples, suffered
considerable devastation; the attempt was to force a new religion on
the old. (The destruction equalled the devastation consequent to the
Taiping movement.) Within a decade, the movement failed, and its
fai lure spawned a new awakening of tradit ional religion. When
students again threatened to take control in the 'Tiananmen
Incident', there was great fear of a renewed Cultural Revolution.
In response, the revival of traditional religion accelerated.

In Chinese communities outside of China, Buddhism, also
modelling itself on Christian institutions, is enjoying an interesting
resurgence. Many Chinese l iving in Christ ian cultures are made to
feel uncomfortable in not being part of a 'religion', religion understood
as institutions outside of the state, seemingly separate from culture per
se, and having a name. Since, as will be discussed in the next section,
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conversion to Christianity meant converting from being Chinese, an
alternative was sought. The early part of the twentieth century, in the
British colony of Hong Kong, saw the development of Chinese
Buddhist institutions modelled on Protestant ones, in particular, on the
YMCA. It was perceived that Buddhism could offer all that
Christianity did while maintaining a Chinese identity.

Recently an enormous growth of these institutions has taken place
in Taiwan. When the Nationalist government relocated in Taiwan
after the success of the Communist Party, it not only brought its
connections with Christianity with it, but tolerated, if not fostered,
both Catholic and Protestant missionary activities. In part, this policy
was directed towards encouraging the understanding in the American
Congress that the Nationalist government was the legitimate (i.e.
Christian) Chinese government opposed to godless communists.

The approximately two million refugees from the mainland were
cut off from their families, fami ly homes, clan temples and
gravesites. This made continuity of the family rituals difficult.
While Christianity was an alternative for the families from the
mainland, so was Buddhism which offered not only an enhancement
of ri tuals towards the family dead but the traditional Buddhist
individual is t ic sp i r i tua l i ty as well.

When martial law, imposed since the reversion of Taiwan to
China after the end of World War II, was lifted in 1987, there was a
rapid growth of Buddhist institutions in reaction to the previous
promotion of Chris t iani ty, along with many new indigenous
religious movements and a rapid expansion and modernization of
traditional modes of religiosity. The decade since has witnessed the
growth of Buddhist universities, publishing houses, hospitals and
other charitable institutions, as well as monasteries. This renewed
growth has been exported to countries with rapidly growing Chinese
populations, such as Canada and the United States. Buddhist
organizations in these countries function more as churches than
monasteries, offering the new immigrants religious rituals parallel to
Christian ones that allow f u l l maintenance of Chinese identity.

Conversion from without

There is a long tradition of Western religions in China. Beginning
about twelve hundred years ago, Islam, Judaism and Nestorian
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Chris t iani ty arrived with foreign merchants and experienced the
typical Chinese tolerance of different customs and religions so long
as they were not seen to he disruptive of Chinese society or a threat
to the government, as well as a modicum of government support.
Their descendants blended into the Chinese population save for
main ta in ing special dietary practices, r i tuals , sacred texts, skul lcaps,
and so forth. Islam remains a religion of many mi l l ions of Chinese,
as well as being the d o m i n a n t religion in several western
autonomous regions. Jewish communit ies continued to be v iable
un t i l the turmoil consequent to the Taiping movement discussed
above. None of these tradit ions seemed to have actively proselyti/ed
in China proper, or, at least, not for a long time.

This situation changed four centuries ago with the a r r iva l of Jesuit
missionaries. The Jesuits went to China, as they did elsewhere, with
but a single purpose: to convert China to Chr is t ian i ty . Their method
was to work from the top down. They sought to convert the most
powerful figures in the government. To this end, they underwent an
elite Chinese education, inc luding the texts on sacr i f ic ia l r i tua ls , and
accepted government positions, which required them to take part in
state sacrifices.

In order to not be charged with heresy for so doing, especially
dur ing the period of the Inquis i t ion , they deliberately skewed the
understanding of Chinese religion in their reports ( 'Relations') back
to Europe. For example, they translated the sanjiao ('three teachings'
- the ideological bases of Buddhism, Daoism and 'Confucianism',
understood in China as three aspects of a single macro-ideology) as
'three religions' (starting a confused understanding of Chinese
religion that continues into the present).

To render Chris t iani ty palatable to the Chinese elite, they
deliberately turned a blind eye to normative Chinese religious
practices, deeming them to not be re l ig ion . Given tha t the
Christ ianity they presented could func t ion , l ike Buddhism, as an
adjunct to Chinese religion, Jesuit missionaries 'converted' several
princes and high off icials .

Dominican and Franciscan r iva l s , who later a r r ived on the scene
and ministered to o rd ina ry people, insisted tha t Chinese rel igion
indeed was religion. Those who converted from Chinese re l igion
must cease to practise the no rma t ive family-centred r i tua l s ; in
other words, those who became Chr is t ians could not remain
c u l t u r a l l y and social ly Chinese. Hence, i f o f f i c i a l s converted, they
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would have to give up their offices, elite social status, and
economic perquisites.

This battle, known as the 'Rites Controversy', was fought out in
the Vatican for a century. When the Jesuit political position ebbed in
the early eighteenth century, the decision went against them. The
Chinese emperor, then the most powerful political figure in the
world, on hearing of the Vatican's decision, which went against his
own determination, subsequently threw all Christian missionaries
out of China.

Not until China lost the two 'Opium Wars' in the mid-nineteenth
century, were Christian missionaries, preceded by European guns, to
be found in China. The second treaty granted extraterritoriality not
only to Europeans but to Christian converts. Murderers and rapists
who converted were released from prison; converts automatically
won civil litigations. Missionaries could confiscate land from
Chinese at will, backed by European soldiers. In famines, food
was offered only to those who took Christian instruction. Money
forced from the financially-strapped government as reparations was
used to support missionary endeavours.

Needless to point out, as evidenced by the periodic popular
uprisings against missionaries and converts, Christians were hated
by the general populace. Converts were not only detested for
lording it over non-converts, while protected by Western armies,
but also because they were seen as diguo zhuyi zougou ('dogs
trotting after imperialist [masters]') long before Communism
developed in China.

In the early twentieth century, Western educational institutions
were founded by missionary societies, and conversion was a
requirement for receiving a Western education. (This phenomenon
was so ingrained in the Chinese cultural memory that when the
Cultural Revolution ended in the 1970s, young Chinese flocked to
the few extant Christian churches expecting to be taught con-
temporary science; of course, this phenomenon was short-lived.)
When the Chinese Communist Party came to power, the mission-
aries, saving those few friendly to the new regime, were again
thrown out of China, being understood as the advance soldiers of
Western imperialism. Christianity has been remarkably unsuccessful
in China in spite of or, indeed, because its missionary activities were
zealously fostered by Western governments intent on colonizing China.

In the renewed Christian missions in China since the mid-
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nineteenth century, missionaries taught that the indigenous religion
was devil worship. Worship and offerings to not only the deities but
the ancestral spirits themselves were taught to be wicked and to lead
to eternal damnation. But these teachings were tempered by a stress
on the commandment to honour one's parents and to do good in
society. Hence, the more evangelical missionaries taught converts to
detest all concepts and things Chinese; the more benign missionaries
taught confused converts that Christianity was but a more modern
version of the rujia ( 'Confucian') teachings. It was not u n t i l the
decisions of Vatican II effectively reached Taiwan, which took place
nearly two decades after the fact due to the elderly, reactionary
cardinal resident in Taiwan, did one begin to see f ami ly altars in
Chinese Catholic Christian homes, a phenomenon not to be found in
the homes of Protestant Christian converts.

Kenneth Scott Latourette, in his still standard history of Christian
missions in China,2 presciently concluded in the 1920s that
Christianity could succeed in China only under one of two scenarios.
On the one hand, Christianity would have to radical ly change in its
rigidity towards other cultures, a change that took place in Roman
Catholicism with Vatican II (now seemingly a short-lived reform)
but too late to influence (main land) China. On the other hand,
Chinese cul ture would have to radica l ly change; that is, no longer be
Chinese. Such change did take place during the Cul tural Revolution,
but as seen in the aftermath of forced conversions to Christianity (as
on Canadian and United States reservations for indigenous peoples
u n t i l the relatively recent revi ta l izar ion movements), the conse-
quences are frequently a moral vacuum. For the outcome of the
Cultural Revolution was an entire generation bereft of culture, with
no sense of a past, no promise of a fu ture , and no codes of social and
personal behaviour.

Conclusions

In ethnic religions, such as Chinese religion, there are two possible
modes of conversion: ( 1 ) conversion to with no lessening of previous
modes of religiosity, and (2) conversion from, requiring the ind iv idua l
to adopt a new, to varying degrees, cultural foundation. The first
mode is additive; the second, substitutive. One could argue that the
first mode is not conversion at a l l , for the normative understanding of
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'conversion' assumes a change in religious understanding; that is, the
term is commonly only applied to the second mode, not the first. If a
male Protestant Christian becomes a Mason, one does not use the
terminology of conversion, for the person has added new rituals to his
practices without dropping any of the old. Similarly, when Jesuits
converted some Manchu princes in seventeenth-century China, these
individuals would have added Christian rituals to their normative
ritual mix of Chinese religion combined with Lamaistic (Central
Asian) Buddhism, adopted by the court partially for diplomacy, and
their own indigenous Manchurian shamanism.

When the second mode occurred, even as indigenized foreign
religions, it led to major social turmoil and considerable death and
destruction, as took place with the mid-nineteenth-century Taiping
movement and the more recent Cultural Revolution. Non-indigenized
modes could only succeed through external military force or the
complete collapse of the culture; in mainland China, Christian
missions disappeared with the end of European imperialism. In
Taiwan, although the two leading contenders in the recent (1996)
presidential election were Christians, with the end of martial law,
Christianity is giving place to revitalized and new modes of indigenous
religion. These patterns can be also be seen in the history of native
North American and sub-Saharan African traditions, accepting that
the imposition of colonial control was successful in the Americas and
temporarily successful in Africa.

A subsidiary issue is the depth of conversion. For example, the
economy in 1950s' Taiwan was weak. Christian missionaries, as
earlier on the mainland, offered food and used clothing from the
West to converts. Christ ianity was locally called in Taiwan at that
time (in translation) the 'Butter-Milk Religion', after those foods
being offered which were particularly foreign in Chinese eyes. (China
is a non-dairy culture, while the 'barbarian' cultures to its north and
west are dairy cultures.) Other motives for conversion included the
desire to study at Western universities; it was assumed that
converting to Christ ianity would greatly enhance the opportunity
to do so. Also, Christianity was considered fashionable in that to be
considered modern and progressive meant to be perceived as
following Western customs, not only in dress, but in religion.
Because of the f ami ly orientation of Chinese culture, when one
member of the f a m i l y converted, especially a senior member, all
others would often automatically convert, although there may have
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been no personal interest in doing so and no more than m i n i m a l
adherence to the new practices. The question is whether, to use an
old Western term, the majority of 'Rice-bowl Christians' had
converted in any other than a formal inst i tut ional sense. If this be the
case, then what is the meaning of conversion in this regard?

A major difference between ethnic religions and proselytizing ones
is the latter have an ideological basis, often leading to a creed. Ethnic
traditions are based on practices, r i tual patterns, that i m p l y an
understanding of reality, of the world about one, but are not tied to
ideological systems. Hence, they are very flexible and can continue in
spite of changing ideology, as evidenced today in Taiwan, Hong
Kong and Singapore, all post-industrial societies witnessing a
remarkable resurgence of t r a d i t i o n a l modes of religion wi th
increasing generalized wealth.

Ethnic tradit ions also do not have a concept of belief (nor an
indigenous term for i t) . Religious practices are understood to be
valuable for their own sake and require no belief system to ju s t i fy
them. For example, Chinese people feel good about offer ing food to
their dead parents or grandparents and enjoy s i t t ing down to a
feast, without worrying about whether or not the sp i r i t s of the dead
t r u l y exist. A common at t i tude towards mak ing offerings to deit ies
at temples is that it cannot hu r t and may be benef ic ia l . In any case,
the religion is ut terly pragmatic. Only deities perceived to be
beneficial for worldly ends (success in business, passing examina-
tions, heal ing i l lness) have their temples refurbished and new
temples constructed.

Furthermore, ethnic religions (throughout Asia, Africa and the
indigenous traditions of the Americas) perceive religious t ruths
experientially - either mediumis t ica l ly or shamanis t ica l ly - rather
than through creeds. Belief in the Christ ian sense is inapplicable
(although pentecostal Christianity is also pr imari ly experiential) to
such tradit ions.

On the contrary, proselytizing tradi t ions tend to have acceptance
of an oral formula, a creed, as a sign of conversion. In Buddhism,
this is but adherence to the triratna (Three Jewels: Buddha, Dharma,
Sangha), and Islam requires but a simple statement. Chr is t iani ty
usua l ly demands acceptance of a complex doctrinal statement, and
different modes of Christianity literally fight to the death over subtle
differences in the wording of these statements. Islam and Chris-
t iani ty , being monotheistic, have notions of a singular 'Truth' that is
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either accepted or rejected in its entirety, and it is these particular
traditions that have wed religion to imperialistic expansion.

Ethnic religions, by their nature, do not proselytize, except in cases
of conquering new territories and requiring the population to adopt,
not convert, to the culture of the dominating people. Such was the
situation in Manchuria, when the Japanese wrested that part of East
Asia from China. In schools, the language of instruction was Japanese
and the students were expected to adhere to the revised Shinto rituals
of the military-dominated government. But the Japanese had little if
any concern for the religious practices of the population outside of
their own institutions or those they directly controlled.

Similarly, when China informally colonized Taiwan in the
sixteenth century, a few persons unsuccessfully tried to teach the
indigenous population rujia ethics, from the perspective of the
colonizers, to try to stop them from defending their farmlands by
kill ing Chinese. Eventually, the native population retreated to the
mountains, where they retained their traditions until the Nationalist
government encouraged Christian missionary activities, and tacit
control, among the reservations on which the aboriginal population
was located after 1949. The purpose of the practice was to 'pacify'
the aboriginal villages (a practice very similar to that of the
American and Canadian governments which, for many decades, put
Native American reservations under the control of Christian
missionaries for the same purpose).

In conclusion, one must ask whether the term and the connected
concepts relevant to 'conversion' are applicable to ethnic religious
traditions. Perhaps conversion is only meaningful to and within the
proselytizing traditions - Buddhism, Christianity (and its offshoot,
Communism) and Islam (with offshoots such as Baha'i) - in which
conversion is an ethical imperative.

Notes

1. For general and more advanced introductions to Chinese religion as
expressed here, see Lawrence Thompson, Chinese Religion: An
Introduction (6th edn, Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 1995); and Jordan
Paper, The Spirits Are Drunk: Comparative Approaches to Chinese
Religion (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1995).

2. Kenneth Scott Latourette, A History of Christian Missions in China
(London: SPCK, 1929).
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7. Contra conversion: the case

of the Zoroastrians of India

Homi B. Dhalla

The question of conversion has been the cause of controversies in the
Zoroastrian or Parsi community of India since the beginning of the
twentieth century. It assumes a peculiar poignancy as conversion
seems to be the only answer to those Parsis who see their d imin i sh ing
numbers as a threat to the survival of their community. However,
there are few instances of Parsis advocating conversion from other
religions to their fai th. More troubling within the Parsi communi ty is
the issue of converting a non-Parsi spouse of a Parsi. This chapter
examines both types of conversion.

Conversion among Indian Christians

Since the Parsis have not sought to convert persons from other
religious communit ies in Ind ia , a look at the Christ ian communi ty
which has pursued this strategy might prove i l lus t ra t ive . It offers
several cautionary lessons. First of all , it helps us to see that
conversion cannot be seen in isolation. It is not only a religious issue
- it has social, cu l tura l , economic, legal and polit ical repercussions.
Christian missionary activity in India was l inked to European
colonization from the sixteenth to the early twentieth centuries. To
minister to the 'heathen', to offer 'salvation1 through Jesus Christ, to
extol their religion as the only one 'revealed by Cod', was the
missionaries' credo.1 But Harvey Cox of Harvard Univers i ty saw the
l ink between conversion and colonization when he wrote:

Empires must always deal with the religions of those societies they
dominate. Sometimes they s imply destroy them. Christ ians and Musl ims
seem to have favoured this strategy. Sometimes they use the religions of

115



HOMI B. DHALLA

their satraps for the purpose of dividing and dominating, as England did
so adroitly for so long in India, or they may try to emulate as the
Romans did the Greeks. Always they distort indigenous faiths in one
way or another. Eventually the colonizers begin to realize the enormity
of what they have done, and the guilt begins to tincture hope and
engender fear.2

ANTI-CONVERSION LAWS

When Christian missionaries put forward their exclusivist claims,
Indian religious and political leaders were at first bewildered, then
outraged. The Hindu sensibility was deeply stirred when the
missionaries began converting tribals. With the escalating tension,
the rajahs (rulers) of some Indian states took exception to
conversion. This led them to enact anti-conversion laws. The first
was known as the Rajgarh State Conversion Act of 1936. The reason
for these laws, given in the preamble to the Act, was that 'some
recent mass conversions have fanned the communal flame in the
State to such an undesirable extent that serious communal riots
might break out at any time'.

The second anti-conversion law was the Surguja State Hindu
Apostacy Act of 1945 and the third was the Udaipur State
Conversion Act of 1946. The preamble to this Act stated that 'a
fa i r number of Adivasis (tribals) changed their religion and such
conversions are creating an atmosphere which might disturb the
public peace'.'

Later, Dr Kailash Nath Kat ju , Home Minister, declared on the
floor of Parliament in 1953, that 'It had been made clear to all
foreign missionaries working in the country that if they were
engaged in social welfare work, medical work and education, they
were welcome, but if they indulged in proselytisation it would be
undesirable.'4 Basically, this came to be the government's attitude.

THE NIYOGI COMMITTEE REPORT

As representations were cont inual ly being made to the government
of Madhya Pradesh regarding 'forced conversions' as well as charges
of 'fraudulent ' methods adopted by the Christian missionaries, the
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Government appointed the Niyogi Committee on 14 Apr i l 1956.
Justice Niyogi was the Chai rman of this Christ ian Missionary
Activit ies Enqu i ry Committee. Before mak ing its recommendations
the Committee interviewed 11,360 persons and received 375 written
statements from 700 villages. The f indings of this Committee reveal
the social, political and psychological problems that were generated
by the policy of proselytism, due to which the people exploded into
open rebellion a number of times.s The Committee declared that
most conversions had taken place because of economic considera-
tions, that the missionaries insti l led an idea of a separate na t iona l i ty
to enable them to demand a separate state for themselves, and that
all the philanthropic acts were a mask for carrying on their
proselytizing activities, sometimes through in t imida t ion and at times
by tempting the simple and illi terate.

In India , Chr is t ian i ty has often been seen the sp i r i t of dominat ion
and identified with Western imperial ism. These and other allegations
have created hostili ty and i l l -wi l l towards the Christ ians in India . 6

On the other hand, Christians have denied all these charges and
contend that it was their spir i tual zeal that moved them to organize
various social activities.7

THH A R Y A S A M A J

Although Gandhi stated that 'there is no such thing as proselytism in
Hinduism',* it must be acknowledged that the Arya Samaj founded
by Dayanand Saraswati (1824-83) introduced the Shuddhi move-
ment, that is, the re-conversion of Indians and tribals to Hinduism,
especially the recent proselytes, who had embraced Is lam or
Chris t iani ty . It was the Arya Samaj which introduced proselytism
into Hinduism and this is what brought about host i l i ty towards
other proselytizing religions.9

ENACTMENT OF ANTI-CONVERSION LAWS BY SOME STATES AFTER

INE>FTENnENCE

Article Twenty-five of the Ind i an Constitution guarantees freedom
of religious conscience, that is, the right 'to practise, profess and
propagate one's religion subject to public health, public morali ty and
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public order'. But this does not include the right to convert any
person to one's own religion. The Supreme Court of India has ruled
that what is freedom for one is freedom for others, in equal measure;
and there can be no such thing as a fundamental right to convert any
person to one's own religion.10

For the purpose of preventing forcible conversions the following
Acts were passed in three states of India: the Freedom of Religion
Act of Orissa (1967), the Freedom of Religion Act of Madhya
Pradesh (1968), and the Freedom of Religion Act of Arunachal
Pradesh (1978). Clause Three of the last Act reads: 'No person shall
convert or attempt to convert, either directly or otherwise any person
from an indigenous faith by use of force or by inducement or by any
fraudulent means nor shall any person abet any such conversion.'11

HINDU OPINIONS CONCERNING CONVERSION AND PROSELYTIZATION

Mahatma Gandhi believed that conversion in the sense of self-
purification and self-realization was a crying need of the times,12 but he
opposed proselytization. (See the essay on Gandhi by S. Rao in this
volume.) He felt that organized programmes of proselytization meant
little or no peace for the world. Indeed, he said that he would personally
like to stop conversions growing out of proselytizing as they did more
harm than good.n Similarly, Dr Radhakrishnan, India's first president,
states that Hinduism declares that all religions have a right to express
themselves. But he condemned religious fanaticism and argued that,

the supersession of the different religious traditions would make this
world into a poorer place. Have we the right to destroy what we have
not learnt to appreciate? To drag into the dust what is precious to the
soul of a people, what has been laboriously built up by the wisdom of
the ages, is spiritual vandalism.14

These opinions from earlier in the twentieth century led me to ask
two contemporary Indians, prominent in their fields, the question,
'What if the Parsis had promoted conversion over the years?' I asked
this question in September 1996 of Mr Justice Madhukar Kania, the
retired Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of India. He replied as
follows:

The tension between Hindus and Christians in some parts of the country
is due to conversion. If the Parsis had converted members of other
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communities to their fa i th , there would certainly have been resentment
against them. If they had proselytised, they may not have been allowed
to live peacefully with the other communit ies.

I then approached Dr Usha Mehta, a Gandhian who is a nat ional
figure. Like Justice Kania he is not a Zoroastrian. Dr Mehta
remarked:

It is the wisest policy that the Parsis adopted - not to convert. This has
helped them to live harmoniously with all other communities. To not
proselytise is the right spirit in religion. You have identif ied with the
country that has offered you sanctuary. Indeed, you are an ideal
minori ty - a model for other communit ies in India . 1 5

CONVERSION AS AN OBSTACLE TO DIALOGUE

Following the Second Vatican Council, there has been a new openness
in the attitude of the Roman Catholic Church towards other religious
traditions. This outlook resulted in Pope Paul VI instituting the Papal
Secretariat for non-Christian Religions in 1964. This Secretariat has
been assiduously encouraging dialogue with other religions at the
regional as well as at the international level. It has contributed much to
inter-religious dialogue. And yet Cardinal Francis Arinze, head of the
Pontifical Council for Inter-religious Dialogue, in his lecture at
Harvard University in October, 1985, said, 'The tension between the
missionary thrust of Christianity to convert everyone and the call to
respect the religious views of others has led some Christians into
untenable positions.' He adds that, 'Some non-Christians are not sure
of the Christian motives of dialogue. They suspect that it is conversion.
They are afraid that dialogue is a Trojan horse which Christians want
to bring into the fortified cities of the non-Christians.'16 The former
Archbishop of Canterbury, the Most Reverend Dr Robert Runcie,
speaking at Bangalore in 1986, urged Christians in India to give up
their 'superiority hang-ups' and to be respectful of other faiths.1 7

Proselytism has posed problems in India and in many parts of the
world. This issue was discussed at the Parl iament of the World's
Religions held at Chicago in 1993. The Summary Report from the
Assembly of Religious and Spiri tual Leaders refers to the problems
with conversion/missionary activities. Those activities create social
tension and it is very widespread.18 In 1995, a series of workshops
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and seminars took place involving different religious groups where
the question of conversion came up. Christians at a workshop on
'Issues on Hindu-Christian Relations' at Madurai Kamaraj Uni-
versity in October, 1995, felt that the Hindu fear of conversion was
pervasive19 and everyone agreed that enticement to convert is
wrong.20 Moreover, 'the Hindus found the traditional methods of
missionary activity very offensive'.21 At another Hindu-Christian
Dialogue on 'Working for Harmony in the Contemporary World' in
New Delhi in October, 1995, the final report stressed that 'dialogue
aimed at "converting" the other to one's own religious faith and
tradition is dishonest and unethical; it is not the way of harmony'.22

A similar view was expressed at a meeting of religious leaders of five
Central Asian Republics held at Tashkent (Uzbekistan) entitled
'Living Together under one Sky' in 1995. The final report states:

Much of the Tashkent meeting was spent discussing the arrival of new
religious groups and sects in the region, both Christian and non-
Christian. The participants appealed to the World Council of Churches
to assist them in dealing with the alarming problems raised by the active
proselytism of these groups, inc luding the threat they pose to
interreligious harmony.23

THREAT TO INTER-COMMUNAL HARMONY

In India in recent decades we have seen a growing fundamentalism
aggravated by communalism.24 Political advantage has been taken of
these tensions to foment trouble, chiefly between Hindus and
Muslims. In 1981, a stormy controversy spread all over the country
when some Harijans were converted to Islam at Meenakshipura,
South India. It led to considerable tension between Hindus and
Muslims.25 On 1 March 1982 clashes took place between Christians
and Hindus over conversions at Mandaikadu in Kanyakumari
district. The Justice Venugopal Commission which inquired into the
clashes suggested enactment of legislation to curb conversion.26 An
article entitled 'Are These Men Dangerous?', in December 1985,
stated that expulsion notices had been served on six Christian
missionaries who had been converting tribals in the Surguja district
of Madhya Pradesh.27 Tension had mounted when about 25,000
Hindus were converted to Buddhism in Patna in December 1993.28

Harmony between Hindus and Christians in Mundakkayom, Kerala,
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was disturbed when 800 persons who had been converted to
Christ iani ty were reconverted to Hindu ism under the auspices of the
Hindu Aikya Vedi in Ju ly 1995.29 In January 1996, a Belgian priest,
Rev. Louis Bir je and Sister Vriddhi Ekka were sentenced to six
months' rigorous imprisonment in Bhopal. The case dates back to
1988 when they had converted tribals in Surguja district. They have
appealed against the judgment.™

The President of the Vishwa Hindu Parishad recently wrote to
Cardinal Simon Pimenta of Bombay that Christ ians should apologize
for what they had done to the Hindus dur ing Brit ish rule. The
Catholic Church has responded by saying that as a number of priests
have been murdered and attacked in the recent past, an apology, on
the contrary, is due to the Church.? l

In August 1996, Mr M. Lodha, a member of the Legislative
Assembly of the Bharatiya Janata Party in Bombay, drafted a Bill
which seeks to j a i l those resorting to religious conversion. A notice
of the Bill has been given to the Speaker of the Assembly so it could
be introduced shortly.?2 In this context it is pertinent to note that
similar Bills have already been passed in Orissa, Arunachal Pradesh
and Madhya Pradesh.

LFSSONS

It is imperative that the handfu l of Parsis who advocate conversion
from other fa i ths should know these facts and so understand the
serious problems between religious communities that conversion has
created in India today.

Following Muslim oppression in Iran in the ninth century,
Zoroastrians fled the country; they became a scattered people,
having neither a land, nor a central religious or poli t ical au thor i ty .
Those who came to India were afforded shelter by the Hindu ruler ,
Jadav Rana. To him they gave an assurance as recorded in the Kisse-
i-Sanjan (K.S. 164) that, 'We shal l be the friends of all India ' . They
have kept their promise. K u l k e emphasizes this by saying:

The Parsis were able to live wi thin their environment wi thout confl icts
as both they and their environment did not attempt any ass imila t ion or
m u t u a l conversion, which prevented, from the very beginning, any
aggressive reactions or frustrat ions, which might have resulted from a
rejection on the part of the minor i ty or the major i ty ."
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As a microscopic minority the Parsis ought to heed the warning of
the Niyogi Committee which examined the problem of proselytism
in Madhya Pradesh. It states, 'In the present secular state of India,
the best safeguard any minority could have is the goodwill of the
majority community.' And the majority community of India has
shown a sustained sense of goodwill. This is precisely what Pandit
Nehru, the first Prime Minister of India, meant when he referred to
the Parsis as those 'following their faith and their customs without
being interfered with and without interfering with others'.34

Parsi advocates of conversion have to ask whom they seek to
convert. Do not they see that the communal violence caused by
'conversion' would also pose a threat to their own community? They
have to be made to see that active proselytizing and conversion
would deal a death-blow both physically and psychologically to the
less than 100,000 Parsis in India."

The Parsis of India have aligned themselves with the cause of the
nation. Prior to the Independence of India in 1947, the President of
the Bombay Parsi Panchayat, Sir Shapurji Billimoria stated, 'we will
continue to give our best to the country and the Government'.36 Now
on the threshold of the twenty-first century, I would like to express
the hope that the Parsis wil l continue to live harmoniously and
contribute positively to this great nation.

Intermarriage and spousal conversion among Parsis

The questions that have troubled the consciousness of the Parsi
community in India for decades are intermarriage and spousal
conversion. Until today, there has been no resolution of these issues.

For over a mil lennium, t i l l about the beginning of the twentieth
century, Zoroastrians in India lived in closed societies. Exogamous
marriages were discouraged as they were seen as a threat to the
religio-ethnic group; in fact, a threat to the survival of the religion
over a long period of time. When Zoroastrians migrated to India, the
practice of intra-marriage was already regarded as a sacred duty: it
was etched in the communal psyche. Having come to a socio-cultural
environment where the Hindu caste system was already entrenched,
the Zoroastrian custom found acceptance. They were looked upon
as a distinct caste. Marriage within one's caste was wholly in
accordance with the normal practice of the Hindus.
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However, in recent years the rate of exogamous marriages has
increased. As the non-Zoroastrian spouse is ineligible to take part in
religious ceremonies and communal matters, the question has
become even more troubled. In India the major i ty of Zoroastrian
priests refuse to officiate at a marriage ceremony where the woman
is a non-Parsi. The question has become more and more complex.
Perhaps it would help to look at the chronological events over the
past century.

On 8 January 1903, Ratan Dadabhai Tata, a member of a
prominent industr ial fami ly , married a Frenchwoman, Suzanne
Briere. This triggered successive events significant for the fu ture of
the Zoroastrians in India. After his marriage in Paris, Mr Tata on his
return to India had his bride's navjote ceremony (investiture to the
fai th) performed. He then went through the Zoroastrian marriage
ritual with her. Thereafter, he announced that she was now a Parsi
Zoroastrian. This was the first time in the history of the community
that such an induction had been attempted. Because of this
'conversion', Mrs Tata could claim to have access to all the religious
institutions of the Parsis. She could thus enter the fire-temples and
have her body consigned to the dakhmas (Towers of Silence) if she
so wished.

This unprecedented event led to a series of meetings. Finally on 2
August 1903, a committee was appointed to deliberate on the
controversial question whether juddins ( l i tera l ly 'of alien fai th ' , but
meaning a non-Zoroastrian) should be initiated into the fai th. While
the community was still faced with this conundrum, a R a j p u t
woman who lived with a Parsi and had three children by him, had
her navjote performed on 18 March 1904.37 She was ail ing, and
desired to be placed in the dakhma at her death.

A meeting of the Zoroastrian Anjuman (assembly of the
community) was held in Bombay on 2 March 1905, under the
chairmanship of Sir Jamset j i Jeejeebhai. It sought to pass certain
Resolutions on the Report submitted to the Trustees of the Bombay
Parsi Panchayat by the Committee appointed on 2 August 1903, on
the crucial question: 'Whether non-Zoroastrians should be converted
to the Zoroastrian faith' .

This public meeting declared:

Resolution 1:
This A n j u m a n meeting resolves that in the interest of the communi ty ,
and looking to the religious and social conditions of the Parsi
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community, it will be incorrect to convert people from other religions, as
such a move would be damaging to the community, and shatter its
ancestry and uni ty .

Resolution 2:
(a) This A n j u m a n meeting resolves that such non-Zoroastrians who
profess themselves as Zoroastrians, and have entered the Parsi
Zoroastrian community by any means, that they enjoy no rights and
privileges over the funds and institutions of the Parsi Zoroastrian
community in Bombay or in any other place, such as Atash Behrams,
Adarians, Daremihrs, Dakhmas, Dharamsalas, etc.
(b) This meeting dislikes the act of any Parsi priest who performs the
init iat ion of a non-Zoroastrian for converting such an individual to the
Zoroastrian religion. It further resolves that Trustees of all Parsi
Zoroastrian charities and Institutions should boycott such priests, and to
make public the names and addresses of such priests and to show their
total disregard for such priests. It also requests the Trustees of Parsi
Zoroastrian Institutions not to allow such priests to perform religious
ceremonies in places under their jurisdiction and requesting further the
entire community not to get religious ceremonies of their household to
be performed through such priests, and also to boycott such places of
worship or trusts which would allow the initiation of non-Zoroastrians.

Resolution 3:
This A n j u m a n meeting resolves that the above 2 Resolutions are also
applicable to children of Parsi fathers and non-Parsi mothers or
mistresses, that they have no rights or privileges over the Parsi
Zoroastrian funds, charities and institutions, as they would be
prejudicial to the community. However, children by such marriages
who have already been initiated into the Zoroastrian religion are not to
be affected by this Resolution as a special case.38

THF. PARSI PANCHAYAT CASH

As a result of these Resolutions, the ground was prepared for the
historic Tarsi Panchayat Case' (PPC), Suit No. 689 of 1906. The
battle lines were drawn between the elite of the community in this
legal drama which was to cast its shadow on communal events for
the rest of the century. The two judges of the Bombay High Court
who presided over this suit were Justice Davar, a Parsi, and Justice
Beaman, an Englishman and a leading theosophist. The two
fundamental issues which were dealt with in the suit were:
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1. Whether the Defendants are validly appointed Trustees of the
Properties and Funds of the Parsi Panchayat, and Whether, in the
event of death or resignation of one or more of them, they have
the right of f i l l i ng such vacancy or vacancies as they occur; and

2. Whether a person born in another fa i th and subsequently
converted to Zoroastrianism and admitted into that Religion is
entitled to the benefit of the religious Insti tutions and Funds
mentioned in the p la in t and now in the possession and under the
management of the Defendants.

For the purpose of this chapter, it is only the second issue which is
relevant to our discussion.

The p la in t i f f s averred that Zoroastrianism not merely permitted
but also enjoined the conversion of others to that fa i th . And hence
once they were initiated into the fai th by the navjote ceremony, they
became not only Zoroastrians but Parsis. They were then entit led to
all the rights and privileges of a born Parsi Zoroastrian. They could
thereafter have access to all the charitable and religious ins t i tu t ions
of the Parsi communiy. The p la in t i f f s asserted that it was customary
for Parsis to admit juddins into the fai th (PPC, 735-36). Mr R. D.
Tata held that as his wife had been ini t iated, she had become a Parsi
(PPC, 759). On the other hand, the defendants maintained that
although it might be construed that Zoroastrianism permitted
conversion, ever since their arr ival in India the Parsis had not
admitted a juddin into their fai th. Because of this, this practice that
was understood as favour ing conversion had fal len into disuse.
They, however, admit that chi ldren born of a Zoroastrian father by
a non-Zoroastrian mother have been allowed to enter the fold by the
performance of the navjote ceremony. But no person born of non-
Zoroastrian parents, has ever been admitted into the fold (PPC, 736).

An expert committee of scholars had also been appointed to
express their views on a number of issues and they had also
submitted a report. Scholars from this committee as well as other
witnesses were examined in great detai l by the Court. A few relevant
observations were made by the Court, some of which were based on
the Persian Rivayats.^

• That though the Zoroastrian religion enjoins the conversion of a
person born in another religion, the Zoroastrians ever since their
advent to India 1200 years ago, have never attempted to convert
anyone into their religion. Moreover, there is not a single instance
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proved before the Court of a person born of both non-Zoroasrian
parents ever having been admitted into the Zoroastrian religion
professed by the Parsis in India.

• That the Parsi community of Bombay, at a public meeting held on
April 16, 1905, expressed its disapproval of any conversions being
allowed.

• Concessions could be made for anyone of Zoroastrian origin
wanting to revert to the faith of his forefathers. There would of
course be the strictly enjoined proviso that such a person seeking
conversion does so from religious convictions, not from any other
considerations.

• That he should in all other respects be fit to be admitted to the
Zoroastrian faith.

• That such an admission is only permissible if 'no harm of any
kind would be done to the Zarthosti Mazdyasnans themselves'.

• That the candidate for admission would have to undergo certain
religious ceremonies. (PPC, 757-58).

On the question of conversion, Justice Davar further emphasizes that

No one had for twelve centuries ever made an attempt to convert
persons professing other religions. Proselytizing was wholly unknown
amongst the Parsis. No one preached the religion or attempted to teach
it to an alien. There was not an instance known either in modern or
ancient times in India of anybody but a Parsi who professed the
Zoroastrian religion. (PPC, 760)

Davar also states:

If they did attempt anything of the kind, the chances would have been
that they would have to go in search of another place of refuge ... that
any such attempt would have been so seriously resented that it would
have resulted in ruin to the community, whose further continuance in
the country depended on the goodwill of the ruling classes, the Hindus.
(PPC, 751)

As a large part of the case dealt with the rights and privileges of
natural born members of the Parsi community, which would
preclude juddins converted to Zoroastrianism, Justice Davar tackled
this issue in depth. The critical issue was whether a juddin who is
admitted to the Zoroastrian religion is entitled to participate in the
benefits of the Charitable Funds of the Parsi community and be
admitted to the benefits of the Religious and Charitable Institutions
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of the Parsis (PPC, 750). As several trusts had been established many
years before this case, this question was of utmost concern. On this
issue Justice Davar declared:

that a juddin converted to Zoroastrianism could not possibly have been
within the contemplation of the donors and founders. It would be a most
violent presumption to make . . . a presumption utterly unjust i f ied by the
circumstances existing at the time when these institutions were founded
. . . that the possibility of a juddin convert to Zoroastrianism was ever
present in the minds of these founders and that they intended to include
him. (PPC, 766)

The Judgment further stated that:

For the reasons I have recorded above, 1 come to the conclusion that
even if an entire alien — a juddin — is duly admitted into the
Zoroastrian religion after satisfying all conditions and undergoing all
necessary ceremonies, he or she would not, as a matter of right, he
entitled to the use and benefits of the Funds and Insti tutions now under
the defendants' management and control; that these were founded and
endowed only for the members of the Parsi community; and that the
Parsi Community consists of Parsis who are descended from the original
Persian emigrants, and who are born of both Zoroastrian parents, and
who profess the Zoroastrian religion, the I ranians from Persia professing
the Zoroastrian religion, who came to India, either temporarily or
permanently, and the children of Parsi fathers by alien mothers who
have been duly and properly admitted into the religion. (PPC, 773)

In this context it is pertinent to note that there have been
Resolutions passed by the communi ty , very much before this case
was filed, to show its disapproval of admitting children born of non-
Parsi mothers. Such Resolutions were passed in the years 1818, 1830,
1836 and 1850.

The learned j u r i s t also elucidated the terms 'Parsi ' and
'Zoroastrian' . 'The word Parsi has only a racial s ignif icance and
has nothing whatever to do wi th his religious professions'. The
word Parsi is derived from Pars, a province of I ran, from which the
inhabi tan ts fled to India . Hence these people from Pars were called
Parsis. 'The word Zoroastrian s imply denotes the religion of the
individual : the word Parsi denotes his nationality or community,
and has no religious s ignif icance whatever attached to it ' (PPC,
759).

The bulk of this one hundred and sixty-four page judgment was
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written by Justice Davar. Justice Beaman agreed with the main
conclusion, although he was not in concurrence with every aspect of
this complicated case (PPC, 776).

After years of toil in the Court, this judgment could not bind Mrs
Suzanne Tata who had intentionally and deliberately abstained from
the Court throughout the proceedings. And Justice Beaman states
that part of the judgment is obiter (PPC, 782). In legal terms, the
Parsi Panchayat Case cannot be deemed to be a law enacted by a
legislative body. The practice followed by the Parsi community rests
solely on the legal opinion of Justice Davar. And in spite of this it is
seen as 'Community Law'. Several issues have been dealt with in this
case which have had a resonant impact on the community.

THE ORTHODOX AND REFORMISTS

By the second decade of the twentieth century the positions on both
sides had become quite hardened. The community was divided on
the question of conversion between the 'orthodox' and the
'reformists'. To the orthodox the importance of preserving racial
and religious identity was of the utmost urgency and this could be
maintained only though exclusivity. For the reformists, religion
could not be confused with race. Jehangir Vimadalal was the person
who championed the cause of the orthodox. In several articles and
lectures he emphasized the importance of preserving the identity as
well as the racial characteristics of the community. He opined that
there was no justification for a non-Zoroastrian spouse in an
intermarriage to convert to Zoroastrianism. Dastur Dr M. Dhalla
who was a scholar and high-priest of Karachi favoured conversion.
He interpreted Zoroastrianism as a proselytizing faith. Of the many
who disagreed with Dr Dhalla, one who needs to be mentioned is
Phiroze Masani, an advocate of the Bombay High Court. He wrote a
very detailed tome, Zoroastricinism, Ancient and Modern, refuting
the stand of Dr Dhalla. He dedicated this work to Justice Davar.

SAKLAT VS. BELLA 1925

Another incident which rocked the community took place in
Rangoon in 1915. It related to a child of a Parsi mother and a
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non-Parsi father. The girl child, Bella, was the orphaned daughter of
a Goanese Christian father and a Parsi mother. She grew up in a
Zoroastrian home in Rangoon. After her navjote was performed,
Bella was taken to the Rangoon fire-temple by her adoptive father (a
Parsi) on 21 March 1915. After ten days, three Parsis of Rangoon
filed a suit against Bella and her adoptive father, c laiming that they
had 'not only wounded the religious feelings entertained by
religiously inclined Parsis, but also caused the desecration of the
said sacred temple (Privy Council Judgment)'. The case was thrown
out in the preliminary judgment, and the chief court of Lower Burma
was in agreement with the i n i t i a l judgment. An appeal was made
before the Privy Council. They ruled that Bella was 'not entitled as of
right to use the temple, or to attend or to participate in any of the
religious ceremonies performed (Privy Council Judgment)'.

Hence, the right to grant permission to converts to enter a fire-
temple is the sole prerogative of the trustees. This is the case to this
day. Almost all trusts nowadays controlling fire-temples and towers
of silence in India, require the beneficiaries to be both Parsis and
Zoroastrians.

REVERTING TO THE ANCESTRAL FAITH

Another incident which once again raked up the conversion
controversy took place in recent years. Octogenarian Nevil le Wadia,
the head of the phi lanthropic Wadia fami ly expressed his long
cherished dream of reverting to his ancestral faith. His father who
was born a Parsi, had become a Chris t r ian and married a non-Parsi .
Nevil le Wadia sought guidance from the high-priests of the
community. Before his ini t ia t ion into the Zoroastrian fold, on 24
September 1994, he wrote to them, c l a r i fy ing his background:

In spite of my being brought up in the Church of England, I have all my
life, and par t icu lar ly lat terly, been a strong believer in the teachings of
Lord Zoroaster, pa r t i cu la r ly because of its positive at t i tude and its
emphasis on good thoughts, good words, and char i ty . My own roots arc
purely Zoroastrian, and under certain circumstances which were beyond
my control, this deviation has come into my life. So my desire is to come
back into the original Zoroastrian fold. 1 have a lways tried to follow the
teaching of Zoroaster and act accordingly .. .4()
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The four high-priests opined that this reversion to his ancestral
religion was possible, if he underwent specified ceremonies. There
was an uproar from certain sections of the orthodoxy who felt that
this was validating an act of conversion, which should not be
allowed. As the high-priests have meticulously laid down their
opinions about conversion it is imperative to quote verbatim.

The Principle
The principle is: Zoroastrianism does not accept conversion. According
to this principle, if a non-Zoroastrian is converted to Zoroastrianism,
that conversion is illegal and invalid. This may be termed 'inward-
conversion'. The same principle also lays down that if a Zoroastrian is
converted to an alien religion, that conversion is also illegal and invalid.
This can be termed 'outward-conversion'. Hence, the principle works
both ways.

Zoroastrian Groups
The present Zoroastrian community may broadly be divided into the
following groups:
1. Those who lead a good life of virtue, observe religious rites and lead a
benevolent life according to circumstances.
2. Those who lead a good life of virtue but neglect religious rites. Still
they are considered Zoroastrians in every respect.
3. A Zoroastrian may be a thief, criminal or sinner, even a murderer,
stil l he is regarded as a Zoroastrian enjoying all rights in the community.
Such a person is free to attend religious ceremonies and visit places of
worship. After death, too, dokhmenashini is allowed and all ceremonies
are performed without any criticism, objection and opposition, leaving
everything to divine justice. He is still considered a Zoroastrian.
4. There might be Zoroastrians who are married to non-Zoroastrian
women or who have kept non-Zoroastrian mistresses; such persons
enjoy every right as Zoroastrians in the community.
5. There are some Zoroastrians who are attracted to alien rites,
philosophy and even to an alien religion. Till only a decade ago, non-
Zoroastrian religious ceremonies were openly performed by some
Zoroastrians in various places including Nargol, Udvada, Navsari and
Surat. The Zoroastrians involved in these alien ceremonies were not
regarded as non-Zoroastrians. They have not been debarred from any
Zoroastrian institutions or ceremonies. Some Zoroastrians might have
formally adopted an alien faith only a generation ago. Such Zoroastrians
may be called Zoroastrians who have gone astray. If such Zoroastrians
realize their mistake in later life, sincerely repent their past action and
express their honest desire to revert to their ancestral religion, without
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any ulterior motive, then they are allowed to revert to the ancestral
religion after ceremonial repentance (nahan and patet}. Even if the
navjote is not performed at the proper age, it can he performed after
expressions of a genuine desire and sincere repentance.41

JUDDIN

Since Parsis live in a pluralistic society, it is imperative to understand
what the term juddin means to them. It is not at all used in a
derogatory sense. Justice Davar explains this explicitly:

When a Parsi uses the word 'juddin' when designating a person
professing religion other than his own, he does it in no offensive sense.
Some of the greatest admirers of the Zoroastrian religion have heen
juddins. Some very learned men of Europe have studied Zoroastrian
scriptures, as few Parsis have studied them. They have expounded the
scriptural writings of the Zoroastrians, translated them, and written
most learned treatises on them. These are all juddins, hut they are
juddins whom the Parsis revere, whose friendships while l iving were
most prized hy the learned men of the Parsi community , and whose
memories are reverently cherished by all Zoroastrians. The religion of
Zoroaster teaches its followers to look upon all religions . . . with
veneration. Therefore, when I refer to these two ladies, the French wife
of the 6th p la in t i f f and the Ra jpu t lady as juddins, \ mean not the
slightest disrespect to them. The word merely signifies horn in a religion
other than the religion of Zoroaster. (PPC, 750)

'ACCEPTANCE'

Perhaps the issue that most perplexes the Zoroastrians of North
America and Canada is the question of conversion. One small group
amongst them have introduced the practice of 'acceptance1 of aliens
into their fold. Those who favour this practice point to the American
and Canadian legal and constitutional guarantees regarding the
equality of al l . They are in favour of 'accepting' the children of a
Zoroastrian and a non-Zoroastrian union, irrespective of the fact
whether the mother or father is a Zoroastrian. A semi-missionary
movement to introduce the faith to non-Zoroastrians may gradually
commence. The traditional system of disposal of the dead wi l l give
way to burial and cremation.42 These are among the main features of
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'acceptance'. With very few exceptions, mainstream Zoroastrians do
not subscribe to this; they consider 'acceptance' a heresy.

Three high-priests of Bombay, Dasturji Dr Mirza, Dasturji Dr
Jamaspasa and Dasturji Dr Kotwal wrote Conversion: A Myth
Exploded in 1983. Dr Kersey Antia of Chicago published The
Argument for Acceptance in 1985. The three High-Priests refuted his
arguments in Antia's 'Acceptance': A Zoroastrian 'Ahrmogih'
(heresy) (1985). Another earlier work on the subject is Conversion
Caucus by Dasturji Dr Mirza.4;i

Conclusion

Hence the conversion debate goes on and at times becomes
acrimonious. There seems to be no solution which is acceptable to
the two sides of this controversy. Aspects of both sides of that
controversy may be summarized here. The conservatives just ify the
ethnic exclusivity of their faith. Besides the reasons already pointed
out, there is the belief that all religions are based on truth and a
believer should seek that truth in his own faith, the religion of their
birth. If he cannot f ind it in his own religion, how will he find it
elsewhere? Moreover, God in his infinite wisdom has given him birth
in a particular religion with a definite purpose. Should one question
this by opting for another religion? Today, the Parsi population of
India is a mere drop in the ocean of this vast subcontinent. We are
respected by all the other communities as we have lived in harmony,
not treading on the religious susceptibilities of the others. Why
should we endanger this goodwill after so many centuries by
resorting to the practice of conversion?

In spite of our microscopic population, Parsis have created several
charitable trusts which are purely cosmopolitan in nature. There are
other trusts which are communal. It is common knowledge that there
are instances where persons have converted to another faith for
material gains. Many Parsis believe that once the doors are thrown
open to converts, the community will be inundated with claims to
various charities; whereas genuine converts would only be a handful.

It is further pointed out that Zoroastrianism as a religion is part of
an ancient culture. This culture comprises of a way of life, a
distinctive language, literature, food, songs, poetry, festivals and
humour. These are salient features of a culture. This heritage has

132



THE ZOROASTR1ANS OF INDIA

been preserved for thousands of years and every attempt should be
made to conserve it. After the Arab conquest, when Zoroastrians
fled Iran, a group migrated to China. They have been totally wiped
out, probably because of intermarriage. We know about them only
from certain historians and the fire-temples that lie there in ruins .

On the other hand, the l iberal reformists notice that the
communi ty is d imin i sh ing at an alarming rate and, if this trend
continues there wi l l hardly be any Parsis by the middle of the next
century. Conversion, they believe, can reverse this trend. There is no
doubt that the community is shr inking and it is a cause for grave
concern for all th inking Parsis.

Moreover, the liberal reformists declare that Zoroastrianism has
been a proselytizing religion and there is ample evidence from Iranian
history to prove this. If this was not so, how could the religion have
spread to various countries of the ancient world? Besides this, they
argue that the Gathas which are the hymns of Zarathushtra speak of
conversion. Dastur Dr Mirza and others have refuted these arguments
in their works quoted here. The traditionalists maintain that there is
no perfect translation of the Gatbas. In fact, there are several
translations of these hymns and there is no unan imi ty among scholars
regarding their content. Moreover, the conversion that Zarathushtra
speaks about is moral or inner conversion.

Perhaps we need to in i t ia te a healthy dialogue wi th in the
community in which all participants listen to one another and
attempt to discern what should be done. Perhaps then a referendum
could be held among the Parsis of Ind ia . Till then, there does not
seem to be any solution to the question of conversion facing the
Parsis of India .
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8. Conversion: a Hindu/

Gandhian perspective

K. L. Seshagiri Rao

In this chapter I shall discuss a representative Hindu approach to the
theme of 'conversion' as crystallized in the life, thought and experience
of Mahatma Gandhi. Because of historical and biographical con-
siderations, I have, for the major part, dealt with the topic in the
context of Gandhi's relations with Christianity, though the principles
involved are applicable to other world religions also.

Rarely perhaps has any religious personality in modern times
experienced so keen a struggle wi th in himself regarding the
momentous issues of religion and faith as has Mahatma Gandhi.
His whole life was one unceasing endeavour 'to see God face to face'.
It was his religious motivation that made his life a compelling
example and the centre of attention of peoples throughout the world.
Though he did not yield to the persistent efforts made to convert him
to a religion other than his own, he could open himself to and benefit
by the insights of other religions in his lifelong pilgrimage towards
the realization of Truth and non-violence.

Family background

In the l ife of the Gandhi family, religion played a vital part. In
Kathiawar, on the west coast of India, Jainism exercised an enduring
influence along with Vaishnavism. Gandhi's non-violence, vegetar-
ianism, and many other traits of his religious personality date from
his early years. He seems to have received a bent of mind towards
personal piety and honesty from his parents. His father had friends
in all faiths and they visited him frequently for religious discussions.

Young Mohandas, while attending on his father, listened to these
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discussions with Hindus, Muslims, Parsis, Jains and adherents of
other religions. All these made him very tolerant in his religious ideas
and non-sectarian in nature. He later wrote:

In Rajkot , I got an early grounding in toleration for all hranches of
Hinduism and sister religions. For my father and mother would vis i t the
Haveli as also Shiva and Rama temples, and would take or send us
youngsters there. Jain monks also would pay frequent visits to my
father, and would even go out of their way to accept food from us non-
Jains.

But his earliest impressions of Christianity were disturbing. 'In those
days, Christ ian missionaries used to stand in a corner near the high
school and hold forth pouring abuse on Hindus and their gods', and
many Hindus converted to Christ ianity 'ate beef and drank liquor'.1

During this period, he read Hindu religious texts such as the
Ramayan, the Bhagcwata and the Mann Smriti from his father's
l ibrary . He was especially impressed by the Ind ian play Harischan-
dra, in which the hero had a profound passion for honesty and t ru th
and had to suffer many ordeals for ma in t a in ing his integrity. The
young Gandhi wanted to be like this hero. Gandhi never received any
vedic, theological or philosophical t ra ining. And the roots of his
emotional and intellectual activity seem to have remained in popular
Hindu l i terature and devotional hymns.

In England

Gandhi left for England in 1HH8 to qua l i fy himself as a barrister. He
spent a large part of his time in London cul t ivat ing the acquaintances
of personalities who had made their mark in the f ields of religion and
ethics — theosophists, Christians, even atheists. In his teen years,
Gandhi was for a brief period drawn toward atheism. His doubts
were not adequately answered by the religious writings that came his
way. But, he later on recalls that even then he had a regard for
morality as the basis of all things, and truth as the substance of
morality: 'Truth became my sole objective. It began to grow in
magnitude everyday, and my def in i t ion of it has also been ever
widening.'2

The literature of theosophists introduced him to the religious
movement for the u n i t y of religions. Edwin Arnold 's The Light of
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Asia, about the life of the Buddha, made a lasting impression on him,
and his version of the Bhagavadgita, The Song Celestial, stirred him
so deeply that for the rest of his life it became his constant guide. He
was also much moved by the teachings of the New Testament, and
especially by the Sermon on the Mount. The verses, 'But I say unto
you that ye resist not evil; but whosoever shall smite thee on thy
right cheek, turn to him the other also', went straight to his heart. He
wrote later about this experience: 'My young mind tried to unify the
teaching of the Gita, The Light of Asia and the Sermon on the
Mount. That renunciation was the highest form of religion appealed
to me greatly.' Further, from Carlyle's Heroes and Hero Worship, he
learned of Mohammed's 'greatness, bravery and austere living'. He
also read Washington Irving's Life of Mohammed and His
Successors. These books raised Mohammad in his estimation. Thus
he gained more and more knowledge of different religious traditions.
They gave him some of the basic principles of his life, and he became
inclined towards a life of acceptance and assimilation of the spiritual
truths of the Eastern and Western traditions.

In South Africa

Gandhi's life in South Africa presented him with direct experience of
good as well as terrible aspects of religion. He witnessed many
cruelties and inhumanities, practised in the name of 'religion'. He
had hardly set foot in South Africa in the spring of 1891, when he
became involved in the racial and colour conflict. One experience,
especially, changed the course of his life. He was travelling in a train
with a first class ticket, but was turned out of his compartment to
make way for a white passenger. In the midnight cold of Maritzburg,
he was not allowed even to enter a waiting room, because of the
colour of his skin. Then the moment of decision came: should he go
back to India or stay in South Africa and start a lifelong struggle for
human justice? He decided to stay and fight injustice.

During one of his journeys from Johannesburg to Durban, Gandhi
read John Ruskin's Unto This Last. It made a tremendous impact on
him: 'The book was impossible to lay aside; once I had begun, it
gripped me. I could not get any sleep that night. I determined to
change my life in accordance with the ideals of that book.'3 He
realized that 'a life of labour, i.e., the life of the tiller of the soil and

138



CONVERSION: A H I N D U / G A N D H I A N PERSPECTIVE

the handicraft man is the life worth living'.4 He got up at dawn that
morning and resolved to give up his career as a successful lawyer in
order to become an Indian peasant; he decided to transform his
whole mode of existence, his profession and even his private life.

To realize the new way life, he established an ashram, an
experimental spiritual community, the Phoenix settlement near
Durban. The ashram was a kind of 'moral laboratory', where his
experiments in truth and non-violence were conducted in the l iving
of daily life. The inmates of the ashram belonged to different
religions and races. There were no dividing lines of class, creed or
nationality. They lived a life of voluntary poverty, puri ty and self-
restraint. In the community life of the ashram, Gandhi gave first
priority to the culture of the heart. To him, to develop the spirit was
to develop character. He encouraged members to keep their
respective religious observances. For example, Muslims observed
their ramadan fast, Hindus their pradosha (fast un t i l evening) and
Christians their Lent. The value of the experiment was that all the
inmates became convinced of the value of fasting and the practice of
self-denial.

A passion for simplicity and service took hold of Gandhi; he
volunteered to become a compounder and a nurse in a charitable
hospital and gave two hours of his time in the morning to this work.
When Boer War began in 1899, Gandhi organized an Indian
Ambulance Corps and offered its services to the authorities. In 1904,
when plague broke out in Johannesburg, he closed his law office and
devoted himself to sanitary work and the evacuation and nursing of
victims. In 1906, when the Zulu rebellion occurred in Natal, he
organized from among the Indian community a stretcher bearer
company and offered its services to the government.

One of the persons who exercised a most decisive influence on
Gandhi during this period was Count Leo Tolstoy; in his first year in
Africa, in Pretoria, Gandhi read The Kingdom of God is Within
You. In Durban, he read some other later works of Tolstoy such as
Gospels in Brief and What to Do. Tolstoy furnished a reasoned basis
for Gandhi's non-violence. Gandhi developed a new political tool for
the masses, satyagraha. The South African Indians, under the
leadership of Gandhi, launched a non-violent struggle against the
discrimination to which the Transvaal Government had subjected
them. The method he chose to adopt in his fight was that of
insistence on truth without violence - satyagraha - a method
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inspired by Tolstoy's writings, by the New Testament and by
Thoreau's Essay on Civil Disobedience. In the course of this eventful
and protracted struggle, the basic outlines of his religious and moral
philosophy were drawn in the light of his spiritual and practical
experience.

Gandhi and Christian missionaries

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the attitude frequently
adopted by Christian missionaries in relation to Hinduism was to
dismiss it as a religion of superstition and crass idolatry. They did
not think it worth taking seriously. They had an implicit belief that
the Western nations possessed a superior religion and culture. They
went out to give and not to receive; their aim was to spread
Christianity. The technique often adopted was to exaggerate the so-
called vulnerable points in Hindu thought and practice, with little
appreciation of the good elements in them. The missionaries' works
of philanthropy and educational services were often used as means
for winning converts.

Gandhi came in contact with the adherents of a variety of
Christian sects. A good deal of efforts were made to convert Gandhi
to Christianity. It was thought that he was too good not to be a
Christian. A fellow lawyer in South Africa, A. W. Baker led Gandhi
to his own private prayer meeting where the latter joined a group of
devout Christians in prayer. A prayer was made for Gandhi's
welfare: 'Lord, show the path to the new brother, who has come
amongst us. May the Lord Jesus who has saved us save him too. We
ask all this in the name of Jesus.'s

Another lawyer, Mr Coates, a Quaker, gave Gandhi selected
books on Christianity and took evening walks with him in the hope
that the latter would see the light through his discourses. Once
Coates noticed around Gandhi's neck a Vaishnava necklace of Tulsi
beads. He thought that it was an evidence of Hindu superstition, and
he was pained:

'This superstition does not become you,' he said, 'Come let me break
this necklace.'
'No. It is a sacred gift from my mother.'
'But you believe in it?'
'I do not know its mysterious significance. I do not think 1 should come
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to harm if 1 do not wear it. But I cannot without su f f i c i en t reason give up
a necklace that she put round my neck out of love. When with the
passage of time, it wears away, 1 sha l l have no desire to get a new one.
But this necklace cannot he broken/6

Coates believed that Gandhi could not he saved unt i l he embraced
Christ ianity. His sins could not be washed away except by the
in tervent ion of Jesus. So Coates continued his efforts , and
introduced Gandhi to a f ami ly of Plymouth Brethren, another
Christian sect. One of them took Gandhi by surprise by saying: 'It
appears you must be brooding over your transgressions every
moment of your life, always mending them and atoning for them.
How can this ceaseless cycle of action bring you redemption? . . .
How can we bear the burden of sin? We can but throw it on Jesus.'
To this Gandhi replied: 'I do not seek redemption from the
consequences of my sin. I seek to be redeemed from sin itself or from
the very thought of sin/7

Gandhi enjoyed the close friendship of many Christian mis-
sionaries. They had awakened his religious quest, for which he was
thankful. But he was their constructive critic as well. He commended
their humani ta r ian work. Their insistence on service to society as
well as their preference for the poor and the humble made a strong
appeal to him.

Religion and culture

Religious faith, according to Gandhi, is the strongest force by which
many people are sustained in the conduct of their l i fe , and anyth ing
that tended to weaken that fa i th would be a disservice to religion
itself. He, therefore, maintained that no one should be induced to
reject his own tradition outright. Just as a man cannot renounce his
own body, his family and his kin, similarly one cannot renounce the
cul tural and religious heritage into which one is born.

Gandhi believed that all people should be f i rmly rooted in their
respective traditions, and then pur i fy them if and where necessary.
He was emphatical ly against proselyti/ation. He wrote: 'Religion is a
matter of life and death. A man does not change his religion as he
changes his garments. He takes it with him beyond the grave. Nor
does a man profess his religion to oblige others. He professes a
religion because he cannot do otherwise.'8 Gandhi believed that all
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religions are branches of one and the same tree - the tree of Truth.
The shape and size of the branches may vary, but the same vital juice
runs through them all. At the same time he held that all religions are
imperfect, because truth comes to human beings through human
channels. He thought that there was no point in tearing away a man
from the natural surroundings of his own religion and putting him
inside an alien religion. He was against uprooting from anybody's
mind, and especially from the minds of innocent and simple people,
the faith in their respective religions. He deprecated the attempts of
missionaries to change people's religions all of a sudden with no
effective realization of the interplay between the individual and his
cultural environment. For example, many Harijan ('untouchable')
converts to Christianity became apathetic and morally and
spiritually lost ground after having lost their 'gods'. He felt keenly
about such conversions.

A person usually prefers that particular tradition in which he is
born, lives and acts; but such a preference does not mean that other
religions are false or inadequate. For example, the attitude that
Christians alone are the chosen people, that the Christian Church is
the only church of God and that Christianity is the only true religion
is not acceptable. Such an attitude, firstly, disables people from
comprehending the growing fullness of truth; and second, con-
troversies over dogmas and doctrines of different religions can never
be settled. In the heat and dust of dogmatic controversies, there is the
danger of the denial of religion itself. To consider one's own religion
as superior to others' religions is a travesty of true religion.

Gandhi's own approach to the subject was very different. He
advocated firmness of faith. He could no more think of asking a
Christian or a Muslim to change his religion than he could think of
changing his own. As he explained:

Here is Miraben.91 would have her find all the spiritual comfort she
needs from Christianity, and I should not dream of converting her
to Hinduism, even if she wanted to do so. Today it is the case of a
grown-up woman like her; tomorrow it may be that of a
European child entrusted to my care by a friend. Take the case of
Khan Saheb's daughter entrusted to my care by her father. I
should jealously educate her in her own faith and should strive my
utmost against her being lured away from it, even if ever she was
so inclined. I have had the privilege of having children and grown-
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up persons of other faiths with me. I was t h a n k f u l to f ind them
better Christians, Muslims, Parsis, or Jews by their contact with
me . . . Let my missionary friends remember that it was none but
that most Christ-like of all Christians, Albert Schweitzer, who
gave Christ ianity a unique interpretation when he himself resolved
"not to preach any more, not to lecture any more" but to bury
himself in Equatorial Africa simply with a view to f u l f i l somewhat
the debt that Europe owes to Africa.1 0

It is not doing justice to the love of God to restrict his love to any
group, nation, church or creed. God, being the Father of all, is
concerned with each human being, whether Hindu, Muslim or
Christian. The entire human race relies on his power and grace.
Everyone should pursue salvation by the light of his or her own faith
and experience. 'The hour is coming, when neither on this mountain
nor in Jerusalem will you worship the Father' (John 4:21). 'God is
spirit and those who worship him must worship him in spirit and
truth' (John 4:25).

The impact of Christianity

In the supreme sacrifice of Jesus Christ on the cross, Gandhi saw an
unfa i l ing source of inspiration for mankind. The Sermon on the
Mount impressed his mind and became a dominant factor which
moulded his l ife. While Christian theology did not attract h im,
Christ's l i fe and example reached the depths of his heart. He
understood that the cross was not something to be believed in and to
be subscribed to as a dogma but as something to be lived and borne
in life and experience.

The New Testament symbol of the Kingdom of God impressed
Gandhi profoundly, both in its i nd iv idua l and social aspects. It
revealed to him the inner truths of the Christian message in its moral
aspect. He was deeply moved as he read that the 'Kingdom' belonged
to the humble and the poor, that the 'persecuted and the meek' are
its citizens, that the 'pure in heart' see it, that to 'love one's enemies'
is to be perfect, that the 'Kingdom of God is within you', and that
the Kingdom is not meat or dr ink, but righteousness, peace and joy
in the Holy Spirit; it is a present possibility of goodness hidden in
every person. Gandhi wrote: 'I have no desire for the perishable
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Kingdom of earth; I am striving for the Kingdom of heaven which is
spiritual deliverance. For me the road to salvation lies through
incessant toil for the service of my country and humanity.' Gandhi
thus absorbed the New Testament's teaching, but found no reason to
change his religious allegiance. The cause of God's Kingdom has
other advocates besides those we find within the Christian Church.

Gandhi acknowledged his deep debt to Christianity and to other
faiths. He developed a capacity for assimilating insights from other
traditions. But he insisted that 'while we should throw open our
windows for fresh breezes from different directions, we should refuse
to be swept off our feet'." In a revealing conversation, Gandhi told
Mrs Henry Polak in South Africa: 'The gentle figure of Christ, so
patient, so kind, so loving, so ful l of forgiveness that he taught his
followers not to retaliate when abused or struck, but to turn the
other cheek. I thought it was a beautiful example of a perfect man.'
'But you did not embrace Christianity, did you?,' she asked. 'No,'
replied Gandhi thoughtfully. 'I studied your scriptures for some time
and thought earnestly about them ... but eventually, I came to the
conclusion that there was no need for me to join your creed to be a
believer in the beauty of the teaching of Jesus or to try to follow his
example.'12

Proselytization

Gandhi deprecated the offering of material advantages like money,
educational facilities and medical service to secure religious
conversion. He thought conversions secured through secular aids
to be degrading; he doubted whether they commanded the respect of
and did honour to any religion. He observed:

1 hold that proselytizing under the cloak of humanitar ian work is, to say
the least, unhealthy. It is most certainly resented by the people here.
Religion, after al l , is a deeply personal matter; it touches the heart. Why
should I change my religion because a doctor who professes Christianity
has cured me of some disease or why should the doctor expect or suggest
such a change whilst I am under his influence? Or why should 1 in a
missionary educational insti tution have Christian teaching thrust upon
me? In my opinion, these practices are not uplif t ing and give rise to
suspicion if not even secret hostility."

Elsewhere he observed, 'Conversion and service go ill together.'14
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People should help one another to rise to higher heights of moral
and spiri tual life, potential in their respective religious traditions.
There should be no attempt to 'wean out' anyone from his or her
religious a f f i l i a t i o n . Gandh i gave his considered opinion on
conversion thus:

I believe that there is no such thing as conversion from one fa i th to
another in the accepted sense of the term. It is a highly personal matter
for the individual and his God. I may not have any design upon my
neighbour as to his fa i th , which 1 must honour even as 1 honour my own.
For I regard all the great religions as true, at any rate for the people
professing them, as mine is true for me . . . And seeing that it takes all my
resources in t rying to br ing my practice to the level of my fa i th and in
preaching the same to my co-religionists, I do not dream of preaching to
the followers of other fai ths. 'Judge not lest you be judged' is a sound
maxim for one's conduct. It is a conviction daily growing upon me that
the great and rich Christ ian missions wil l render true service to India if
they can persuade themselves to confine their act ivi t ies to h u m a n i t a r i a n
service without the ulterior motive of converting India , or at least her
unsophisticated villagers, to Chris t iani ty and destroying their social
superstructure which notwithstanding its many defects has withstood
from time immemorial the onslaughts on it from wi th in and from
without . 1 5

Nevertheless, Gandhi tried to understand the urge behind the
missionary motive. He welcomed the sharing of one's experience of
truth with others. But he pointed out that this could not be in one
direct ion only . Fur ther , he ma in ta ined that rel igion is best
propagated through the noble lives led by its followers; no other
propaganda could match that:

To live the Gospel is the most effective way .. . most effective in the
beginning, in the middle, and in the end. Preaching jars on me and makes
no appeal to me, and I get suspicious of missionaries who preach; but I
love those who never preach but l ive the l i fe according to their l ights.
There lives are a silent and yet most effective test imony. Therefore I
cannot say what to preach, but I can say that a life of service and
uttermost s impl ic i ty is the best preaching. A rose does not need to
preach. It s imply spreads its fragrance. The fragrance is its own sermon.
If it had human understanding and if it could engage a number of
preachers, the preachers would nor be able to sell more roses than the
fragrance itself could do. The fragrance of religious and sp i r i tua l l i f e is
much f iner and subtler than that of the rose.16
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In the spiritual transformation of life, one may draw inspiration
from every available source. It is not necessary to discard one's own
religion to benefit by the teachings of other great religions.

If a person wants to believe in the Bible let him say so; but why should
he discard his own religion? This proselytisation will mean no peace in
the world. Religion is a very personal matter. We should by living the
life according to our lights share the best with one another, thus adding
to the sum total of human effort to reach God.17

Further, 'It is tragic to see that religion is dragged down to the low
level of crude materialism, to lure people into which the most
cherished sentiments of millions of human beings are trodden
underfoot.'18

Vertical conversion

At the same time, Gandhi maintained that conversion in the sense
of self-purification and self-realization was the crying need of our
day. It is a normal need in humanity's moral development. This
phenomenon occurs when people are made aware of a higher truth
or universal value than that within which they are living, and at the
same time become conscious that the higher value is one which they
ought to realize. There is a crisis in their moral life, and life takes
on a new aspect; the mind turns in criticism upon the life that is
past. It is at such times that the inner life becomes prominent.
Gandhi suggested:

Conversion should mean a definite giving up of the evil of the old,
adoption of all the good of the new, and a scrupulous avoidance of
everything evil in the new. Conversion should therefore mean a life of
greater dedication to one's own country, greater surrender to God, and
greater self purification.19

But the modern methods of conversion rarely focus on the quali ty of
inner life. 'Conversion nowadays has become a matter of business. I
remember having read a missionary report saying how much it cost
per head to convert and then presenting a budget for "the next
harvest".'20

In the psychological sense, real conversion, or inner change of
heart, with corresponding differences in outward ways of life, is
recognized as the birth of true religion in man. But real conversion or
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rebirth in spirit takes place in the lives of very few persons. Without
the wonderfu l blessing of conversion a God-centred l i f e is
impossible. When such a new life begins, there is a new quickening
of the spiri t , a stronger attachment to God, and a new discipline to
strengthen one's life. It is the incursion of purity; it is a new birth. He
is the truly regenerate person who has been reborn and whose face is
now turned towards God. Such alone realize God. 'Except one is
born anew, he cannot see the kingdom of God' (John 3:3). In such
conversions, the ethical and sp i r i tua l l i f e of the person concerned is
raised to a higher level and the heart is uplifted. One begins a new
life which establishes the kingdom of God in the heart, bringing the
joy of spiritual fu l f i lment . To be born of the spiri t is indeed the real
conversion. In the words of Gandhi, 'Real conversion springs from
the heart and at the prompting of God not of a stranger. The voice of
God can always be distinguished from the voice of Man.'21

Conversion is from the Latin verb convertere meaning to turn or
change. Hence conversion means turning about or changing. True
conversion is an actual overturning of the inner l ife. It opens up a
new vision to morality and spi r i tual i ty . In the words of Evelyn
Underbill:

Conversion then is the larger world consciousness now pressing on the
ind iv idua l consciousness. Often it breaks in suddenly and becomes a
great new revelation. This is the first aspect of conversion; the person
emerges from a smaller l imited world of existence into a world of being.
His l i fe becomes swallowed up in a large world of being, in a larger
whole.22

Conversion in this sense within the context of one's own religion is
the first necessity of our times, not jus t changing of religious labels.
As a matter of fact,

Nothing wonderful will happen to the world if the entire mankind be
converted to Hinduism, Chr is t ian i ty , Buddhism, or Islam or to any other
religion, but assuredly something marve l lous w i l l happen if a dozen of
men and women pierce the thick wal ls of the church, temple, synagogue,
and realize the Truth.2?

A person with the infectious fervour of creative religion must f i rs t of
all work with his own religious group to kindle the f ire of sp i r i tua l i ty
among his co-religionists. But to force the belief in one's own
prophet as the only saviour on all others is unacceptable.
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Salvation

The aim of all great religions is the spiritual salvation of human
beings. Each spiritual tradition has sustained the hearts and minds of
millions of people down the ages. Each of them has an individuality
and a message. Each has attempted to solve life's problems in its own
way. All of them have supplied answers to the persisting questions of
the mysteries of existence. They have enlightened humanity on the
path of right conduct and have given solace in the face of suffering
and death. Every religion extols human kindness and charity. If any
religion claims a monopoly of truth and salvation or elevates itself
over all other traditions ignoring the spiritual values in other
religions, then religious conflict, scepticism and materialism become
inevitable. For example, Wilfred Cantwell Smith considers that it is
unchristian to think that Christianity is the only true religion and the
others are either false or insufficient. He fervently appeals:

May I plead that we abandon, as utterly unworthy, the traditional notion
that if Christianity is true, then it must follow that other faiths are false -
or at least inadequate. This entire formulation seems to me inept; the ideas
juxtaposed just do not cohere . . . For the moment, let me point out some
ways in which such a position gets one tied up in unchristian knots. For
example, there is danger of the converse proposition; that if anyone else's
faith turns out to be valid or adequate, then it would follow that
Christianity must be false - a form of logic that has, in fact, driven many
from their own faiths, and indeed from any faith at all. If one's chances of
getting to Heaven - or to use a now-a-days more acceptable metaphor, of
coming into God's presence - are dependent upon other people's not
getting there, then one becomes walled up within the quite intolerable
position that the Christian has a vested interest in other men's damnation.
It is shocking to admit it, but this actually takes place. When an observer
comes back from Asia, or from a study of Asian religious traditions, and
reports that contrary to accepted theory some Hindus and Buddhists and
some Muslims lead a pious and moral life and seem very near to God by
any possible standard, so that as one can see in these particular cases at
least, faith is as 'adequate' as Christian faith, then presumably a Christian
should be overjoyed, enthusiastically hopeful that this be true, even though
he may be permitted a fear lest it be not so. Instead, I have sometimes
witnessed just the opposite: an emotional resistance to the news, one
hoping f i rmly that it is not so though perhaps with a covert fear that it
might be. Whatever the rights and wrongs of the situation theoretically, I
submit that this is just not Christian, and is indeed not tolerable. It will not
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do, to have a fa i th that can he undermined hy God's saving one's
neighhour; or to he afraid lest other men turn out to he closer to God than
one has heen led to suppose.24

Religious harmony

Conversion programmes of today lie directly in the path of religious
harmony; they are exercising the minds of many th ink ing people all
over the world. There is a need to understand the urge behind such
programmes and to point out a way of reconciliation between
different religions. Gandhi insisted that whatever is high and noble in
any religious tradition should be accepted, and whatever separates
man from man should be rejected. Humanity 's best spir i tual resources
are to be rallied to help resolve the crisis of our times. What religions
are called upon to undertake at this time, when the world has become
one, is an adventure in faith, a fuller sharing of the deepest and the
best within them, in a joint endeavour to achieve a just and peaceful
world order in the religious field as in others. The integrity of each
religions tradition is to be safeguarded. This has now become the very
condition not only of human welfare but of human survival .

The time is ripe for a reorientation of the religious outlook on a
worldwide scale. Modern scientific achievements have annih i la ted
distances and brought peoples and religions of the world nearer to
one another than ever before. Truthful and unreserved intercourse
with other great cultures and religions has become an urgent
necessity in the context of the modern world order. Gandhi held that
each religion must bring its ind iv idua l contribution to humani ty ' s
understanding of the spir i tual world. He believed that all the world's
religions are God-given, and that they were necessary for the people
to whom these religions were revealed. Therefore, whi le religions
confront one another on a worldwide front, if they do not co-operate
in fr iendly fellowship, it w i l l only lead to a general decay of the
religious spirit . Gandhi cautioned that it is dangerous to h u m a n k i n d
as a whole to overemphasize the parochial. If religious peace and
harmony are to be achieved, worldly competition in the field of
religion must be avoided. The resources of all the great religions of
the world are needed to eradicate evil and in jus t i ce in h u m a n society
and to work for the greater glory of God and the greater happiness
of humankind.
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9. Conversion to Islam: the

Qur'anic paradigm

Yasin Dutton

Introduction

Islam is based on the Qur'an, which is accepted by Muslims as the
f ina l revelation from God to man through the medium of His f i n a l
Messenger Muhammad, whose life is in turn seen as the best
example of how this Qur'anic message was and should be put into
practice. Thus the two main sources of Islam, whether for matters of
belief or practice, are f irst ly the Qur'an and, secondly, the sunna, or
normative model, of the Prophet Muhammad, as recorded by those
around him and transmitted to those after them down to the present
day. In this chapter we look at the phenomenon of conversion to
Islam, basing our remarks pr imar i ly on what is said about it in the
Qur'an and on how this Qur 'anic picture was reflected in the lives of
the Prophet and the first community of Muslims.

Conversion as 'submission'

There is no word in Arabic for 'conversion' per se. Rather, there is the
idea of 'becoming a Muslim', for which the verb aslama ( l i terally, 'to
submit') is used. It is from this verb that the words 'Muslim', which is,
grammatically, the active participle and means 'one who submits, a
submitter', and 'Islam', which is the verbal noun - equivalent to the
gerund in English - and means 'submitting, submission', are derived.
Thus it could be said that to understand conversion to Islam, one need
go no further than understanding the name 'Islam' itself.
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Since the word Islam is, grammatically speaking, a verbal noun, it
has a distinct verbal force behind it. Thus 'Islam' is not simply the
name of a religion in the way that, for example, 'Christianity',
'Hinduism' and 'Buddhism' are, but actually denotes an action - in
this case predominantly of the heart, although also of the limbs -
that should be the hal lmark of this religion, namely, 'submission'. It
is in this way that the word islam and its associated forms are
invariably used in the Qur'an.

Beyond this 'verbal', or active, quality of the word islam, the
first point to note about the Qur'anic usage of the term is that this
activity of submission is associated with all the prophets and not
just the Prophet Muhammad. Thus Noah - the archetypal 'early',
or pre-Abrahamic, prophet in Qur'anic terms - tells his people that
he has been ordered to be 'one of those who submit /one of the
Muslims' (Ar. mm al-muslimin; Q. 10:72). Abraham is associated
with islam on many occasions: he is ordered by God to 'submit' and
he does so (Q. 2:131); he asks God that both he and his son be
'submitters' to Him, as also his descendants (Q. 2:128), and he tells
his sons not to die in any state other than one of 'submission' to
God (Q. 2:132). Most importantly, he is described as having been
neither a Jew nor a Christian, but rather a 'pure worshipper of God
(hanif) and a submitter (muslimY and one who 'was not an
idolater' (Q. 3:67). Indeed, according to one interpretation, it is
Abraham who is credited with adopting the term 'submitter'
(muslim) to describe the pure worshippers of God (Q. 22:78).
Joseph, one of Abraham's great-grandsons, asks God to make him
die in a state of submission (i.e. 'as a muslim'; Q. 12:101). Bilqis,
the Queen of Sheba, accepts Solomon's prophetic authority and
'submits' with him to God, the Lord of the Worlds (Q. 27:44).
Moses encourages his people to be 'submitters' (Q. 10:84), while
Pharaoh's magicians, after witnessing the signs of divine authority
in Moses' actions, accept that Moses has superior knowledge and,
like Joseph, ask God that they be allowed to die as 'submitters' to
Him (Q. 7:126). Even Pharaoh himself, when he is about to drown,
claims to be a 'submitter', although by then it is too late (Q. 10:90).
Later in time, the followers of Jesus acknowledge that they are
'submitters' (Q. 3:52, 5:11), and, in more general terms, the People
of the Book (i.e. the Jews and the Christians) who accept the
message of the Qur'an acknowledge that they were already
'submitters' beforehand (Q. 28:53). Indeed, all the prophets of
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the People of the Book are among 'those who have submit ted 1 (Q.
5:44). It is, perhaps, needless to say that there are numerous
references to the Prophet Muhammad and his followers being
encouraged, if not ordered, to take exactly the same at t i tude as the
former prophets and to 'submit ' themselves to God, the Lord of the
Worlds, and not to die except in a state of islam, or submission, to
Him (e.g. Q. 2:133, 136; 3:20, 64, 84, 102; 4:125; 11:14, 16:81;
21:108; 22:34; 29:46; 39:54).

All of these references make it clear that what is being envisaged
here by islam, or 'becoming a Muslim', is not simply the acceptance of
the outward forms of any one particular prophet's practice, not even
that of the 'Seal of the Prophets', Muhammad. Rather, the word
represents that pure worship of, and obedience to, the Divine that is
exemplified in the lives of all of these prophets, from Noah, through
Abraham, Moses and Jesus, to the Seal of the Prophets, Muhammad.
Thus Islam is, to use the Qur'anic idiom, that one 'submits one's face
to God, and acts correctly, and follows the way of Abraham as a pure
worshipper [of God]' (Q. 4:124); and whoever takes this path 'will
have a great reward with his Lord; - there is no fear on them, neither
shall they grieve' (Q. 2:112). It is in this context that the Qur'anic
statements that 'the [true] religion in the sight of Allah is islam' (Q.
3:19), that 'whoever seeks other than islam as a religion [will f ind that]
it is not accepted from him, and in the Next World he wil l be one o
the losers' (Q. 3:85), and that God is pleased with islam as the way for
people to behave (Q. 5:3), must be understood. Thus to take on Islam,
to 'become a Muslim', is in essence to take on the ancient, Abrahamic,
way of worship, albeit given the specific detailed requirements reflected
in the outward practice of the Seal of the Prophets, Muhammad.

What does becoming a Muslim involve?

In historical terms, becoming a Musl im meant - and s t i l l means
today - accepting God as Lord and accepting the Prophet
Muhammad as the f ina l prophet and messenger of this Lord. This
two-fold acceptance is enshrined in the double declaration of fa i th , 'I
bear witness that there is no god but God, and I bear witness that
Muhammad is the Messenger of God', which, when said in front of
witnesses, marks the formal entry of someone into the communi ty of
Muslims. (A fu l le r def ini t ion of this acceptance would include the six
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elements of belief, namely, belief in Allah, the angels, the divinely
revealed books, the prophets, the Last Day, and the Decree, both the
sweet of it and the bitter of it.) From the earliest period until now
there has been discussion as to whether this declaration is enough as a
sign of genuine belief or whether it should also be accompanied by the
correct outward practices detailed by Islamic law that form part and
parcel of the practice of Islam. Reports from the Prophet indicate that
as long as one makes this declaration with sincerity, one is promised at
least eventual entry into the Garden (the Muslim term for Paradise)
regardless of one's wrong actions - for which one may or may not be
punished - as long as one is not guilty of having associated anyone or
anything else with God. Indeed, despite the above-mentioned dispute
about what constitutes the true belief assumed behind this statement,
its actual declaration is enough to protect someone in a legal sense
from the accusation of being a kafir (non-believer) and, in conditions
of war, from being fought. There is an incident recorded from the
lifetime of the Prophet when one of the Companions was fighting in a
battle and about to kil l one of the enemy when his opponent declared
'There is no god but God and Muhammad is His Messenger'. The
Companion nevertheless went ahead and killed him, on the
assumption that the man had only said the words in order to save
his life. On being told about this, the Prophet made his famous reply,
'How did you know what was in his heart?', thereby making it clear
that the words are the minimum requirement and actual belief is a
matter between the person and his Lord.

It can thus be seen that in one sense it is very easy to become a
Muslim, the only formal requirement being that this dual declaration
of faith, known as the shahada, is said publicly, that is, in front of
witnesses. Nevertheless, there is the assumption that in declaring this
statement, the person doing so is prepared to live by its implications,
the most obvious being to live by what Allah and His Messenger
have decreed for mankind in both the Qur'an - the divine revelation
as transmitted by the Prophet Muhammad - and the sunna, or
normative practice, of the Prophet, which, as mentioned above,
together form the basis of Islam and its law, or shari'a. In other
words, anyone who openly states that he believes in and accepts
Allah and His Messenger is expected to live by the dictates of Allah
and His Messenger as preserved in the Qur'an and the records of
how the Prophet put this Qur'anic message into practice in practical,
everyday terms, that is, his sunna.
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However, the Qur'an itself states 'Have fear of Allah as far as you
are able' (Q. 64:16), thus allowing for at least the possibility that not
everyone will be able to do everything in terms of a practical
expression of the law. More importantly, in terms of min imum
requirements, is the Qur'anic statement that 'Allah will not forgive
that anything should be associated with Him, but wil l forgive
everything short of that for whoever He wills' (Q. 4:48 and 116), thus
allowing the possibility of forgiveness for any wrong action short of
the mental, or spiritual, sin of idolatry (shirk), that is, associating
anyone or anything else with Al lah , whether this be a physical or a
conceptual idol. This verse, in addition to hadiths (Prophetic
sayings) indicating that the statement 'There is no god but God' is
a protection from the Fire, and that it is the best thing that
Muhammad or any of the other prophets before him had said, was
the basis for the arguments of the early theologians over what
constituted correct belief and who was, therefore, a genuine Musl im.

Two main tendencies emerged. There were those who, following the
literal meaning of the hadiths referred to above, considered the mere
statement of belief to be enough to include someone in the fold of
Islam. Others, however, considered it a travesty of the word 'belief for
it to be on the tongue and not appear also as outward action. Indeed,
some extremist elements (e.g. the Khawari j , or Khariji tes, of the early
Islamic period) even considered the commitment of a major wrong
action (i.e. in particular, the ones for which serious penalties exist in
the law, such as drinking alcohol, stealing, fornication a n d / o r
adultery, and murder) to be a clear indication of unbelief and treated
such people accordingly, considering it lawful to fight them as
unbelievers. However, the dominant position was soon established —
and has remained ever since — that although one cannot deny that a
person is a Muslim if he says the sbahada, nevertheless his belief is not
complete without action by the limbs, that is, the outward practice of
the dictates of the shari'a, at least in public. Thus in practice it is
expected that, having said the shahada, which is the First Pillar of
Islam, the new Muslim will pray the ri tual prayer five times a day (the
Second Pillar), pay the annual alms-tax of zakat if he has the required
basic sum of money (the Third Pil lar) , fast the month of Ramadan (the
Fourth Pillar), and go on the hajj, or pilgrimage, to Mecca at least once
in a lifetime if he is able (the Fifth Pillar). Similarly, it is expected that
anyone entering Islam will neither drink alcohol nor eat pork or meat
of any incorrectly slaughtered animal, and wil l respect the basic
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prohibitions relating to such matters as stealing, committing adultery
and/or fornication, murder, and so on.

It should, however, be noted that even commission of these
offences does not, in the view of the main body of the Muslims, take
someone out of Islam. Rather, the punishment prescribed for them in
this world is considered sufficient expiation and the offender is
considered free from any further punishment for that offence in the
Next World. Furthermore, even the most serious offences are not
punishable if committed privately, because witnesses are needed to
establish them and it is considered an unacceptable invasion of
privacy to try to 'catch someone out' in their own home. Thus, for
instance, the story is told of the second Caliph 'Umar going at night
into the house of someone he knew to be drinking, only to be told by
the man, who had indeed been drinking, 'What right do you have
you to go into a man's house without his permission?', at which
point 'Umar, acknowledging the correctness of the man's reply,
withdrew his accusations and left.

It is also usual for people to take on an overtly 'Islamic' name on
becoming Muslim, though not obligatory: this practice dates back to
the time of the Prophet who would change people's names if they
overtly reflected unacceptable pre-Islamic beliefs or practices. There
is also an expectation in some quarters that males should undergo
circumcision, should this be necessary, but again, although
recommended, this is not considered obligatory, and older people
becoming Muslim may well decide not to go ahead with this
operation. In fact, circumcision is one of the five sunan al-fitra, or
'practices of the natural state of man', that are recommended for any
Muslim, the other four being to keep the nails pared, to trim the
moustache and let the beard grow, to remove under-arm hair, and to
shave the pubic area.

Ways of becoming Muslim

At the risk of over-simplifying, it could be said that there are two
basic ways of becoming Muslim, the way of light and the way of
power. The way of light is when someone becomes Muslim by
individual personal conviction and certainty, regardless of the
external diff icult ies this may bring. The way of power is when
someone becomes Muslim by virtue of external circumstances which
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make it d i f f i cu l t not to do so. Both these types of 'conversion' are
illustrated by the early history of Islam and exemplified in particular
by the Meccan and Madinan periods of the Prophet's life, respectively:
in the Meccan period, that is, before the Emigration (Hi/ra) of the
Prophet from Mecca to Madina, people became Muslim through
strong individual conviction of the truth of the Prophet's message,
despite the ensuing problems in terms of rejection by the rest of society
and even, in some cases, physical torture, that this brought; whereas in
the Madinan phase people frequently became Muslim because the
leaders of their group had become Muslim: it was, in effect, 'the thing
to do', regardless of the depth of individual motive. Thus we see
almost the entire population of Mecca accepting Islam at the time of
the 'Conquest' of Mecca in the year AH 8 / C E 630 when the Prophet
entered Mecca at the head of a large armed force, although there is no
record of any 'forced' conversion — indeed, there was practically no
blood spilt during the whole enterprise.

At this juncture we should also mention the growing presence of
the 'hypocrites' (munafiqun] in the new community in Madina - a
sure sign that there were also people who were becoming Muslim
outwardly but had no Islam in their hearts. The size and seriousness
of this phenomenon are indicated by the Qur'anic reference to them
as 'the [real] enemy' (Q. 63:4). It is also stated in the Qur'an that
they will be in the lowest level of the Fire (Q. 4:145), that is, that they
will receive the worst form of punishment in the Next World,
because of the heinousness of them saying one thing - of so serious a
nature — on the surface and holding another in the heart, and indeed
in most instances taking every opportunity to ac tual ly work against
the believers where at all possible. The threat is severe, but not
everyone of course is prepared to listen to threats that they do not
accept as having divine authori ty. On which note the third Caliph
'Uthman is recorded to have said: 'People are restrained by the
sword in a way that they are not restrained by the Qur'an', which
brings us to the matter of Islam and the sword.

Islam and the sword

The claim has often been made - even if only to counter it - that
Islam spread by the sword, and yet we have noted that in the Musl im
sources it is forbidden for someone to force another to become a
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Muslim, that is, to make him do so 'under the sword', as the
expression goes. Nevertheless, it is clear that there was considerable
military activity associated with the spread of Islam, both within the
Arabian peninsula at the time of the Prophet, and in what were later
to become the heartlands of Islam in Syria, Egypt, Iraq and Iran, in
the time of the Rightly-Guided Caliphs immediately after him.

Perhaps the simplest answer to this question is that Islam spread
not so much by the sword as with, that is, alongside, the sword. For
the purpose of the Muslim armies was not so much to make
everybody Muslim as to establish Islam, which meant, primarily,
establishing Muslim rule. That the people of the conquered territories
were not forced to become Muslims is evident from the fact that the
majority of the inhabitants of the 'heartland' areas outside Arabia did
not become Muslim until many decades, even centuries, after the
conquests. (Bulliet, for instance, has suggested on the basis of name-
studies that it was not until the fourth century AH that over 80 per cent
of the people had become Muslim in Iran, and the same seems to
apply to other areas.)1 It is also well known that some of the main
administrators of the early Damascus-based Umayyad dynasty (AH
41-132/CE 661-750), for instance, were Christians, not to mention
the fact that there are sizeable Christian and Jewish minorities in
Syria, Iraq and Egypt even to this day. If there were mass forced
conversions, it is hard to imagine firstly, how people could have taken
so long to become Muslim, and, secondly, how in many cases they
could have failed to do so even by today! Rather, what seems evident
is that the early Muslims were intent on making Islam 'dominant' in
the sense of establishing Muslim rule: the longer-term goal of people
becoming Muslim could then be left to take its natural course.

Motives for conversion

Much has been written about the motives for conversion. It will be
apparent from the above that to a certain extent this is not a
problem in Islam. That is to say, once outward 'conversion' has
taken place, and been seen to take place, the rest is more or less left
up to a person's conscience. Furthermore, different degrees of
sincerity are possible. In one of the most famous hadiths of the
Prophet, and the one which begins the most famous collection of
hadiths, that of al-Bukhari , we are told:
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Actions are by intentions, and everyone wi l l get what he intends.
Whoever emigrates for the sake of Al l ah and His Messenger, has
emigrated for the sake of Al lah and His Messenger; whi le whoever
emigrates for the sake of some worldly thing that he wants to get or
some woman he wants to marry, has emigrated for whatever it is that he
has emigrated for.2

In the same way a person's conversion to Islam may be for very
varied reasons, and not necessarily from a deep, spir i tual motive, but
it is still Islam.

One of the characteristics of Islam spreading is that it is generally
a one-way traffic. That is, once people have got into Islam - by
whatever means - they tend to stay in it and, moreover, deepen their
attachment to it. We find this reflected in numerous stories from the
early period of Islamic history. Among these is the story of how Abu
Sufyan ibn Harb, one of the chief nobles of Quraysh, was on a
trading journey to Gaza at around the time the Byzantine emperor
Heraclius recovered the Holy Cross from the Persians in the year CE
628 (AH 6). The Emperor, having had a dream, called Abu Sufyan to
him to ask him about this man that he had heard about who had
appeared in Mecca claiming to be a prophet. In particular he asked
him whether his followers followed him with love and loyalty or
were prone to leaving him. When he was told that none of them left
him, he said, 'This is the sweetness of fa i th : it does not enter the
heart and then leave.'3

A further observation of Abu Sufyan in this exchange was that
Muhammad's followers were mainly 'the weak and poor and young
slaves and young women; not one of the elders and nobles of his
people followed him', thus reflecting the situation of Noah in the
Qur'an ('We see only the most abject among us following you'; Q.
11:27) and indicating that it was easier for the less privileged to leave
their forefathers' ways and take on the new religion than it was for
the more privileged with their strong vested interest in ma in ta in ing
the status quo for reasons of personal wealth and prestige. It was
only later, as the Prophet became more successful in a poli t ical and
mi l i t a ry sense, that the leaders also accepted Islam, par t i cu la r ly , as
we have seen, at the so-called 'Conquest' of Mecca, when
comparatively large numbers of people accepted not only the
political but also the religious dominance of Islam and the Prophet
Muhammad. Indeed, by the time of the Prophet's death in AH 11 / CE
632 the whole of the Arabian peninsula had at least outwardly
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accepted this dominance, thus illustrating the second of the two main
modes of becoming Muslim outlined above, namely, that of Islam by
power.

The early sources depict many variations on these two modes.
With regard to Islam by light, we find the early Muslims being
impressed not only by the Prophet's Qur'anic message of creation,
death and ultimate accountability, but also by the excellence of his
personal behaviour as manifested, for example, in his exceptional
patience, generosity, clemency and courage, the like of which they
had never seen before. Particularly impressive for many was his
knowledge, not only of the seen world but also of unseen matters:
many examples are told of people becoming Muslim when realizing
that the only way the Prophet could have known of a particular
thing or event was through some divine means (thus reflecting the
Qur'anic picture of Pharaoh's magicians accepting and submitting to
the authority of the Prophet Moses). We also hear of individual
seekers of the truth, sometimes guided by dreams, rejecting idol-
worship and eventually finding their heart's desire in the company of
the Prophet.

Once people had started accepting Islam, they in turn became a
model for others, particularly close associates. It is noteworthy that
several of the earliest Muslims were friends of Abu Bakr, the first to
become Muslim outside the Prophet's immediate household and
himself a close friend of the Prophet. Likewise Mus'ab, the man
appointed by the Prophet to call people to Islam in Madina before
the Emigration, was the cause of many people becoming Muslim
there: they were as much impressed by his qualities of character as
they were by the message he had to pass on. Similarly, we hear of
leaders of tribes accepting Islam and this leading in turn to the
acceptance of Islam by the rest of their tribe.

This latter could be considered an example of Islam by power.
Another variant of this mode is that of Islam through marriage. By
Islamic law, a Muslim man is allowed to marry a Muslim, Christian
or Jewish woman but a Muslim woman may only marry a Muslim
man; that is, a man must be Muslim before he may marry a Muslim
woman. Thus in the early sources we hear of individuals becoming
Muslim because the women they wanted to marry, or were already
married to, had become Muslim and would not accept them unless
they too became Muslim. This situation continues to be a source of
new Muslims to the present day. A corollary of the marriage laws is
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that, even where only the father is Musl im, the children wi l l
generally be brought up as Muslims, thus fu r ther ing the gradual
' Is lamizat ion ' of society. Another s t imulus to this process — or at
least a deterrent to its opposite - is the existence of the penalty of
death, in certain circumstances, for apostasy, which is balanced by
the strong feeling among Muslims that Islam is the f inal and
complete version of the true Abrahamic religion ordained by God for
all mankind : what, then, could be better?

Modern theories of conversion to Islam

Modern theories of conversion tend to d i f fe r somewhat from what
one finds in the classical sources. Most obviously, there is a marked
absence of any acknowledgement of either the miraculous or the
world of dreams as a cause of conversion. Instead, one f inds the
general assumption that the vast major i ty of those who became
Muslim either did so because of some material benefit that would
accrue to them or some material harm that they would avoid. To an
extent, of course, this assumption has some truth in it: power (rather
than 'force'), for example, certainly played its part in setting up a
si tuation whereby many people quickly became Musl im, as in the
example of the 'Conquest' of Mecca mentioned above. It also seems
clear that many people became Musl im in order to avoid some harm
that they feared might come to them, as was presumably the case, for
example, with the 'hypocrites' in Madina referred to above. But
although this might help to explain some aspects of the s i tuat ion, it
does not explain why many people, once they had become Musl im,
not only chose to stay in it but also became staunch stalwarts of its
cause. Furthermore, as indicated above, recent research has
suggested that mass conversion even in the heart lands did not occur
unt i l relatively late in the region's history (and even now is not
complete): force, if at all applied for this purpose, seems to have been
remarkably unsuccessful in getting people to change their religious
identi ty. Perhaps even more impor tant ly , some researchers have
shown an inverse relat ionship between the degree of pol i t ica l
penetration in certain areas and the degree of conversion to Is lam.
Eaton, for instance, speaking of the specific case of India , has argued
that if conversion to Islam had ever been the funct ion of m i l i t a r y or
political force, one would have expected the areas of heaviest
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conversion to correspond with those areas exposed most intensely
and over the longest period to rule by Muslim dynasties. Yet the
opposite seems to have been the case, with the regions lying on the
fringes of Indian Muslim rule, such as Eastern Bengal or Western
Punjab, showing the most dramatic conversion of the population,
whereas in the heartland of that rule, the Indo-Gangetic plain, there
was a much lower incidence of conversion.4

The idea that people became Muslim en masse because of
expected worldly gains, particularly a rise in political or social status
(the theories of 'political patronage' and 'social liberation',
respectively), is also shown by the Indian experience to be an
inadequate explanation. Though the 'political patronage' theory
may possibly account for the relatively light incidence of conversion
in the Delhi heartland, it does not account for the massive
conversions that took place along the political fringe where the
influence of the government was much weaker. (The presence in the
early Muslim caliphate of numerous non-Muslim officials, as noted
above, also suggests that becoming a Muslim was by no means a
necessary prerequisite for political advancement in Muslim society.)
Similar ly, although much has been said about former caste-
structured societies being 'liberated' by Islam, there is considerable
evidence that in the Indian instance such stratification often existed
as much after the society had become Muslim as it had before.
Indeed, it would seem that the Muslims were not at the time overly
concerned with this issue: contemporary sources suggest that those
who were engaged in presenting Islam to Indians did not stress any
ideal of social equality as opposed to Hindu caste, but rather Islamic
monotheism as opposed to Hindu polytheism. And again, speaking
in geographical terms, the greatest incidence of Muslim conversions
occurred among groups that were not ful ly Hindu in the first place.
Thus it seems that, for the vast majority of South Asian Muslims at
any rate, the question of 'liberation' from an 'oppressive' Hindu
social order was simply not an issue.5

The dominant picture that emerges from these studies is that
Islam may spread as the result of both militant and peaceful activity.
Where there is mil i tary activity, the establishment of Muslim
political power allows the establishment of Islamic institutions -
mosques, courts, etc. - which in turn creates an Islamic ambience
which is conducive to more people becoming Muslim. On the edges
of the Muslim domains traders, if not warriors, pave the way for
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men of religion, perhaps marrying also into the local populace. Once
Muslim institutions begin to be set up the process is speeded up by
the influence of the respective functionaries, whether judges or
imams ('prayer-leaders') or, increasingly in later days, Sufi shaykhs
(men of knowledge). The ensuing conversions may be either
indiv idual or communal. Ind iv idua l conversions generally show
greater commitment to the new cause and less 'carry-over' from the
past, but the numbers involved are usual ly small. Communal
conversions, on the other hand, involve large numbers of people, but
the resulting society often exhibits much less of a break with pre-
Islamic patterns and practices. These frequently remain, albeit in a
modified form, un t i l reform movements spring up later with the aim
of bringing the newly Islamized - or partially Islamized - society into
conformity with the greater world of 'orthodox1 Is lam beyond. Thus
the society eventually becomes f u l l y Islamized and f inds itself
integrated into the greater Islamic society elsewhere.

Brief mention should be made at this point of the role of the Sufis,
whose influence in spreading Islam is generally accepted to have been
very great. Indeed, it has been stated that it was only with the growth
of the Sufi movement in the tenth century that Islam spread beyond
the frontiers of the Muslim states; before that conversion had
occurred only within the Musl im dominions.6 It remains true today
that Sufism, with its emphasis on a universal , non-intellectual but
very real tawhid, or science of God's unity, is still one of the main
points of entry into Islam for contemporary Europeans.

Contrary to this tendency is the claim by certain Musl ims —
especially those of a 'modernist', anti-Sufi outlook - that Islam
appeals by its ' ra t ional i ty ' and that an unbiased study of the texts
wil l — or should in theory — lead to the reader becoming Musl im.
However, this view not only denies — or at least severely restricts —
the intervention of the Divine (i.e. the miraculous) in such matters,
but also assumes that there is only an intellectual recognition of t ruth
and no other. A careful reading of the sources would suggest that
becoming a Muslim is not a question of being convinced by rat ional
means but rather by a recognition of the heart (the seat of the
'intellect' \'aql] in Qur'anic terminology), whether on an i n d i v i d u a l
or communal basis, that is, whether by recognition of light or power,
to use the distinction outlined above. If it were by intellect, one
would have expected the major i ty of people - supposedly rational -
to have become Muslim by now, but this is not the case, nor was it in
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the early period. By all accounts it would seem that when the first
Muslims left Arabia they did not - and did not need to - present
'rational' arguments for Islam; for the most part they did not even
know the languages of the people whose lands they conquered.
Rather, they declared their Islam and embodied it and sought to
impose the shari'a as a governing structure when and where they
could and to the best of their ability.

However, there seems to be a universal tendency — especially
among scholars - to rationalize even what cannot be rationalized,
and once a rational argument has been put to the scholastic mind it is
often hard for that type of mind to affirm what seems to be a non-
rational position. And yet the original event, and the revelation
resulting from that event, defy complete rationalization, and cannot
have been accepted by the first Muslims on that basis. As one of the
early scholars of Islam, Malik (d. AH 179/CE 795), said, when
someone insisted on delving into the meaning of the Qur'anic
expression that God had 'settled' on the throne (Q. 20:5): 'You have
asked about what is not unknown (ghayr majbul] and have spoken
about what cannot be encompassed by the intellect (ghayr ma'qul). I
think you are a man of no good. Get him out of here!'7 Indeed, as has
been said, anyone who can argue themselves into Islam can argue
themselves out of it again.

Given the infini te possibilities of motive, or combination of
motives, it is, ultimately, impossible to explain why people become
Muslims and, more especially, why they should remain so. One
could speak of the natural appeal of the ancient religion of Abraham
that offers freedom from creation in slavery to the Real. Or one
could speak of the justice and tolerance of the Muslims in
comparison with the oppression of others (as seems to have been
the case, for instance, with the Byzantine dominions at the time of
the ini t ia l Muslim conquests). One could even posit a desire on the
part of some to achieve a higher status for themselves in society.
These are just some of the possibilities. Muslims are called to invite
others to Islam, that is, to submit themselves to God, but the results
are not guaranteed, either by the intellect or any other means: some
will become Muslims and others will not, and for differing reasons.
More importantly, once people have formally accepted Islam, their
attachment tends to grow stronger and deeper with time — often
within a very short space of time - regardless of the means by which
they made the in i t i a l move. Perhaps in time researchers will find that
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the most convincing 'explanation' of the phenomenon is that
referred to in the Qur'an itself: 'You do not guide whoever you
like, but Al lah guides whoever He wants; and He knows best those
who are guided' (Q. 28:56).

A note on sources

In addit ion to the sources referred to in the text, the following
compilations of essays contain a wealth of fu r ther in format ion on
the subject:

Gervers, M. and Bikhazi , R. J. (eds), Continuity and Change:
Indigenous Christian Communities in Islamic Lands, Eighth to
Eighteenth Centuries (Toronto: Pontif ical Ins t i tu te of Mediaeval
Studies, 1990)
Levtzion, N. (ed.), Conversion to Islam (New York: Holmes &
Meier, 1979).

Notes

1. Sec R. W. Bul l ie t , 'Conversion to Islam and the Emergence of a
Musl im Society in Iran ' , in N. Levtzion (ed.), Conversion to Islam
(New York: Holmes & Meier, 1979), p. 31.

2. M. M. Khan (trans.) , The Translation of the Meanings of Sahih al-
Bukhan (Ankara : Hi la l Y a y i n l a r i , 1974), vol. i, p. 1.

3. A. G u i l l a u m e ( t rans . ) , The Life of Muhammad: A Translation of
Ibn Ishaq's Sirat Rasul Allah (Oxford: Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press,
1955), p. 655.

4. See R. M. Eaton, 'Approaches to the Study of Conversion to Is lam in
India ' , in Approaches to Islam in Religious Studies, ed. R. C. Mar t in
(Tucson, AR: Universi ty of Arizona Press, 1985), pp. 107-8.

5. Ibid., pp. 108-11.
6. See N. Levtzion, 'Toward a Comparative Study of Is lamizat iorT, in

Levtzion (ed.), Conversion to Islam, p. 17.
7. See Ibn Rushd (al-Jadd), al-Bayan u>a-l-tahsil (Beirut: Dar a l -Gharb al-

Is lami , 1987), vol. 16, pp. 367-8.
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10. Conversion in the Sikh

tradition

Doris R. Jakobsh

Sikhism is not a religion known for its proselytizing activities. It has
primari ly been understood and presented as a regional faith,
originating in Northern India and transplanted to virtually all areas
of the globe by its adherents. As such, women from the Punjab
attired in their traditional Punjabi dresses, the saluar kameez and
turbaned and bearded Sikh males are a familiar sight in nearly every
major city in the world. While the Sikh presence is clearly a global
phenomenon, this has not been translated into a major expansion of
Sikhism beyond its Punjab-based adherents. And yet, the ideals and
tenets of Sikhism from its inception are universal, going beyond a
particular cultural milieu. Tradition has Guru Nanak, the founder of
Sikhism, wandering from Punjab as far as Mecca to spread his
message of Truth and internal purity. Further, the message of Nanak
attracted adherents who were both Hindus and Muslims. Mardana,
the musician who accompanied Guru Nanak on his travels was a
Muslim. An oft-quoted line from the Puratan Janam-sakhi insists
that: 'There is neither Hindu nor Muslim', giving a distinct
impression that one aspect of Guru Nanak's mission was to draw
Muslims and Hindus nearer.1 A significant feature of the Adi
Granth, the Sikh sacred scripture is that it is composed of the
writings of the Sikh Gurus as well as including contributions by both
Muslim and Hindu saints.

To come to an understanding of conversion from the vantage
point of the Sikh tradition, it is important to also understand aspects
of the historical development of Sikhism. Guru Nanak, the first
Guru in the lineage of ten Gurus preached a message of interiority,
stressing that the route to liberation was not by way of ritual,
pilgrimage, temple or icon, but through meditation on the Name and
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devotion to the Guru. As the fledgling Sikh community grew in
numbers and extended over space, devotees simply could not have
the personal contact with the Guru which had earlier been possible.
Insti tutionalization became the obvious alternative. Sacred spaces
were built; important doctrines such as compulsory interdining,
known as langar, were institutionalized; the words of the Gurus
were collected and codified; deputies called masands were put in
place to preach the message of the Gurus as well as to oversee the
administrat ive aspects of the growing movement; pilgrimages to
important shrines played a part in connecting devotees to the
historical and sacred development of their tradition.

It would appear that despite the itinerant activities of the first
Guru, the ini t ia l core of Nanak-panthis (followers of the teachings of
Guru Nanak) were of the Khatri caste group. This was the caste of
all the ten Sikh Gurus and their wives, and it was wi th in this
community that Sikhism was born and began to f lourish. It was
during the time period of the fif th Guru, Guru Ar j an (1563-1606),
that there was a significant shift in the development of the Sikh
movement. Alongside the increasing inst i tut ional izat ion of Sikhism
came a politicization as well; the execution of Guru Ar j an at the
hands of the Mughals, who viewed this development with growing
distrust, is indicative of this evolution. Further, historians have
pointed to an influx of a different caste group, the Jats, as crucial in
this developmental process. From the time of the sixth Guru, Guru
Hargobind, the Sikhs, due in part to the growing hostilities of the
Mughal government but also to the mil i tar is t ic tendencies of the
Punjab i Jats who had overtaken the Khatr is in terms of leadership,
became increasingly characterized as a mil i tar ized religious and
political movement.2 This culminated in the actual inst i tut ionaliza-
tion of mi l i t a r i sm during the guruship of Guru Gobind Singh, the
tenth and last Guru in the Sikh Guru lineage. Understood p r imar i ly
as a reaction to the increasingly corrupt practices of the masands, the
Guru called upon all Sikhs to disassociate themselves from these now
powerful rival leaders and enter into a direct relationship with their
Guru, regardless of caste or region. Guru Gobind Singh then
introduced a novel ini t ia t ion rite known as kbande ki pabul or
baptism of the sword, which afforded clear distinction between the
Khalsa of the Guru (the 'pure ones' as the new ini t ia tes were called)
and those who did not heed his call. The in i t ia t ion rite was prepared
by a bowl of sugar and water (amrit or 'nectar of immortality') being
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stirred with a two-edged sword, which was then drunk by the
initiates. This init iation practice has continued to the present day. A
new ethical code outlining Khalsa conduct was also introduced
which included clear identity markings to distinguish this new
Khalsa brotherhood. The well-known five Ks of the Sikh tradition
stern from this crucial time in the development of Sikh identity.'
They refer to five items of external appearance which all Khalsa
Sikhs must follow, each beginning with the letter 'K': kes, uncut hair;
kangha, a wooden comb worn in the hair, kara, steel bangle, kirpan,
sword or dagger, and kachh, a type of undergarment. As already
noted, many Sikhs of the day enthusiastically followed and upheld
the vision of Guru Gobind Singh. Many others did not. A large
number of Sikhs were content to remain associated with what they
understood as Guru Nanak's radica l ly opposite message of
inferiority.

While many historians have defined the development of Sikhism
and a corresponding Sikh identity as easily distinct from the wider
social, religious and cultural milieu, Harjot Oberoi in his influential
The Construction of Religious Boundaries insists that Sikh history is
not nearly as simple as textbook classifications would have us
believe. Oberoi notes that early Sikhism

had shown lit t le enthusiasm for dist inguishing its constituents from
members of other religious traditions, or for establishing a pan-Indian
communi ty .  S ikh  not ions  of  t ime,  space ,  corporea l i ty ,  ho l iness ,
mythology, kinship, social distinction, purity and pollution, gender,
sexuali ty and commensali ty were f i rmly rooted in Indie cultural
thinking.4

There was a certain a f f i n i t y towards a f luidi ty of religious, social and
cultural identities; rites of passage, namely birth, marriage and death
rituals were easily shared between Hindus and Sikhs for the majority
of the developmental process of the Sikh tradition. Individuals
within this world-view could claim adherence to a varied religious
cosmology. An example of this can be seen as late as the nineteenth
century, where it was common practice for Hindu families to
dedicate their first-born son to the Sikh Khalsa brotherhood. This
wide-boundaried, f lu id understanding of religious identity is
essential in attempting to ferret out the meaning of the conversion
phenomena in the Sikh tradition, specifically from a Western
perspective.
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A major shif t in the development of Sikh ident i ty came after the
annexat ion of P u n j a b by the Bri t i sh in 1849. Following the
conversion of a number of Sikh youths to Chr is t ian i ty and fear ing
a continued loss in numbers, Sikh males who had access to Bri t ish
education organized themselves into a reform group called the Singh
Sabha and began a thorough process of re-evaluating their religious
beliefs and practices.5 Convinced that the f lu id cosmology which
permeated their tradition was detr imental to what they believed to
be the very essence of Sikhism, they sought to pu r i fy those aspects of
their religious traditions which bound them to the larger Hindu
worldview. Stressing their tradition's avowedly monotheistic nature,
Hindu deities which had been placed within the Golden Temple
precincts were removed in 1905. Whereas Hindus and Sikhs had
shared r i tual components, new 'Sikh' r i tuals and regulations were
ordained and implemented. The rite of in i t ia t ion and in junc t ions
which Guru Gobind Singh had created for his Khalsa were stressed
as normative for all Sikhs, a development which had not taken
extensive root in the wider Sikh culture. Proselytizing teams and
preachers actively set out to reclaim those who had left the Sikh fold
and further spread the message of a reformed and 'pure' S ikh ism.
Given their elite status within the political framework, the Singh
Sabha leaders had access to and control of the newly developed pr in t
culture in India . Thus armed they were capable of constructing and
developing a Sikh identity which has for the most part become
normative for Sikhs the world over to the present day.

Nonetheless, despite the efforts of the Singh Sabha reformers to
construct a homogeneous Sikh i den t i t y , i t is s t i l l ext remely
problematic to clearly delineate 'who is a Sikh ' to th is very day.
While the in junc t ions known as the Five Ks are followed by some,
many do not view these ident i ty markers as essential to the i r being
'good' Sikhs. While orthodox Sikhism views the Guru lineage as
ending with Guru Gobind Singh, numerous groups who count
themselves as wi th in the Sikh fold follow the teachings of a l i v ing
guru as well as the tenets and r i tua ls of Sikhism.6 There appears to be
an in -bu i l t tolerance of diversi ty wi th in Sikhism which must be kept
in mind when speaking of this context of conversion, pa r t i cu la r ly
from a Western perspective.

As stated earl ier , Sikhism has largely been defined and composed
of Ind ians of Pun jab i heritage. While there have been occasional
conversions of non-Indians to the Sikh way of life, they have indeed
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been rare. This changed during the 1960s in the United States where
Harbhajan Singh Puri, a Khatri Sikh who took on the name Yogi
Bhajan and began to attract American students. He later established
an ashram in the United States. One year later he initiated the
'Healthy, Happy, Holy Organization' (3HO), which had as its focus
Kundalini Yoga, and in an indirect manner the Sikh way of life.
Increasingly, Yogi Bhajan began to stress Sikh doctrine, and in 1971
he accompanied 84 North American converts to the Golden Temple
in Amritsar. At this time the Yogi was honoured by Sikh authorities
for his missionary work in the context of North America. Reflecting
his changed focus from a primarily yogic to a Sikh identity, Yogi
Bhajan changed his name to Siri Singh Sahib.7 Siri Singh Sahib at this
point introduced Sikh init iat ion ceremonies to his religious teachings
and Sikh identity markers (five Ks) to his North American followers.
Whereas many Punjabi Sikhs immigrating to new host countries
often shed their traditional identity markers, wishing to blend in
more effectively with the majority culture of these societies, members
of the 3HO clearly deem their identity markers as essential to their
new-found religious sensibilities. Both women and men are easily
ident i f iable in their white Indian clothes and turbans; their
communal living arrangements and Indian names accentuate their
difference, as do the flowing beards of 3HO males. 3HO members
'have asserted their right to a full public expression of their version
of Sikh orthopraxy and have sought aggressively to have their
"religious rights" recognized by the North American public'.8

Correspondingly, the media has responded to these 'exotic' Sikhs
and praised them for their 'good deeds' (free kitchens and drug
rehabilitation programs).

[Wjhat media exposure they have received has been uncritical in
accepting the converts' claim to represent orthodox Sikhism in North
America. All of this activity has made the converts known beyond what
their numbers might otherwise warrant. Punjabi Sikhs in North
America, in particular, have been made well aware of the existence of
the gora Sikhs, even if they have personally had little or no interaction
with them.9

Responses to these Gora (white) Sikhs has largely been shaped by
the way Punjabi Sikhs respond to their own internal diversity and
what it means to be a Sikh. Dusenbery notes that in general, feelings
are mixed toward these converts. While their strict Sikh ritual
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discipline is admired, they disapprove of the uniformization which has
taken place; both women and men wear s im i l a r white garb
(traditionally the colour of mourning in Punjabi culture) and the de-
genderization of the turban which has taken place wi thin the 3HO
membership, both males and females proudly covering their uncut
hair with a turban (a strictly male identity marker among Punjabis) .
While Punjabi Sikhs insist that both men and women are equal in their
own religious tradition, Cora women wearing turbans and insisting
unabashedly on their equality with men as result of their Khalsa
initiation cause some Punjabis a good deal of discomfort. Similarly, in
terms of reaction to the followers of Siri Singh Sahib, many question
the combination of Sikh rituals and practices with yogic exercises.
Further, 3HO members insist on a rigid vegetarian diet, a notion
which many Jat Sikhs in particular spurn. Most significantly, the
veneration of the living guru, Siri Singh Sahib, leads many to view the
organization as a deviant cult and its leader as a false guru. Dusenbery
points out, however, that more commonly the Coras are referred to as
'good' Sikhs as opposed to non-Sikhs and admired for their
resounding heralding of the Sikh tradition as a message of truth and
timelessness for the entire human race. Nonetheless, while recognized
as 'good Sikhs' they are still people who 'bear the alienating stigma of
being gora. This, in turn, affects the way that Pun jab i Sikhs interact
with them.'10

The Gora attitude toward Pun j ab i Sikhs is largely based on their
own understanding of what it means to be 'religious' in Western
society. Highly enshrined Western notions of i n d i v i d u a l rights pave
the way for an insistence that members of the 3HO Organization as
Sikhs be given the rights of fu l l religious expression in North
America, including a choice of religious naming practices, religious
garb and head covering. In terms of coming to an understanding of
their own place in the wider Sikh Panth , converts tend to
characterize a sense of superiori ty with regard to their own 'pure'
version of Sikhism as opposed to the more f luid practices of Pun jab i
Sikhs. Verne Dusenbery has aptly defined the North American
converts' understanding of Sikhism as 'radical egali tarianism' as
opposed to the Punjab i Sikh approach to ' un i ty in diversity' , in
coming to terms wi th thei r seemingly cont rary frameworks."
Converts are quick to point out the lack of equali ty between males
and females in Punjabi gender roles, and the continued emphasis on
caste, issues which they hold as unequivocal ly contrary to the
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teachings of the Sikh Gurus.12 Further, given the central place
accorded to the Khalsa initiation ceremony of the 3HO members, it
becomes quite simple for these converts to identify who is and who is
not a Sikh. Only one who lives according to the Sikh code of ethics
and who wears the corresponding five Ks is a Sikh. Needless to say,
the irony is manifest given the converts' own ambiguous position in
light of their continued veneration of Siri Singh Sahib, a living guru,
and orthodox Sikh theology. The complex interplay of tolerance
toward diversity central to the Punjabi Sikh community since its very
inception does not easily concur with the high ideals or the cultural
impulses and expectations of many of these Western Sikh converts.

Notes

Bhai Vir Singh (ed.), Puratan Janam-sakhi (5th edn, Amritsar: Khalsa
Samachar, 1959), p. 16, as quoted in W. H. McLcod, The Sikhs:
History, Religion and Society (New York: Columbia University Press,
1989), p. 21.

Janam-sakhi literature refers to a genre of tradit ional narratives of
the life and times of Guru Nanak. W. H. McLeod has done extensive
research on this collection and insists that '[t]he janam-sakhis are
properly understood as hagiography; and their appropriate context is
not the l ifetime of the first Guru but the later period within which they
actually developed.1 Thus, they correspond more to the needs of a later
faith community than of the actual historical events. W. H. McLeod,
Who is a Sikh? The Problem of Sikh Identity (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1992), p. 15.
W. H. McLeod has written extensively on what has become known as
the 'Jat Theory'. See his The Evolution of the Sikh Community: Five
Essays (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1976), pp. 9-12. It must be noted
that McLeod's insistence on the significance of the Jats in the
increasingly mi l i ta r i s t ic development of Sikhism has been hotly
contested. Jagji t Singh argues that it is Sikh ideology, divinely
ordained, not the Jat ascendancy which is responsible for what he
calls the 'Sikh social and political revolution'. See Singh's 'Sikh
Mili tancy and the Jats', Advanced Studies in Sikhism, ed. J. S. Mann
and H. S. Saraon (Irvine, CA: Sikh Community of North America,
1989), p. 215.
Whether the number of these five in junct ions were complete during the
time of Guru Gobind Singh is a matter of debate. Certainly, traditio
has the 5 Ks originating with Guru Gobind Singh.
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4. Harjot Oberoi, The Construction of Religious Boundaries: Culture,
Identity and Diversity in the Sikh Tradition (Delhi: Oxford Unive r s i ty
Press, 1994), pp. 47-8.

5. The first Singh Sabha was established in Amri t sa r in 1873. In
subsequent years over a hundred Singh Sabha associations were
formed in Sikh communit ies. It is essential to note that the sp i r i t of
reform affected all Ind ian religious communit ies dur ing this t ime.

6. The Namdhar i and N i r a n k a r i Sikhs espouse a guru lineage dat ing back
to the nineteenth century. The North American group of Western
converts, the 'Healthy, Happy, Holy Organization1 or 3HO also fa l l s
into this category.

7. One of the in junc t ions of Guru Gobind Singh stated that all ini t ia ted
Sikh males were to take on the surname Singh. Clearly, the name
change from Yogi Bhajan to Sir i Singh Sahib reflected his increasing
emphasis on his Sikh roots.

8. Verne A. Dusenbery, ' Pun jab i Sikhs and Gora Sikhs: Confl ict ing
Assertions of Sikh Identity in North America' , in Sikh History and
Religion in the Twentieth Century, ed. J. T. O'Connell, M. Israel, W.
G. Oxtaby, W. H. McLeod and J. S. Grewal (South Asian Studies
Papers, Toronto: Universi ty of Toronto, Centre for South Asian
Studies, 1990), p. 345.

9. Ibid., p. 345.
10. Ibid., p. 345.
11. Ibid., p. 353.
12. The issue of caste has been a matter of a good deal of discomfort

wi th in the Sikh Panth. Certainly Guru Nanak's a t t i tude toward caste is
often repeated:

Worthless is caste and worthless an exalted name.
For all mankind there is but a single refuge. (A.G., P. 83)

Nonetheless, it is clear that the Guru lineage did not s tray beyond his
own Kha t r i caste boundary. All the wives of the Gurus were also
Khatris. Yet, the Sikh Gurus insisted that caste can be no barrier to
l iberat ion. Only the d isc ip l ine of nam sirnaran or 'remembering the
name' and veneration of the Guru bring one in accord with the d iv ine
order. The d is t r ibut ion of karah prasad (sanctified food), known as
langar, to all persons regardless of their caste when present in the
gurdwara (the place where Sikhs gather in communi ty ) , also points to
the 'casteless' nature of S ikh i sm, given that pol lut ion laws have
typ ica l ly been associated wi th eating and communi ty . W. H. McLeod
notes that 'whereas [the Gurus ] were vigorously opposed to the
vertical dis t inct ions of caste they were content to accept it in terms of
its horizontal linkages'. In other words, the Sikh Gurus were wi l l ing to
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observe the marriage conventions of their society, yet were 'opposed to
the discriminatory aspects of the vertical relationship', in reference to
caste as barrier to liberation, The Evolution of the Sikh Community:
Five Essays, pp. 88, 90. Nonetheless, caste is still a major issue within
the Sikh community. A number of gurdwaras in North America are
built on caste lines as the Western Sikh converts critique; this applies to
some Indian gurdwaras as well. J. S. Neki, a respected Sikh scholar,
adds:

But we, in contravention of the guru's ordinance, have become
caste-proud. The Jats are proud for being Jats, the Khatris for being
Khatris. The Ahluwalias consider themselves the cream of all. The
Ramgarhias reckon themselves inferior to none ... As a result of the
Singh Sabha and Akal i Movements, we had dropped caste-
designations from our names . . . [t]oday , we have begun to re-
affix caste-designations after our names. This retrograde step has
pushed us back into a Brahmanical practice. ('Fifth Annual Raghbir
Singh Bir Memorial Lecture', The Sikhs: Tenets and Tremors, ed.
Harkishen Singh: Harkishen Singh, n.d.), pp. 157-8.
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11. Conversion in

Christianity: from without
and from within

M. Darrol Bryant

Conversion in Christianity: an overview

Conversion looms large in the story of C h r i s t i a n i t y since
Chr is t ian i ty is, along with Buddhism and Is lam, a missionary
religion. Beginning from its emergence wi th in the Jewish t radi t ion
and its missionary ac t iv i ty among the Gentiles intiated by the
Apostle Paul , one of the early and most important converts, it seeks
to bring people from all ' tribes and nations' to share the Chr is t ian
fa i th and l ife. Dur ing the first three centuries of the Chris t ian era,
the early Chris t ian communi ty moved from its origins as a Jewish
sect to an outlawed religion in the Roman Empire to its status as
the 'o f f i c ia l religion of the Empire ' under the Emperor Constantine
in CE 325. Chr is t ian i ty also went south into Afr ica (Egypt and
Ethiopia) and east into the Middle East and perhaps as far east as
India . But our account w i l l be m a i n l y confined to Chr i s t i an i ty in
the West.

After CE 325 Chris t iani ty was, in the West, linked to the state and
its imperial ambitions. Thus after the ' internal ' conversion of Roman
society, largely through female converts to Chr is t ian i ty , and the
'external' conversion of Constantine in his successful battle at the
Milvian Bridge, the 'conversion' of European peoples was par t ly
through missionary efforts ( I re land) and part ly through conquest
(Germanic peoples).1

In medieval Chris t iani ty , when Chr i s t i an i ty was the d o m i n a n t
religion in Europe, conversion was centred on efforts to convert the
Jews and 'infidels' (usua l ly Musl ims) and the sp i r i tua l process of
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'conversio' in the monasteries. Thus conversion came in the
Christian tradition to have an ambiguous meaning. It meant, in
some contexts, a spiri tual process of turning one's life to God in
Jesus Christ and, in others, a formal confession of the Christian faith
and participation in the sacramental life of the Christian Church. At
the time of the Reformation, the rhetoric of conversion again loomed
large as Western Christianity splintered and the new Protestant
churches sought converts from Catholicism. Here, 'conversion'
became part of intra-Christian polemics. Lutherans and Calvinists
sought the 'conversion' of Catholics, Anabaptists sought to convert
cultural Christians, Catholics sought to restore the wayward to the
Holy Church. For Lutherans, Calvinists, and Catholics, conversion
could be accomplished by force if necessary.

The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries saw the extension of the
missionary movement to the New World of North and South America.
Catholic and Protestant missionaries sought the conversion of the
indigenous peoples. Bartolome de Las Casas wrote a moving critique
of the enforced 'conversion' of the aboriginal peoples, but his voice
went unheeded. The contact with European peoples devastated the
indigenous peoples of the Americas, partly through new diseases,
partly through conquest, partly through enforced conversions. Later in
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the missionary movements
focused on Africa and Asia, where they were often linked to imperial
ambitions and to Western cultural values. How did one distinguish
genuine conversion - the New Testament term was metanoia, to be
turned around — from compliance with a new dominant political
power or Western culture or the promise of a full bowl of rice?

Within more recent Christian history, 'conversion' has become a
controversial topic, especially in relation to Protestant Christianity.2

Beginning with the Reformation, we saw the emergence of a unique
context for conversion, namely, 'conversion' within the Christian
tradition. That is, Luther experienced a profound 'conversion' -
Luther referred to it as his Turmerlebnis or 'tower experience' -
from his Catholic Christianity to his 'Pauline' Christianity centred
on justification by faith. John Wesley, already an Anglican, spoke of
his 'heart strangely warmed' in response to a Moravian sermon on
Luther. The Methodist Way that then emerged in relation to Wesley
often emphasized conversion as crucial to the achievement of what
Wesley called 'Christian perfection'. And within Puritan Christian-
ity, we had already seen the emergence of a view of the Christian life
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that centred on 'new birth ' as the mark of the Christ ian. These
streams of Christian religious life were especially developed in
American Christ iani ty, where 'new birth ' and 'conversion in the
spirit ' became dist inct ive marks of being a Chris t ian.

It was then in the early twentieth century that we saw the emergence
in the USA of 'pentecostal' Christ ianity which also emphasized the
'conversion' experience or 'baptism in the spirit' often associated with
'tongue speaking'. Thus within contemporary evangelical Protestant
and pentecostal Christianity 'conversion' is central. And pentecostal
Christianity is growing phenomenally around the world.'

Conversion is largely a first-generation process and event that has
to do with becoming a Chr is t ian . But curiously, conversion
continues to be an issue for those who are born into and educated
in the Christian community. Here, it is not l inked to being a
Christian as opposed to something else, but rather it is l inked to the
process of becoming a God-centred person, a deepening and
revital izing of their Christian fai th. But how precisely is that
'conversion' to be understood? For some streams of Chris t iani ty,
conversion has been an inward turning of the spiri t towards God, for
others it has been outward conformity to the sacraments and the
authori ty of the Church, for stil l others it has been conformity to
dominant cul tural values, and for some it has been allegiance to their
own version of Chris t iani ty . Certainly, the meaning of 'conversion'
has varied wi thin the history of Christ ian thought and l i fe .

The conversion of Paul

The beginnings of Chris t iani ty are obviously l inked to Jesus of
Nazareth, whom Christians a f f i r m to be the Messiah, the anointed
one of God. But those beginnings are also important ly l inked to Saul
of Tarsus, more fami l i a r ly know as the Apostle Paul , who was the
first missionary to the Gentiles. It was Paul who took the Christ ian
message to the non-Jewish world. And Saul / Paul is, in many ways,
the most important 'convert' to Chr is t iani ty . It is Paul 's letters to the
churches in Galatia, Rome and Corinth that are the earliest Christian
literature to become part of the Christ ian Scripture. And those
scriptures include the dramatic story of Saul who became with his
conversion, Paul, the Apostle to the Gentiles.4

The dramatic version of Saul's conversion to the Christian fai th is
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not told in the Apostle Paul's writings, but in the book of the Acts of
the Apostles, written by Luke. Saul was not an original disciple of
Jesus; indeed, he did not know Jesus during his ministry. Saul was a
devout Jew who, according to Acts, was present at the stoning of
Stephen (Acts 7:58) and who 'laid waste the church ... entering
house after house, he dragged off men and women and committed
them to prison' (Acts 8:3). Saul, the story continues, was on his way
to Damascus looking for those 'belonging to the Way' that he 'might
bring them bound to Jerusalem' (Acts 9:2). But as he approached
Damascus, 'suddenly a light from heaven flashed about him. And he
fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to him, "Saul, Saul, why
do you persecute me?" And he said, "Who are you, Lord?" And he
said, "I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting; but rise and enter the
city, and you will be told what you are to do"' (Acts 9:3b-6).

His companions hear the voice, but do not see anyone. And Saul
when he arises cannot see, and he is led to Damascus. For three days
he is 'without sight, and neither ate nor drank' (Acts 9:9). Ananias, a
Christian in Damascus, is urged in a vision to go to Saul, but he
in i t i a l l y resists since Saul is known for the 'evil he has done to thy
saints at Jerusalem' (Acts 9:13). But his objections are overturned,
and Ananias is commanded, 'Go, for he is a chosen instrument of
mine to carry my name before the Gentiles and kings and the sons of
Israel; for I will show him how much he must suffer for the sake of
my name' (Acts 9:15-16). Thus Saul is approached by Ananias who
blesses and baptizes him. So Saul becomes Paul and the story of his
conversion enters into the fundamentals of the Christian story.

Contemporary scholarship has pointed out that the account we
have in Acts reflects the growing hostility between the early
Christian community and the Jewish community. In this it varies
from Paul's own accounts which contain neither the dramatic and
miraculous dimensions found in Acts nor the hostility towards the
Jewish community. Indeed, Paul is proud of his Jewishness, even
asserting in his letter to the Phil ippians that he is 'blameless' before
the law (Phi l . 3:6). Moreover, his comments concerning his
conversion are more restrained, emphasizing his 'revelation' rather
than the dramatic experience of conversion we find in Luke, the
author of the Acts of the Apostles. In his letter to the Galatians, Paul
speaks of himself as a Jew who now knows 'that a man is not
justif ied by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ' (Gal
2:16). And in his letter to the community in Corinth, Paul emphasizes

180



CONVERSION IN CHRISTIANITY

his role as an 'apostle' though 'the least of the apostles' (1 Cor. 15:9).
The noted New Testament scholar Krister Stendhal thus speaks of
Paul's 'call ' rather than his 'conversion'. This view may go too far ,
but it does point to the l ink between conversion and vocation: Paul 's
conversion to Christ is also the beginning of his minis t ry .

For Paul, his conversion was a call to faith in Christ and a ministry to
the Gentiles. For other New Testament writers, his conversion was the
model of the dramatic conversion we might see among the Gentiles.

It is, then, Luke's dramatic account of Paul's conversion that looms
large at the outset of Christ ianity. Paul's conversion is characterized
by the basic metaphor of an old and new life, a radical disjunction
between the past and the present that (1) involves changes in Paul 's
religious beliefs; (2) moves Paul from his Pharisaic Jewish world into
the emerging Gentile Jewish Christian community; and (3) gives to
Paul a sense of vocation to carry the Christian message to the non-
Christian or Gentile world. But in the hands of Luke, the story of Paul
gives a model of conversion as sudden, dramatic, ecstatic, and due to
external divine intervention that is to remain front and centre in
Christian thinking about conversion.

The conversion of Augustine: the Christian classic

Although the story of Paul's conversion lies at the foundation of the
Christian way, it is the fourth-century story of Augustine's conversion
that emerges as the classic case. Augustine was born in North Africa
in 354, fewer than thir ty years after Chris t iani ty had become the
official religion of the Roman Empire. His home was religiously
mixed: his father, Patricius, was a pagan, and his mother, Monica, a
Christian. Augustine's story of his journey to the Christian fai th is told
in his famous religious autobiography Confessions, probably written
in 397-98, a decade after his conversion and baptism.

The Confessions is not a straightforward narrative of Augustine's
life. It is written from a religious point of view, with Augustine
looking back on his life from the vantage point of his conversion and
under the conviction that 'we are made for God' and 'that our souls
are restless unti l they rest in God'.5 Thus when Augustine looks back
on the stages of his life - his infancy, his childhood, his youth, and
his young adulthood - he sees there a restlessness that is an inchoate
searching for God. Thus, in retrospect, Augustine sees that God is
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present to one's life at every point, but that the consequence of
human sin is that we 'turn away from God'. While God made us and
is 'the source of all good' and everywhere preserves us (Confessions,
p. 25), Augustine is also aware of the disorder in the human soul that
turns humanity away from God.

Many interpreters of Augustine focus all their attention on the
dramatic moment of Augustine's conversion in the garden in Milan
in 386. It is the moment in Augustine's Confessions when, Augustine
writes, 'my inner self was a house divided against itself ...' (p. 170):

When 1 was trying to reach a decision ahout serving the Lord my God, as
I had long intended to do, it was I who willed to take this course and
again it was I who willed not to take it. It was I and I alone. But I neither
willed to do it nor refused to do it with my fu l l will. So I was at odds
with myself. I was throwing myself into confusion, (p. 173)

When Augustine is in this state, he leaves his friend Alypius 'so that I
might weep and cry to my heart's content' and while weeping hears
'the sing-song voice of a child in a nearby house' saying 'Take it and
read, take it and read' (p. 177). Then, 'telling myself that this could
only be a divine command to open my book of Scripture', Augustine
returned to his friend Alypius and picked up Paul's Epistles,

opened it, and in silence I read the first passage on which my eyes fell:
Not in revelling and drunkenness, not in lust and ivantonness, not in
quarrels and rivalries. Rather, arm yourselves with the Lord Jesus
Christ; spend no more thought on nature and nature's appetites. \ had
no wish to read more and no need to do so. For in an i n s t an t . . . it was as
though the light of confidence flooded into my heart and all the darkness
of doubt was dispelled, (p. 178)

Thus was Augustine converted.
However, a reading of the whole Confessions also yields another

way of seeing Augustine's story, namely, that his conversion was a
process that unfolded over his whole lifetime and reaches its
culmination at the moment described above. Other significant
moments along the way are, for example, when he reads Cicero's
Hortensius. Augustine says that Hortensius 'altered my outlook on
life ... It changed my prayers to you ... and provided me with new
hopes and aspirations' (p. 58). This happened when Augustine was
nineteen and studying rhetoric in Carthage. It was a time when,
Augustine says, 'I found myself in the midst of a hissing cauldron of
love ... for although my real need was for you, my God . . . I was not
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aware of this hunger'  (p. 55). Apparently, it  was Cicero's Hortensius
that led Augustine to an awareness of that hunger for God, since he
writes that upon reading Cicero, 'a l l my empty dreams suddenly lost
their charm and my heart began to throb with a bewildering passion
for the wisdom of eternal t ruth ' (pp. 58-9).

In these words from Augustine's Confessions, we encounter not
only August ine the young man but also August ine the master of
rhetoric. He shapes his account of his quest for God through the
stages of his l i fe in moving and dramat ic terms. In retrospect, he
realizes that he has always been searching for God, even as a jealous
infan t , a rebellious school boy, an adolescent stealing pears from the
neighbour's garden, a young man caught in the ' f i l th of lewdness'
and 'hell's black river of lust' (p. 55). But now Augustine says that
Cicero persuaded him 'to love wisdom itself , whatever it might be,
and to search for it, pursue it, hold it, and embrace it f i r m l y ' (p. 59).

This passion for wisdom led Augustine to explore a number of
different philosophies, inc lud ing the Manichaean and neo-Platonic
views then current , over the next fourteen years. These philosophies
were not merely abstractions for Augustine; they were existent ial
options. And here again the story is two-sided. On the one hand,
Augustine's retrospective account tells us how he moved through the
Manichaean and neo-Platonic options in his quest for wisdom and,
simultaneously, how important they were in, for example, f i n a l l y
realizing that God was not material. In a word, these moments in
Augustine's l ife are also part of the process of conversion.

In his rhetorical effort to persuade the reader that all the credit for
his conversion goes to God, Augustine emphasizes his own failures.
'From the nineteenth to the twenty-eighth year of my life, ' August ine
writes, 'I was led astray myself and led others astray in my tu rn ' (p.
71). Yet in the midst of this, Augustine also describes his growing
intel lectual conversion — he had become a Manichee and was
struggling with the problem of evil , but moves beyond it to neo-
Platonism as he realizes the sp i r i tua l na ture of things - as he moves
towards the f ina l stage of his conversion to Chr i s t ian i ty . As
August ine says, he was 'on the road to conversion' (p. 115) .

Augustine was obviously a gifted teacher, for by the end of his
twenties, he had managed to secure an important position in Milan,
through the Prefect of Rome, as a 'teacher of literature and elocution'
(p. 107). And his quest continues, for it was in Milan that Augustine
encountered Bishop Ambrose, i n i t i a l l y to see if 'the reports of his
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powers as a speaker were accurate' (p. 107). He tells us in his
Confessions how he was struggling with two issues: the nature of God
and the origin of evil. He was making his way towards an awareness of
God as the Creator and an understanding of evil as rooted in the will.
Augustine would come to understand sin as the tendency of the self to
curve in upon itself rather than open out to God, its true source and
end.

These theoretical insights were also related to Augustine's own
personal struggle. Augustine realized that he was caught in the conflict
of his own will. 'This', he says, 'was the nature of my sickness. I was
in torment, reproaching myself more bitterly than ever as I twisted
and turned in my chain' (p. 175). It took, for Augustine, an act of
grace to lift him beyond the chains of habit born of his own will to
finally 'rest in God', the hidden goal of his twisting and turning.

Augustine's story, so powerfully articulated in the Confessions,
becomes an archetypal account, one in which subsequent generations
of Christians saw, again and again, their own story. It is a story of
humans being drawn to God, often despite their own surface will,
until they are f inally turned towards God in whom they realize the
deepest object of their longing and striving. While Augustine's story
makes clear the intensely personal character of conversion, it also
provides a model of conversion that was to prove significant in the
story of Christianity. Many would find themselves mirrored in
Augustine's story. For example, Teresa of Avila (1515-82), more
than a thousand years later, would read Augustine's Confessions and
so identify with his story that she would write:

When I started reading the Confessions it seemed to me that I was seeing
my own self right there. When I got as far as his conversion and read
how he heard that voice in the garden, it was just as if the Lord gave it to
me, too, to judge from the grief that filled my heart. For a long time I
was wholly undone by my weeping, and with Augustine's very same love
and anguish within my own self, too .. .6

Augustine's story thus shaped Christian th inking concerning
conversion. The movement of the heart towards God involved an
intense personal struggle - Poewe in her contribution to this volume
centres that struggle on the issue of lust versus continence - and
active saving grace. For, as Augustine emphasized in his conrroveries
with the Pelagians, s inful humani ty is unable to turn towards God
without the presence of transforming grace.
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Conversion: the Reformers and Protestant Christianity

Conversion within medieval Chris t iani ty was seen wi th in two
distinct contexts. There were the efforts to convert Jews and
Muslims to Chris t iani ty, but the more fami l i a r context was the
gradual conversion of one's life to Cod that took place in the context
of monastic l i fe . With the eruption of the Reformation, new
understandings of conversion began to emerge. These were centred
on 'intra-Christian' conversions, often dramatic and intense and
resulting in a shift from one brand of Christianity to another brand
of Christianity, from one denomination to another.

The story of Luther (1483-1546), the unwi t t ing init iator of the
Protestant reforms, is an example of this change. Luther was an
Augustinian monk and a biblical scholar at the Universi ty of
Wittenberg when he experienced a profound change - the so-called
Turmerlebnis or 'tower experience' - that led him to believe that the
heart of the Christian gospel was Paul's teaching on ' just if icat ion by
faith alone'. We now know that these events in Luther's l i fe were
preceded by more than a decade of deep unhappiness and an
inabi l i ty to find a resolution to his existential despair wi thin the
context of his Catholic fa i th . It was through his study of Scripture
that Luther won his insight into the Good News: that it is not human
effort but God's gracious act towards humankind in Jesus Christ
that grounds one's relationship with God. Heretofore, Luther had
felt that he was condemned and liable to judgement, but he came to
believe that the Christian l i fe is one of trusting in the promise of God
that we are jus t i f ied and made right with God through grace.7

These changes in Luther's own life lay behind his famous 'Ninety-
five Theses' and his subsequent break with the Catholic tradit ion.
In i t ia l ly , Luther seems to have believed that the Catholic Church
would respond posit ively to his c r i t ique of the practice of
'indulgences'. But that was not to be the case. The consequence
was that Luther became increasingly hostile to the Catholic
tradition, calling it 'the whore of Babylon'. This in part led to the
intra-Christ ian polemics that were to mark Protestant-Catholic
relations unti l the more ecumenical age of the twentieth century. In
this context, 'conversion' came to signal a change from a Roman
Catholic view of just i f icat ion - Luther called it the 'way of works -
to another or Protestant way of understanding the Christian gospel -
Luther again called it the 'way of fai th ' . From the vantage point of a
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later age, we can now see that these were differing, indeed
competing, schemes within the Christian world. Those diverse
schemes came to be reflected in the different denominations -
Lutheran, Calvinis t , Anabaptis t , Anglican, and later Puritan,
Presbyterian, Methodist, Congregational, Baptist, Quaker - that
emerged out of the Protestant Reformation and beyond.

These intra-Christian conversions are reflected in the stories of
figures in the Reformation period and beyond. We have already
described Luther's conversion from a Catholic Christianity to an
evangelical or Protestant Christianity. We see a similar pattern in
other Reformers as well. For example, Menno Simons (1496-1561),
who was to become the pastor and leader of those Anabaptists known
as 'Mennonites', was originally a Catholic priest in Holland who was
deeply moved by the stories he heard of the Anabaptist martyrs. He
then began to investigate the Anabaptist claims concerning their
rejection of infant baptism. He thus became 'converted' to the
Anabaptist way and left the Catholic Church. For Simons, and the
Anabaptists, the Christians were those 'called out of the world' to live
in community with others who have likewise become disciples of
Christ. Calvin (1509—64), the French-born reform leader in Geneva, is
reticent in the details of his conversion, but he too speaks of his
'sudden conversion' when God 'subdued and made teachable' his
hardened heart, a heart he describes as 'addicted to the superstitions of
the Papacy'. Originally a Catholic, Calvin became one of the most
important of the Protestant reformers.8 John Wesley (1703-91), the
founder of the Methodists more than two hundred years after the
Reformation, spoke of his heart being 'strangely warmed' in response
to a Moravian sermon in 1738 on Luther's doctrine of justification by
faith alone. Wesley then went on to preach a form of Christianity in
which the true believer is one 'who has "the love of God shed abroad
in his heart by the Holy Ghost given unto him", one who "loves the
Lord his God with all his heart, and with all his soul, and with all his
mind, and with all his strength" ... is inwardly and outwardly
conformed to the will of God .. .'9 For Wesley, Christianity is not the
mere acceptance of doctrine, nor mere attendance of the Christian
Church and participation in its rituals, it is a life sanctified by the Holy
Spirit and marked by 'Christian perfection'. In these forms of
Christianity, much emphasis is placed on the experiential dimension
of the Christian faith, beginning with conversion and justification and
issuing in a sanctified life.
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While these forms of denominational Christianity emerged in
Europe, it was in the New World, especially the American colonies,
that they really flourished. From the reform movements in Pur i t an
England of the 1600s and in the American colonies of the 1700s,
there emerged the classic form of conversion in Protestant Chris t ian
life , a conversion that is often l inked to changing one's denomina-
tional a f f i l i a t i on as well as changing one's orientation to Cod. The
stages were (1) a conviction of sin; (2) a recognition of one's need for
a redeemer; (3) an experience of redeeming love or assurance of
salvation; and (4) and the l iving of a Christ ian life. While the person
may have been baptized into the Christ ian fai th , it was real ly this
experience - often called 'the conversion experience' or 'the
experience of new bir th ' - that made one a 'real Christ ian' . A
s imi la r conversion pattern, though named in varying ways, was to be
found across the reform movements within Protestant Christianity:
Pur i tan , Pietist, Wesleyan and Baptist. Often the older Reformation
tradit ions were critical of these new innovat ions, seeing them as too
emotional and unstable.

Nevertheless, in the evangelical and sectarian traditions of post-
Reformation Protestant Christianity, 'conversion' and 'new birth '
became part of the standard Christian vocabulary of the Christian life.
One's life in the Christian community was marked by the experience
of 'conversion' or 'new birth'. Unlike the earlier understanding of
conversion as involving the movement from outside to wi thin the
Christian world, here the language of conversion and new birth
signalled the emotional and psychological experience of appropriating
redemption - that one is redeemed by Christ - and sanctification -
inwardly transformed by the Holy Spirit . This continues into the
twentieth century, especially in the evangelical, charismatic and
pentecostal streams of the Christian tradition. The charismatic and
pentecostal traditions are dealt with in the chapters by Frank Fl inn
and Karla Poewe elsewhere in this volume.

Conversion of native peoples in the Americas

Perhaps the most d is turbing chapter in the history of Chr i s t i an i ty
and conversion surrounds the missionary efforts of the Chris t ian
denominations in relation to the indigenous peoples of the New
World, the Americas. With the a r r iva l of Columbus in the new world
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came Christian missions, the efforts of Christians to convert the
indigenous people to Christ ianity. While differences are to be found
in the missionary styles and strategies employed by different
missionaries throughout the Americas, there was a shared conviction
that these peoples should be converted. The assumption was that
such peoples - often called 'pagans' a n d / o r 'infidels' - were outside
God's grace and they must be brought into the Christian fold by any
means necessary, including in some instances by force. Here
conversion was seldom, if ever, understood as an inward spiritual
process in which one's life was turned to God in Jesus Christ.
Instead, conversion was mostly seen as a rejection of traditional
practices and beliefs and an outward assent to Christian beliefs,
r i tua l forms and ecclesiastical authority.

One of the few critical voices to be raised in this situation was that
of the Spaniard, Bartolome de Las Casas (1484—1566). Before
becoming a priest in 1507, Bartolome had already spent five years in
the New World, on family lands in Hispaniola (Cuba). He returned
to the New World in 1510. In addition to his priestly duties, he also
presided over family lands. He became deeply distressed by the
enslavement of the indigenous peoples and the ways that conversion
was enforced. Later he was to write his Only Way which sharply and
incisively critiqued the 'war of conversion' and argued from
scriptural and historical theological sources that the only way to
evangelize and seek appropriately the conversion of the native people
was through exemplary lives, love and gentle reasoning.

According to Las Casas,10 'One way, one way only, of teaching a
living faith to everyone, everywhere, always, was set by Divine
Providence: the way that wins the mind with reasons, that wins the
will with gentleness' (p. 68) '... the form Christ fixed for ... drawing
people to a l iving faith ... is remarkably kind, gentle, peaceable,
sensible . . . lovable ... it is suffused with compassion' (p. 80).

But is this the way observed in relation to the non-Christians? Las
Casas sees that instead of a way marked by love and compassion,
Christians have engaged in 'wars for conversion'. He writes, 'the
practice of subjecting pagans to Christian political power by the
awful engines of war and thus make them willing to hear the gospel
and to become Christians, is the utter opposite of the ... pre-
established way' (p. 121).

As a landholder, Las Casas had been part of the way that he had
rejected and was now criticizing. Indeed, he had come to recognize
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that 'there exist extraordinary kingdoms among our Indians' and that
'their society is equal to that of many nations . . . they surpass many
another . . . they are inferior to none' (p. 65). This did not mean that
Las Casas rejected the idea of conversion - of Indians coming to 'a
l iving faith, to Christianity' (p. 71). But as he remarked in his
discussion of the ideal missionary, 'non-Christians .. . must sense that
the preachers want no power over them' and that preachers 'are not
really itching after their wealth' (p. 103). Moreover, Las Casas rejected
the belief that those outside the Catholic Church were outside God's
grace, he refused to demonize the non-Christian. Indeed, there arc-
some suggestions in his writings that Las Casas believed the indigenous
peoples of the Americas to be 'blameless infidels ' .

Conversion in an age of dialogue

The issue of conversion of non-Chris t ian peoples has become
exceedingly controversial w i th in contemporary Chr i s t i an i ty . In large
part this has to do with a sea change in the att i tudes of some
Chr is t ians towards non-Chr is t ian people. Un t i l recently, most
Christ ians held that one is only t r u l y related to God in and through
the Christian faith. Thus, it was obvious that all other people must
be brought to share that f a i th . But in the twentieth century, more
and more Chr is t ians have come to reali /e that God is not
circumscribed by the Christ ian fa i th , indeed, there is a growing
acknowledgment of the au then t ic i ty of men and women of other
fai ths — Jewish, Mus l im , Hindu , Buddhist , etc. Thus C h r i s t i a n i t y in
general and missionary Chr is t ian i ty in pa r t i cu la r are struggling to
find a more differentiated attitude towards people of other faiths.
This does not mean that C h r i s t i a n i t y abandons its miss ionary
impulse to share the good news of the Gospel with all peoples since
Chris t ians are persuaded tha t the Good News is for the whole of
h u m a n i t y . But in an increas ingly p l u r a l i s t i c s i tua t ion , the miss ionary
impulse wi l l have to unfold wi th an awareness of other f a i t h s and
that God is present to other fa i ths and peoples before the a r r i v a l of
the Christian missionary and evangelist. In the midst of the post-
Chris t ian West we now encounter missionaries of other f a i ths -
M u s l i m , Buddhis t , and Hindu for example, i nv i t i ng men and women
to share their fa i th . And as well as the con t inu ing conversion of
peoples to the Chr is t ian f a i t h , we are also witnessing conversion
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from Christianity to other faiths. This is proving to be profoundly
disturbing to a Christianity that long believed it was the only
authentic religious option for humankind.

Though conversion, as the work of the Spirit in turning the heart
and mind towards God in Christ Jesus, continues to be central to
certain streams of the Christian faith, the legacy concerning
conversion is ambiguous. While Christians continue to aff i rm that
the Spirit of God seeks the metanoia of all humanity, some wonder if
we can continue to identify that spiritual work of conversion as only
a turning to the Christian faith.

Notes

1. See W. H. C. Frend, The Rise of Christianity (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1984) for the history of conversion through the first six hundred
years of Chr is t ian i ty .

2. It is worth noting that the Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church,
eel. F. L. Cross and E. A. Livingstone (3rd edn, Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1997) does not include an entry on 'conversion'. For
certain strands of Chr is t iani ty , conversion is not emphasized.

3. See Harvey Cox, Fire From Heaven: The Rise of Pentecostal
Spirituality and the Reshaping of Religion in the Twenty-First Century
(Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1995).

4. For the best contemporary study of Paul's conversion see Alan F. Segal,
Paul the Convert: The A()ostolate and Apostasy of Saul the Pharisee
(New Haven, CT: Yale Universi ty Press, 1990).

.5. Augustine, Confessions, trans. R. S. Pine-Coffin (Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 1961). Subsequent references are in brackets in the text.

6. Life, ch. 9, quoted in Victoria Lincoln, Teresa: A Woman (New York:
Paragon House, 1984), p. 40.

7. See Erik Erikson's classic study Young Man Luther (New York: W. W.
Norton & Co., 1962) and for a sample of Luther's writings see John
Dillenberger (ed.), Martin Luther: Selections from his Writings
(Garden City, NY: Anchor Books, 1961).

8. See Francois Wenclel, Calvin, The Origins and Development of His
Religious Thought, (London: Collins, 1965), p. 37.

9. As quoted in Hugh Kerr (ed.), Readings in the History of Christian
Thought (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1978), p. 193.

10. Bartholome de Las Casas, Only Way, ed. Helen Rand Parish
(Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1992). Subsequent references are in
brackets in the text.

190



Charismatic conversion in

the light of Augustine's
Confessions

Karla Poewe

Introduction

To scholars, Augustine is one of the i r own. He and his works are
classics, the subject of theses, scholarly papers and learned symposia.
When Augustine converted from academia to ecclesia it surprised no
one that he should produce sophisticated theological works. After
all, he was a scholar before conversion and would remain one
thereafter, except that his subject-matter had its source in a new
inspiration. What is surprising, however, is that a scholar should
'bare' or reveal himself by relating his h u m a n fa i l ings and growth in
relat ively simple, experientially based stories.

Augus t ine did not so much resolve as transpose his prc-
conversion conflict from 'his heart ' to the 'writ ten page', for no
one can deny that there is a tension between experience and
analy t ica l thought. In the hierarchy of the sciences and scholarship,
personal experiences, the tel l ing of them, and the conversion of
them into writ ten knowledge, m a i n t a i n their largely untouchable
and par iah status.

It may be for this reason, that the worldwide upsurge of
experiential forms of Chr is t ian i ty , namely, pentecostalism, neo-
pentecostalism, and charismaticism, have only recently received
some attention from serious scholars. Among them are the works of
Walter Hollenweger, David Martin, David Stoll, Stephen Glazier,
Harvey Cox and Kar la Poewe.1 Enr iching too has been the survey
work of David Barrett and John Padwick and the dict ionary by
Stanley Burgess, Cary McGee and Patrick Alexander.2

12.
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Only one respectable academic has produced a serious work
about a major existential Christian figure of our time.^ No one has
yet produced a serious study of Demos Shakarian (1919-93), for
example, the founder of the Full Gospel Businessmen's Fellowship
International (FGBMFI). Shakarian was a millionaire dairy farmer
from California whose ethnic background was Armenian. In my
interview with him, he emphasized that Armenian spiri tuali ty
inspired him to bring men into churches that were then (following
World War II) primarily attended by women. Over the last five
decades he has inspired, affected, indeed, turned around hundreds of
thousands of lives, often of prominent people, in 94 countries. In
terms of sheer numbers, his lay Christian organization with its more
than four thousand chapters across the world can even be
respectably compared to the Roman Catholic empire rooted in
Rome. Yet Shakarian remains largely unknown and unstudied, while
academics have written uncountable pages about Augustine who, in
his l ifetime, had nowhere near the impact of the 'simple' dairy
farmer, telling and soliciting 'simple' stories about life-changing
Christian experiences.

And yet in one thing the converted scholar and converted dairy
farmer are alike. Both told — one in written, the other in oral form —
those personal, human and superhuman, experiences that reflect
'God's image' in the 'naked man', or, more importantly, that
persuade men, even scholars, to 'undress' themselves in public so
that 'God's image' may be reflected in 'the looking glass' of their
human nakedness.

It is not my intention to answer why Christian conversion is so
closely associated with the impulse of human learning. Rather, the
topic is mentioned because most scholars find it d i f f icu l t to look
directly at the 'innocent' nakedness of Augustine's Confessions,
despite the fact that Augustine's exposure has been partially draped
by the cloak of time. If that is a problem, scholars f ind it even more
problematic to look at, and know what to do with, present-day
charismatic Christians - people in the process of experiencing God -
who far from draping themselves are quite deliberately shedding
their cultural garb in public places. Why are oral confessions popular
among charismatic Christians? Do they make real the possibility of
experiencing a l iv ing God? Do people see their own fai lures and
potentials reflected in these stories? Are these stories peculiarly
believable when so much else is not? In short, this chapter looks at
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Augustine's act of 'baring' himself in the Confessions because we
hope to f ind in it something that expla ins the persistence of the
tradit ion in today's charismatic communi ty . 4

Priorities

It may well be true, to quote a crit ic, that 'conventional scholarship'
sees Augustine's conversion as more involved than that of a sudden
shi f t from Manichaeism to Chr i s t i an i ty , recognizing rather that he
passed ' f i r s t through Skept ic ism, then Stoicism, and f i n a l l y
Neoplatonism'. But in the Confessions, ' '  Augustine does not see his
conversion in that l ight. He does what every interviewed charismatic-
Chris t ian does, namely, to speak from and speak about a dramat ic
shif t in state of being from one condition to another. In the case of
August ine that shif t is from being an academic and Manichaeis t to
being a Catholic bishop.

It is wise here to observe several things. First, in speaking about
his conversion, Augustine condenses i n d i v i d u a l events, thoughts, and
emotions by way of selective omissions or inclusions into dominant
symbols which derive their meaning from dominan t symbolic
frameworks, one having informed the dominant symbols before
conversion, the other following it.6 Thus, a major change of l i f e
which may in fact take many years of untidy acting, thinking, and
feeling is telescoped into one dramatic event bounded by two sets of
dominan t and opposite symbols. In the case of August ine, the
symbols that characterize his l i fe before and after conversion are lust
and continence, respectively.

Dominant symbols derive their meaning from symbolic frame-
works. The latter are more or less well thought out public records of
different states of being. As such, they are storehouses of human
thought based on different assumptions about the human being, God
and the nature of the universe. Different frameworks are not equally-
good nor equal ly powerful in affecting or changing ind iv idua l s when
they experience their state of being as empty. Augustine seemed to
say as much when he converted. Manichaeism made him aware of
the sharp contrast in l i fe between lust and continence but seemingly
did not assist him in shif t ing his priori ty from the former to the
latter, a sh i f t for which he began to long. The progressive
experiences that helped him f ind his way into Chr is t ian i ty also
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helped him see his life as one wracked by a major conflict - not
merely a contrast - between lust and continence. The conflict was
experienced as increasingly painful until it became so unbearable as
to bring him to his knees at the high point of his conversion process.

We should be aware of some significant events encapsulated in the
above paragraph, for Augustine means to distinguish Christianity
from other merely intellectual systems. Thus, Manichaeism is such
an intellectual system capable of proposing contrasts in thought
categories but hardly capable of engineering a change of life, least of
all a major one. Intellectual technique and manipulation may make
for fine intellectual games, but they are hardly capable of changing
the whole man. To deal with the latter, Augustine did what the
charismatic community still does, he made room for experience, first
ever so human, then uncanny, f ina l ly supernatural and divine. We
progress from the random, to the more than coincidental, to the
divine plan.

And here we have to distinguish as Augustine does the relation-
ship between human being and God from that between human being
and human being and the priority of the former over the latter. Let
us picture this as human life moving along two axes, one vertical
between human being and God, the other horizontal between
individual and individual . With the priority of the God-human
relationship, it does not make sense to talk of a religious (here
specifically Augustine's Christian) conversion as passing through a
number of thought systems from Scepticism, to Stoicism, and so on.
This kind of shift, pr imari ly intellectual in nature, has significance
for academics who seek new homes among new sets of like-thinking
academics on the axis of inter-human relationships. This axis that
Augustine is intent on abandoning; he mentions the futil i ty of
placing too much weight on human ties often enough. Instead, his
conversion moves along the axis of the God-man relationship and
on this axis intellectual sophistication, especially in the sense of
diverse schools of thought, cannot help if for no other reason than
that thought is simply not the whole person. The individual is more
than thought. He or she is body, that is, feeling, emotion, intuit ion,
sensation, as well as intellect.

If the whole person is to be in relationship to God - and not only
in relation to other persons - then the whole person must grow into
this relationship. And if relationships among persons call for other
than intellectual faculties, how much more so the relationship
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between a person and God? Furthermore, the human being can
experience insights; he cannot th ink insights into being. A person can
have, that is, experience visions, not t h ink visions into being. A
person experiences hearing, not th inks hearing into being. In short,
to take the human being into the presence of God, to establish that
relationship, which is what conversion is, requires experiencing,
listening to the experiences of others, and telling one's own
experiences to others. And in this tell ing the human being's capacity
to symbolize is more important than rational thought.

To establish or re-establish one's relationship with God, steps
clearly highlighted by the experience of conversion and by other
peak experiences, theoretical thought is momentar i ly i rrelevant . It
comes into play when we have to translate this experience (or these
experiences) to communities of others.

A mature charismatic Christian knows what having a vision is. He
knows when he 'is in one'. And when he is in one, he is 'seeing' what
he would otherwise not see. He is not at that moment th inking . But
such visions would be isolating, not relating, if they could not be
communicated to other human beings. And here the dialectic
between experience and doctrine picks up again. And the more
sound the doctrine - the more it has withstood the ravages of time,
the attacks of human doubt, the fear of the bizarre - the more sound
becomes the experience that is illuminated by it or i l luminates it.
Doctrine leads to the expectation of such an experience as much as
the experience requires doctrinal sanction. Likewise, doctrine may
i l lumina te puzzling experiences as much as an experience may
i l l umina t e puzzling doctrinal statements. When these requirements
are mutua l ly satisfactory, which they often are not,7 we are in the
presence of a l i v i n g / v i t a l religion. Of this Augustine became
convinced.

I said earlier that in Confessions Augustine is intent on describing
conversion as a sudden shif t from Manichaeism to Christ iani ty. It is
just as important to recognize that Augustine spoke about his
conversion from his new state of being. He wrote about his past
when he was a Christian. This state of being a Christian, that is, a
person in relationship with God, informed his reflections about his
experiences that brought him there. The fact that the relationship
between his experiences and his state of being a Christian is
dialectical in nature, in the sense that he reflects upon his experiences
in the light of Christian doctrine while also i l lumina t ing Christ ian
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doctrine in light of his experiences, is at this point irrelevant. To give
a personal example, I wrote a book about my childhood after I had
become an anthropologist and clearly from within this state of being.
The fact that I used a novelistic style to evoke strong images in the
reader, rather than deductive logic or whatever else, is irrelevant to
the larger fact that I looked upon my early past from within the state
of being an anthropologist.

As with Confessions, so with charismatic Christians. The
individual who /5 (not is becoming) a Christian is encouraged to
reflect upon his pre-Christian experiences in light of biblical
principles which, having entered the state of being a Christian, it
is assumed he is now eager to learn and put to use by constructing
his testimony.8 The fact that his actual thought processes may be
dialectical in nature, in the sense of seeing past events from the
perspective of biblical principles and enlightening his understanding
of the latter in the light of the former (with the help of the Holy
Spirit of course) is, as was argued for Augustine, irrelevant to the
larger fact of the individual's acceptance of his new state of being
and operating from within this new context.

Symbolic methods and conversion as a life-changing experience

Augustine's reflections allow him not only to garner nuggets of
wisdom from his experiences on the way to becoming a Christian,
they allow him also to portray a major human drama, namely, the
drama of conversion. In these endeavours he relies on the human
ability to symbolize which, according to Leach, consists of using (1)
symbol relationships which are arbitrary but habitual or conven-
tional; and (2) sign relationships which are contiguous but in a
relationship of a part to a whole; as well as (3) signal relationships
which are causal.9 In other words, to symbolize the human being
relies on his (inborn) ability to recognize and work with something
we call metaphor and metonymy. By metaphor is meant simply that
A stands for B by arbitrary association. The association can be
habitual, conventional, private, or one of planned resemblance as in
an icon. Metonymy includes the use of something which Leach calls
sign, natural index and signal. In the first or sign case, A stands for B
as part for a whole; in the second, A indicates B; in the third or signal
case, A triggers B so that the relationship between A and B is
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mechanical and automatic.10 So far I have but paraphrased Leach. It is
my observation, however, based on fieldwork and numerous inter-
views with charismatic Christians, that people do not carefully
distinguish among sign, index and signal, so that A stands for and
indicates B while B is seen to cause A. Augustine did this with 'the
voice' episode, for example, and charismatic Christians do this with
visions, speaking in tongues, and so on. This is the metonymic process.

If , with the help of Leach's tools, we now look in more detail at
the content and structure of Augustine's conversion as he described
it, we become aware of a pattern of thought that has, as mentioned,
lasted through the ages and is an integral part of this life-changing
experience. Thus Augustine describes the telltale signs, emotions,
attitudes and thoughts preceding and following the peak experience
of his conversion. By peak experience I mean the moment of
euphoria, clearly identified by Augustine as having been of divine
origin, and as having instantly resolved his life's major conflict.

Let us first look at some of the metonymic aspects of the structure
of Augustine's conversion. To begin with, the timing of emotional
and intellectual events is important. In Confessions it is represented
by the way Augustine writes using distance between pages to
symbolize distance between events.

The experiences that Augustine highlights as signs of God's
wondrous hidden ways to aid man, these metonyms, are commonly
found in charismatic circles today. One might, for lack of a better
term, call them 'heralding events' after Synan." Synan points out
that certain 'events are heralded as a demonstration of supernatural
power and activity and are l inked to bibl ical types and patterns'.

There is, first, the premonitory curing and conversion of Alypius
signifying that God worked through Augustine (Confessions, Blaik-
lock's translation, p. 137) and foreshadowing Augustine's own healing,
conversion, and new life or 'ministry' . Such a premonitory healing was
likewise noted by many famous modern evangelists, from Bill Branham
to Oral Roberts, Kathryn K u h l m a n , and Kenneth Hagin, among
others. It is usually the first event that sets them on the path of a new
life and ministry, usually one involving healing and evangelism.

Second, there is the phenomenon of the 'smiting word'. Again in
Confessions it happens first to Alypius (with Augustine the
instrument) and later to Augustine himself (p. 137). In these
'heralding events', modern charismatics also recognize one or other
of what they refer to as the nine spiri tual gifts. Thus, one evangelist
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may have the gift of healing, or of prophecy, or of discernment, but
in line with our culture there is considerable gift-specialization. Some
charismatic evangelists are specialists in the gift of knowledge, others
in that of healing, and so on. Alternatively, an evangelist may shift
from the exclusive use of one gift to that of another. As well, we see
here the common experience that someone in the congregation is
convinced that something said by the minister 'was said on his (the
listener's) account alone'.

Third, Augustine, like charismatics today, places events, encoun-
ters, and appointments so that they reveal God's plan for the
individual . Thus Alypius' arrest by the market-police (p. 139) and
later the special meeting between Ambrose and Augustine, are what
John Wimber calls 'divine appointments'. I2 'M

Fourth, the charismatic renewal has made explicit the transforma-
tion of failure into God's closing some doors in order to open others.
We see this again in subtle form in Augustine's Confessions with the
fa i lure of his mother to find him an appropriate bride (p. 146), with
the fa i lure of the commune (p. 147), with the break-up of his
common-law marriage (p. 148), and so on. The importance of (a
counterbalancing) victory, so common in charismatic circles, is thus
also present in Augustine's work.

Fifth, Augustine and present-day charismatics assign equal
significance to the listening to testimonies usually prior to conversion
and/or to other major r i tual milestones.

Important too in the charismatic renewal is the way in which
Augustine structured the events of his inner state just before and
after his conversion. Examples are the increased inner tension,
thematic shifts to those of searching, dying, madness, sickness and
the crystallization of inner conflict. Then between the point of
'snapping' and the 'light of confidence' emotions come thick and
fast. Despite the great intensity of emotion, however, three
intellectual heralding events stand out: (1) the crystallization of
reality into two opposing forces (at the point of conversion); (2) the
sharp mental concentration at the sound of a voice (at the point of
'divine intervention'); and (3) the instant recognition that the
'smiting words' state his new being (at the point of climax).

If emotion somewhat dominates his state of being just prior to and
during the height of conversion, then the intellect dominates his state
of being following the climax of conversion. Intellectual surrender
follows emotional surrender, increased blessings replace former
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despair; a sense of wholeness replaces the former sense of conflict;
peace and victory replace dread and fear.

In sum, a core element of conversion is l i s tening to other people's
testimonies u n t i l the listener recognizes in the events of his own l i fe
premonitory healing (Augustine, Confessions, p. 137), God's closing
doors but opening others (pp. 145, 147), an increased inner tension
(p. 191), and the longing for its resolution. The shif t in perception
and the accompanying tension prompt him to describe himself in
terms of themes of sickness, 'healthy' madness, a kind of dying,
searching, breaking, and dread (pp. 196-7). A snapping point is
anticipated (pp. 201-2), followed by a description of emotional
crowding (pp. 203-4) that ends in euphoria (p. 204).

Longing and anticipation show that t iming too is an important
aspect of the structure of conversion. Experiences preceding the
actual drama of conversion occur over a number of years; the
highlighted emotions preceding the peak experience occur over a
number of days. Then follow things of the moment: a storm of tears
marking the emotional surrender (p. 203), lamentation (p. 203-4),
repentance (p. 204), the voice (p. 204), sharp concentration (p. 204),
the biblical passage (p. 204), and euphoric recognition that his
conflict is resolved (p. 204).

If emotion predominates in Augustine 's description of the period
preceding the peak experience of conversion, intellect predominates
thereafter (Confessions, p. 212).a He writes of intellectual surrender
accompanied by intense longing to read, t h ink and write (p. 212); an
awareness of increased blessings or ' f rui ts ' (p. 216); an awareness of
having been made whole (p. 217); intel lectual zeal (p. 218), followed
by inner peace and the knowledge of having won an important
victory (p. 219); awareness of God's plan for humankind ' s salvation
(p. 221); and recognition of signs and wonders (p. 222).l4

The logic of conversion with its peak experience as c l imax, and
the emphasis on h u m a n emotion and intellect respectively preceding
and following the c l imax, is impeccable. Indeed, what makes
Augustine's description convincing is that he uses his symbolic
faculties as well as logic without losing sight of the existential nature
of the conversion experience. As with Heidegger's description of
dread or Thackeray's description of a Gros Ventre Ind i an seeking
insight,15 so the Confessions shows an i n d i v i d u a l l iv ing through his
dark period, at the cost of existential pain, because he is certain of
the light at the end of the tunnel , the rebirth, the emergence from the
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dark womb into the light of day. The danger of charismatic
Christianity, especially when it is practised by immature Christians,
is to want to do less than this, to by-pass the existential tunnel,
precisely because it is painful and time-consuming. When this
happens, charismatic Christians do what Augustine's Confessions
reminds us not to do, namely, use less than the combination of
symbolic and rational faculties and human experiences and rely
instead on the sole use of metonymy - the tendency to make concrete
and manipulate.

In the positive sense, therefore, Augustine's existentialism is echoed
in the charismatic attitude that God is not confined to Scripture, but is
found, as Jung said, 'in the storm, in the whirlwind, in the cataclysmic
events (of an individual's life and) of history (generally), in the healing
presence of his Son (or the Holy Spirit), in the ongoing proclamation
of the church'.16 But it is good to remember that in these life-changing
experiences, as in extreme ones, concrete forms of existence tend to
predominate and 'symbols tend to actualise'.17 To quote further Des
Pres, 'meaning no longer exists above and beyond the world; it re-
enters concrete experiences, becomes immanent and invests each act
and moment with urgent depth'.18

A later historical perspective: Hamann's proleptic experience
as the key to a specific sense of reality

In 1967 Metzke published a prize-winning essay on J. G. Hamann,
a charismatic Lutheran pietist, empiricist, philosopher and a
compatriot and adversary of Kant, as the man who symbolized
and articulated a turning point for philosophy of the eighteenth
century.19 If we look at Hamann here, it is because he can help us
with the question why some scientists, even empiricists, do not
regard conversion to be an illusion. Why instead they see it as the
anchor or foundation of knowledge.

According to Metzke, the key to Hamann's thought is a specific
happening or proleptic experience. Hamann himself called it his
Bekehrung or conversion and argued that it gave a permanent
direction to his life and outlook. This happening is the source of the
peculiar 'constitution' of Hamann's understanding of Being and the
world. While some people see Hamann as having deliberately set
himself against the Enlightenment for the sake of argument,20
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Metzke insists that Hamann's outlook is the result of a positive
disclosure. His outlook on life, the constitution of his thought, has
its source in a specific Bekehrung-experience. His intentions cannot
be understood as having their source in the thought world of his
immediate environment . They have their source, emphasizes
Metzke,21 in the totality of his own new experience.

While the 'atheistic intellects '  of the late twentieth century is
rooted in the anti-system thinking and the radical relativism of
postmodernism,22 and while this thinking takes place largely wi thin
the old categories of being, body, life and metaphor, the source of
Hamann's intellectus - and of interviewed charismatic Christians
who were scientists - is a radical breakthrough to a new experience,
perception, and conception of reality. But why is the very specific
happening of a conversion important? Because Hamann was quite
aware that it centred his existence, gave it meaning, and, most
important for his thought, provided the key, as said, to his
perception of reality, to his ontology.v

According to Hamann (here I am loosely t ransla t ing and
paraphrasing Metzke's explication), a Bekehrung is not just any
happening. It is not a random happening which does not affect the
substance of the person's life.24 Rather, it is a crisis-driven shattering
through which a human being becomes another from what he was
before. The change is radical. It changes not only the meaning, belief,
or dealings of a person, but his very Being. It is becoming a new
person. It does not, of course, change the material nature of the person.
Instead, it is a turning of one's whole life history and way of life.2;>

Hamann, and the charismatic scientists I interviewed, were
convinced that this change is not possible through human effort,
wi l l , or wish. It is only possible through divine intervention, through
the use, in other words, of metonymic patterns of thought. To them
the new life is 'an act of God', precisely because it is a sudden
Umbruch (radical change) which goes against the wil l of the person
and counter to his developmental tendencies.

Metzke points out that Hamann's thinking,26 as in my view the
thinking of charismatic Christians today, is part of a tradit ion of
German religious and metaphysical thought going back to the
Lutheran Pietists Johann Arndt (1555-1621), Philipp Jakob Spener
(1635-1705) and August Hermann Francke (1663-1727). In 1687
Francke had a proleptic or assumption-changing experience like that
of Hamann in 1758. And like Hamann, Francke's thought too is
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grounded in this experience.27 One can also not rule out the more
controversial influence from the 'Lutheran mystic' Jakob Boehme
(1575-1624) who, in turn, was influenced by Paracelsus (1493-1541)
and by another Lutheran mystic, Valentin Weigel (1538-88).
Charismatic Christianity is not, therefore, free of serious dangers,
among them the flighty pantheistic and theosophical thinking of, for
example, the New Age.28 Consequently, it is important that revelation
remain subject to the strictures of science and orthodox Christianity
instead of, what usually happens, being excluded from them.

Augustine and Hamann are important because they are witnesses
to the fact that conversion is a proleptic experience, an experience
that centres one's thought and life. It is not an experience that frees
one of the problem of good and evil, nor does it produce
instantaneous holiness. This is not always remembered.

Importance of ritual milestones

It is important to keep in mind that Augustine wrote his Confessions
after his conversion. It serves as a reminder that conversion is merely
the beginning of the battle and of the ongoing inner temptations of
human beings. There is, however, a significant difference between
Augustine's, or for that matter Hamann's, post-conversion concerns
and that of charismatic Christians. The latter have turned the
ongoing battle with ongoing inner temptations into ritual milestones.
Thus in the charismatic renewal the important ritual is no longer
conversion but baptism in the Holy Spirit with the evidence of
speaking in tongues. The latter ritualized experience moves the
person a step beyond conversion to a ful l commitment of service in
the Christian community. Most recently, there is a newer develop-
ment yet within the charismatic community. I am referring to the
'Signs and Wonders' Movement of John Wimber. The vital ritual is
no longer conversion, nor baptism in the Holy Spirit with the
evidence of speaking in tongues, but exorcism. The latter provides
'real' deliverance and therefore 'real' entrance into that new life that
was formerly thought to have started with conversion.

The above shifts may be said to be paradigmatic: a shift toward a
new core ritual which comes to represent a new movement. Thus:

(1) primary emphasis on conversion was associated with the 'born
again' movement of fundamentalists (1960s-70s).
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(2) pr imary emphasis on baptism in the Holy Spirit with the evidence
of speaking in tongues was associated with the char ismatic
renewal of the middle classes in mainl ine churches (1970s-80s).

(3) p r imary emphasis on deliverance through exorcism and the
recognition of all gifts of the spir i t is associated with the 'Signs
and Wonders' Movement of John Wimher (1980s-90s). Most
recently, some charismatics have moved beyond even this to
'laughing'.

Where the popularization of Christ ian growth and development
differs from that portrayed in Augustine's Confessions is the
expectation today of sudden change and its correlative optimism.
Likewise, instead of Augustine's literary confessions one finds today
oral testimonies.

The 'Signs And Wonders' movement especially reveals an
impatience with time, development and history. For what makes
the movement potentially magical is precisely the telescoping of
one's past into evil wi th in the present. The person's at t i tude toward
himself and his l i fe is ahistorical, though not an t i - t r ad i t iona l . He
does not careful ly look at his history to see in his past actions bad
fai th , bad choices and ignorance of heeding God's wi l l . Rather he
looks at his present life and sees in it a present evil, that is, his past
history is telescoped and reified or objectified.

Conclusion

When Augustine reflects on his l i fe and conversion, he in fact carries
out at least two symbolic operations. On the one hand, he examines
his mundane actions in order to find in them nuggets of God's
wisdom — a metaphoric operation. On the other, he describes the
experiential highlights of the conversion drama in order to point
beyond them to 'God's plan' — a metonymic operation. The
metaphoric operation deals with core theological concepts l ike sin
(Confessions, p. 157), humility as the word made flesh (p. 165), evil
(p. 172), anti-cult ism and ant i -magic (p. 186). The metonymic
operation deals with the birthing of core charismata out of the
womb of tension, conflict , dread, emotional surrender, lamentat ion,
contrition, voices, and so on (pp. 191, 201, 203-4). It is the latter,
namely, exper ient ia l religion, that c u r r e n t l y predominates in
charismatic circles.
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I stated in the introduction that the major Christian act is that of
baring 'the self in order to restore the individual 's relationship with
God and to make it the central axis of his or her existence. Thus
conversion is the Urerfahrung, the original, most basic, or grounding
experience that informs the life and thought of the individual
thereafter. It is a proleptic or assumption-changing experience.
Charismatics are quite aware that it centres their existence, gives
them meaning and, importantly, provides the key to their percep-
tions of reality and to their understanding of being.

If there is a danger, it is the unwillingness of people to endure this
baring. Consequently, some Christians, as well as observing
scholars, prefer to ignore conversion experiences both in practice
and in print. This is the importance of Augustine's Confessions. It
reminds us that intellectualism has very little to do with the process
of a person's being made in the image of God. But having achieved
that state of being, and after the climax of conversion, the intellect,
now inspired by a right source, or simply by a new source - works in
full boldness among human beings to manage the affairs of life.
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13. Conversion in an African
tradition

Irving Hexham

Introduction

Conversion wi th in the context of African independent/ indigenous
churches involves many complex cul tural factors. Therefore, in this
chapter I will examine one particular case to illustrate the dynamics of
African conversion. The case in question is that of the conversion, or
calling, of the Zulu prophet and church founder Isaiah Shembe (1867?-
1935). But, before we can discuss Shembe in part icular it is necessary to
know something about African independent churches in general.

African independent churches

The rapid growth of Afr ican independent churches is one of the most
signif icant religious developments of the twentieth century. The f i r s t
recorded development of this k ind in Southern Afr ica is the
movement founded by Nts ikana (1780—1821). He was a t rad i t iona l
Xhosa who was regarded by his followers as a 'prophet'. The
message he preached was essentially Christ ian al though he did not
possess a Bible and appears to have had no contact with Chris t ian
missionaries. Exactly what caused him to begin his preaching is
unclear. What is certain is that he underwent a conversion
experience at a t ime when he had no contact wi th whites,
missionaries or other Christians. His l i fe changed d ramat ica l ly and
he began an i t inerant min is t ry which involved prophecies, the
composition of theistic hymns, and healings.1

The traditional Xhosa explanation for Ntsikana's ministry is that he
received a message from God by direct revelation and that his teachings
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were entirely due to the Holy Spirit. In her study of his 'Great Hymn'
Janet Hodgson argues that this commonly held belief is wrong because
there are oral traditions which indicate that following his conversion
Ntsikana had extended contact with missionaries. Although Hodgson
makes a good case, her evidence is not conclusive, leaving the possibility
that the traditional account of his mission is correct.

What is certain is that Ntsikana developed a theistic theology,
compatible with Christ ianity, which went well beyond the ancestor
worship and traditional beliefs of his contemporaries. It is also clear
that while he made few lasting converts, many Xhosa flocked to hear
his preaching which prepared the way for later missionary activity.
Therefore although he did not work for any mission organization
and never created a church, there seems little doubt that his
teachings prepared the way for Christian missions.2

Thirty years later the disaster known as the Xhosa Cattle Ki l l ing
led to severe disruptions in the traditional societies of the Ciskei and
Transkei. The 'Cattle Ki l l ing ' was prompted by the visions of a
young girl, Nongqavvuse and the preaching of traditional prophets.
According to those preachers, if the Zhosa slaughtered their cattle
and destroyed their crops the ancestors would return to drive the
whites, whose bullets would turn to water, out of southern Africa.
After the great event, when the promised deliverance did not
materialize, many Xhosa starved to death while others sought food
from the whites who lived to the south in the Cape Province. From
the religious viewpoint the cattle ki l l ing episode appears to have
gained legitimization from a synthesis between tradit ional beliefs
and Christian preaching. Yet, as with Ntsikana's preaching, it left
behind no lasting religious movement. Rather, the failure of the
prophetic promises made by tradit ional leaders actually caused many
Xhosa to accept Christianity.'

The first genuine African independent churches in Southern Africa
were created as a result of the work of German missionaries in the
Orange Free State and Transvaal. The excellent training their converts
received and the German theory of a Volkskirche (people's church) led
to the development of a spirit of independence which led to the
formation of various indigenous movements in the 1860s. Unfortu-
nately, these development have not been studied and are only now the
being brought to light by Karla Poewe and Ulrich van der Heyden.

In English language studies, the Methodist preacher Nehemiah
Tile is usual ly credited with creating the first African independent
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church in 1884. He disagreed with his white supervisors in 1883,
resigned from the Methodist Church, and founded his own church in
1884. An essential ly Thembu movement, Tile's Church combined
Christ ian teachings with Thembu na t iona l i sm. U n f o r t u n a t e l y th is
brave experiment soon disintegrated after Tile's death in 1891.4

From the 1880s onwards many African independent churches
developed in southern Afr ica and across the continent . Most of these
were small a f f a i r s which attracted few followers and soon fai led. By
the tu rn of the century Afr ican independent churches had f i n a l l y
taken root among blacks in South Africa. 5 Today l i t e r a l l y thousands
of Af r i can independent churches are t h r i v i n g in South Afr ica . The
major i ty of these are very small a f f a i r s with their own prophet and a
handfu l of members. Others, however, are large well-organized
movements which have stood the test of time. The oldest ma jor
Afr ican independent church is the Nazareth Baptist Church of the
amaNazari tes founded in 1912 by Isaiah Shembe. Today the largest
of these churches is the Zion Chris t ian Church which was founded in
1924 by Ignatious Lekganyane (1885P-1948)/1

David Chidester estimates that in 1990 'over 30% of the Black
population of South Africa' belonged to African independent
churches." This f igure represents a doubling of independent church
membership in the 30 years since 1960.s During the same period,
membership of Afr ican Tradit ional religions dropped from 22.6 per
cent of the black population to 16 per cent.9 In other words, Af r i can
independent churches are growing at the expense of m a i n l i n e
Chris t ian churches. Not su rpr i s ing ly many m a i n l i n e Chr is t ian
writers do their best to minimize the importance of the independent
churches which are clearly in f r ing ing on their market share.

The life and work of Isaiah Shembe

Isaiah Mdl iwamafa Shembe (1867P-1935) was the 'prophet' and
founder of the Nazareth Baptist Church, the amaNazaretha, one of
Africa 's oldest new religious movements, sometimes called an
'independent' or ' indigenous' church. Shembe is perhaps un ique
among modern religious leaders south of the Sahara because in 1949
his son, Johannes Galilee Shembe (1904—76), commissioned the Rev.
Petros M. Dhlomo to collect and record the oral histories of the
movement. Dhlomo did this with great diligence thus preserving a
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record of the life and work of Isaiah Shembe based on eyewitness
testimonies. Dhlomo recorded the testimonies of his informants by
painstakingly typing them out as the people described their
experiences to him. He also provided the names of his informants,
but omitted to give any other information about them.

In the late 1960s J. G. Shembe asked the German missionary Dr
Hans-Jiirgen Becken if he would translate and publish the oral
histories in English. But, due to circumstances, including his return
to Germany in 1974, Becken was unable to accept the task. After J.
G. Shembe's death in 1976 his brother Amos Shembe instructed
Dhlomo to expand the project to include the life and work of himself
and his brother J. G. Shembe. As a result three large volumes were
created, comprising over 250 testimonies and accounts of deeds of
the amaNazarite leaders.

Later, in 1989 Becken once more returned to South Africa where
he visited Amos Shembe who again requested that he translate the
movement's history into English. This time Becken was able to
accept the commission. Currently, all three volumes of oral histories
have been translated and are to be published by the Edwin Mellen
Press, Lewiston, New York in the USA. The following account is
based on these texts and other secondary material.

Isaiah Shembe was born on a farm at Ntabamhlophe near
Estcourt, in Natal, South Africa. The farm was located near the
Drakensberg mountain range known as the Giant's Castle which
provided the backdrop for Cy Ranker Endfield's production of the
1964 film Zulu. The exact date of Shembe's birth is unknown
although he was thought to be about 68 years old when he died in
1935. The family originated in Zululand, but fled to the Drankens-
berg region after his grandfather, who was a great diviner, became
convinced that the Zulu king would ki l l him. The testimonies are
unclear as to whether the king in question was Senzangakhona or his
successor Shaka. It is also stated that Shembe's father, Mayekisa,
was a 'prophet', although there is no indication that he had any
contact with Christianity or Christian missions. Later Shembe's
father moved to Ntabazwe near Harrismith in the Orange Free State
where the young Shembe grew up.

Many tales are told about the wondrous deeds of the young
Shembe. He was married to four wives and had numerous girlfriends.
Then, quite suddenly, like John Bunyan (1628-88), in his classic Grace
Abounding to the Chief of Sinners,10 and the German Pietist leader,

210

IRVING HEXHAM



August Herman Frnncke (1663—1727), Isaiah Shembe was convicted of
his sins and sought peace with God after a dramatic conversion.

The story Shembe told about his conversion begins with var ious
prayer experiences during which he felt 'a call1 to serve God. But he
ignored God's instructions and continued to live a secular l i fe . Then,
in the late 1890s a number of his children died in quick succession.
Dhlomo records the story" as follows:

14.1.13 Five days after this burial , another child passed away . . . All these
children were sick for five days before they left this earth . . . (Shembe)
asked God: 'What sin did I commit, that you hit me with such a severe
whip?' Jehova replied: 'No, I did not bring about this death; it was you . . .
I told you to separate your wives, for I wanted to speak to you? You said,
that it would be better for your wives to die than to allow them to be
married to other men . . . I have done what you said. But instead of your
wives, who are not yet converted, I have taken the children of these
women, for they did not yet sin. Today, I tell you: Follow me now. Your
wives have now died. I want to do my work through you/ (Petros M.
Dhlomo, Khaya S. Ndeln, and Jeslinah Mchnnu)

After this drama, Shembe left his wives to become a wandering
seeker. During the next few years he appears to have joined several
churches. At first he seems to have been influenced by the Weslyans
and may even have been baptized by them. Later he associated with
at least two different Baptists groups and was baptized by one of
them on 22 Ju ly 1906.12 At this time, l ike Joseph Smith earl ier in the
United States and Sun Myung Moon later in Korea, he began to be
troubled by the clear divisions and open hostil i ty between members
of Christian missionary churches.1 5 About the same time that he
became aware of d isuni ty among Christians, Shembe came into
contact with prophetic traditions wi th in Zulu society through
encounters with several independent 'prophets'. One of these men,
a former Lutheran catechist, Nkabinde, led Shembe to develop a
healing minis t ry in 1910.

Like Shembe, Nkabinde had experienced a v iv id call to serve God.
Dhlomo says:

18.1.1 Before the war of 1906, Johane Zanclilc Nkabinde was a preacher
of the Lutheran Church at Nquthu . . . Then his wife passed away and he
remained alone with his children at this home. Then the Word of Jehova
came to him . . . he refused the call, for he did not know with whom he
should leave his children . . . the Word of Jehova came to him for a third
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time ... This Word said to him: If you will not obey the call, this storm
will destroy your houses and kill your children, whom you love so much.
(Daniel Dube}^

Perhaps it was the similarity of their personal experiences which
brought the two men together. Whatever the case, it seems that
Nkabinde proclaimed the coming of Shembe in his preaching:

Nkabinde said: Listen, you people of Africa. God has told me, that there
is a man coming from heaven, who is not like other human beings. I am
like John the Baptist to announce his coming to you ...15 (Johannes
Galilee Shembe}

With Nkabinde's endorsement Shembe proceeded to preach
throughout Natal where he received a very warm welcome and
seems to have gathered around him a group of followers. He also
initiated baptism in the sea on the Durban beachfront.16

Around this time Shembe visited the grave of another Zulu
prophet Mfazwe to pay homage. This visit caused the followers of
Mfazwe to recognize Shembe as their new prophet and flock to him,
thus increasing the strength of his movement.17 About a year later, in
1912, Shembe founded the iBandla lamaNazaretha or Nazareth
Baptist Church.

When Shembe died on 2 May 1935 at Mikhaideni in Northern
Natal, his movement seems to have had around 35,000 followers.18

In 1989 the South African newspaper The Sunday Tribune estimated
that Amos Shembe's church had over 500,000 members.19 Another
30,000-75,000 people belonged to the rival branch of the movement
headed by J. G. Shembe's son, Londa Shembe.20

Isaiah Shembe had established a well-organized religious move-
ment with a rich liturgy based on traditional Zulu ritual and dance.
He acquired a farm, close to kwaMashu, near Durban, which
became his holy city of Ekuphakameni, and established an annual
pilgrimage to the Holy Mountain of Nhlangakazi which was
tastefully recorded in the BBC film Zulu Zion (1969).

According to the testimonies recorded by Petros M. Dhlomo, Isaiah
Shembe was noted for his vivid parables and uncanny insights into
people's thoughts. He loved the wilderness and often went to pray on
mountains and in lonely places. Animals are said to have understood
his commands and dangerous snakes were unable to harm him or his
followers. He spoke with spirit beings and on several occasions
claimed to see a host of angels or other spiritual creatures which
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remained invisible to those with him. Most important of all he had the
abil i ty to heal people of physical and mental sickness.

Shembe wrote many moving hymns and composed dramat ic
music which formed the basis for ritual dances. He designed 'sacred'
clothing for his followers who were supposed to wear their heavenly
garb on festive and other occasions in preparation for l i fe in heaven.
The Sabbath replaced Sunday as a day of worship and various food
laws, including a ban on alcohol and eating chicken, were instigated.
Christmas was also abandoned in favour of New Year and mid-
winter (June) ceremonies.

In 1930 Shembe was involved in a serious dispute with the
government over his refusal to allow his followers to be vaccinated
which he interpreted as evidence of lack of faith in God. Eventually,
after many threats and prolonged court action the authorities seem
to have given way and allowed the amaNazarites exemption from
the vaccination order.

Numerous fantastic stories surround Shembe's death, most of
which were concocted by his enemies to discredit the movement.
One such story says that he died jumping off a cl i f f because he
thought he could fly l ike an angel. Actual ly , his last days seem to
have been plagued with illness and exhaustion. From the available
records it seems that Shembe simply worked himself to death
through continuous travel, preaching, open air baptisms in pools and
rivers, and church administrat ion. He died on 2 May 1935 at
Mikhaideni in Northern Natal and was buried on 5 May at his
beloved Ekhuphakameni .

Following his death there was a short succession dispute which
eventually resulted in the son of his third wife, J. G. Shembe, assuming
the leadership of the amaNazaretha movement. J. G. Shembe
continued the traditions of his father and saw remarkable church
growth. When he died in 1975 there was another succession dispute
which led to a major split and a division of church properties.21

After Johannes Galilee Shembe's death there was a short but bitter
leadership dispute which led to lawsuits. Eventual ly the church
divided between the followers of another of Isaiah Shembe's sons, a
graduate of Fort Hare and former schoolteacher, Amos Shembe, and
one of Johannes Galilee Shembe's sons, a graduate of the univers i ty
of Zululand and practising lawyer, Londa Shembe. Most older
members of the church followed Zulu tradition by recognizing the
elderly Amos Shembe as their new leader.
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Amos Shembe claimed the right of succession because of Zulu
tradition and his birth as a son of Isaiah Shembe. He established a new
sacred site on a farm owned by the church about ten miles north of
kwaMashu. Although an able administrator, Amos Shembe did not
claim to be a 'prophet', nor did he invoke a 'divine call', instead he
called himself 'bishop' and assumed a bureaucratic style of leadership.

By contrast, Londa Shembe asserted a charismatic right to inherit
his father's mantle. According to him he was content working as a
lawyer unti l he received a vision of his late father's hands drawing
him to the spiri tual world. This and subsequent visions led him to
declare his divine calling and assume the office of a prophet. Many
younger, more educated, people joined Londa Shembe, to form a
separate movement based on the holy city of Ekuphakameni which
was given to him as the result of a lawsuit that divided church
property between him and his uncle.

Amos Shembe organized his branch of the church along
traditional lines which built on the work of his predecessors and
affirmed the biblical basis of their faith. Londa Shembe was a
religious innovator who relied on the work of the Spirit and
revelations from God and Shembe to uphold his position.22

Amos Shembe died in 1995 and the church leadership was taken
over by his companions. Thus the switch to a bureaucracy was
complete. Londa Shembe was brutally assassinated on 7 April 1989.2?

Today his followers continue his work through a charismatic form
of leadership in the midst of what has become a war zone on the
outskirts of Durban.

Nevertheless, the prophetic message of Isaiah Shembe delivered by
himself, his sons, and grandson lives on in the lives of many black
South Africans and will no doubt play an important role in the
future religious composition of the new South Africa which is at
present undergoing severe birthpangs.

Isaiah Shembe and the tradition of conversion

Whenever one discusses the origins of African independent churches
or other indigenous prophetic movements, questions about religious
conversion, visions and revelation immediately present themselves.
According to traditional accounts, several African prophets, includ-
ing the Xhosa prophet Ntsikana (1780-1821), Ignatious Lekganyane

214

IRVING HEXHAM



(1885P-1948) and Isaiah Shembe (1869P-1935), underwent a conver-
sion experience involving visions prior to contact with Christians or
Christian missionaries. Following these ini t ia l experiences, these
prophets begin a walk with God and over the course of their l i fet ime
receive many revelations from God.

Upon first hearing such stories Europeans are prone to see the
African prophet as an exotic being who is uniquely African. As a
result barriers are erected between historic Christianity and the new
religious movements of Africa. If, however, the experiences of men
like Shembe are compared to great Christian leaders in Western
society then a different picture emerges. Far from being uniquely
African the experiences of Ntsikana, Lekganyane and Shembe fit the
pattern of conversion and spiritual l i fe of Christians throughout
history. A comparison between the religious experience of Isaiah
Shembe and John Bunyan vividly illustrates this fact.

Living centuries apart in very different countries, John Bunyan
and Isaiah Shembe ought to have little in common. Yet, surprisingly,
their spiri tual pilgrimage leading up to their conversions was very
similar. Both men were fond of women and, by all accounts,
successful lovers.24 Neither was part icularly chaste, but they lived in
societies25 where chastity was not a considered a great virtue.

It is all the more puzzling that both men should be plagued with
thoughts of God which created a deep sense of their own sinfulness,
especially in sexual matters. Why should a Bedford tinker and a Zulu
tradesman be troubled by the life they were l iving when their social
equals admired the manliness of their behaviour? Perhaps Bunyan
heard Puritan preaching and came under the conviction of sin.
Perhaps Shembe heard a latter-day Puri tan repeat the type of
message which brought Bunyan to repentance. Both men moved in
societies where such preaching was not uncommon. Yet the question
remains why they and not others responded to a message which
came from a different social and, in Shembe's case, racial group.

Nevertheless, what is certain is that both men did respond and in
doing so became leaders of powerful religious movements which
challenged the very foundations of their respective societies. Of
course, Bunyan's status as the leader of a religious movement can be
questioned. His following was never too great during his l ifet ime,
although he was a popular preacher. But in the centuries after his
death his writings, particularly The Pilgrim's Progress, drastically
shaped the religious consciousness of millions.26 Similar ly, at his
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death in 1935 Shembe's following remained quite small and almost
exclusively Zulu. Yet within fifty years it would spread throughout
southern Africa to embrace over half a million people. And the
appeal of his teaching shows no sign of diminishing.

My purpose in comparing Bunyan with Shembe is to bring home
to Western readers the realization that 'the prophet Isaiah Shembe' is
not a isolated figure in religious history. His story is not a curious
example of an African living in a very strange society who happened
to gather around him a group of ignorant peasants. Rather, behind
this unique African story is the story of a man whose experiences
were almost identical with those of other men throughout history in
many different societies.

Living in a relatively more religiously liberal society than that
experienced by Bunyan, Shembe was protected by local magistrates
and could build up a living church. Bunyan on the other hand spent
over twelve years in gaol forcing him to divert his creative energies
into writing.

Of course, it may be objected that Western Christians describe
Shembe as 'a prophet' while his followers appear to regard him as
something greater than a prophet. Surely, the prophetic element
sharply distinguishes a Shembe from a Bunyan, who was, after all, a
Calvinist preacher. But there are also prophetic elements in Bunyan's
writings. For example, in The Pilgrim's Progress when Christian and
Faithful approach the Vanity Fair, where Faithful is to lose his life,
they are met by Evangelist who encourages their endeavour and is
thanked by Christian who says: 'they well knew he was a Prophet,
and could tell them things that might happen unto them .. ,'.27

Prophets were not unknown in Bunyan's day. The practice of
prophecy and recognition of living prophets was associated with the
Levellers, Diggers, Quakers and other politically suspect groups.

And in Bunyan's Calvinist tradition there were the words of John
Calvin in his Institutes of the Christian Religion:

Those who preside over the government of the church in accordance
with Christ's institution are called by Paul as follows: first apostles, then
prophets, thirdly evangelists, fourthly pastors, and finally teachers (Eph.
4:11). Of these only the last two have an ordinary office in the church;
the Lord raised up the first three at the beginning of his Kingdom, and
now and again revives them as the need of the times demands (italics
mine).28
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Thus Calvin, Bunyan and Shembe all share the belief that
although rare, prophets are 'raised up' by God as the need arises.
Today thousands of Afr icans believe that Isaiah Shembe was jus t
such a person raised up by God to speak to them in their own
language and cultures thus bringing them to God in a un ique ly
Afr ican way.29

Conversion in the African context

How are we to understand conversion in the context of African
independent churches? Contrary to various post-colonial and post-
modern writers, Afr ican conversion is no different than any other
Christian conversion. What is important is not the cul tural context
but absorption into a l iv ing tradit ion. Christian conversion must be
viewed within the cul tural context of the great tradition known as
Christianity. Within this tradition we find common human longings,
themes and responses to a divine reality which people entering the
tradition claim to encounter. The Christian experience of 'the Holy'
forms a basis for Chris t ian conversion which transcends the
part iculari t ies of human cultures. To the believer this commonality
is based on the reality of God. To the unbeliever it can only be
explained on the basis of the reality of a common human i ty . Thus,
for believer and unbeliever al ike, Christian conversion in the Af r i can
context is an important phenomenon which informs contemporary-
debates by providing evidence of a reali ty beyond the subjec t iv i ty of
the ind iv idua l observer. Whether that real i ty is understood in terms
of God, an external human condition, or a combination of both the
d iv ine and the human , does not matter. The fact is, something exists
beyond the ind iv idua l and it is this something which is reflected in
the shared cross-cultural experience known as Chris t ian conversion.
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14. The Benedictine vow
'conversio morum'

Macrina Sitzia

'Without having seen him, you love him; though you do not now see
him you believe in him, and rejoice with unutterable and exalted
joy.' These words are taken from the first Letter of St Peter (1:8), a
letter which in many ways expresses the spirit and perspective which,
nearly five centuries further on in the development of the Christian
tradition, inspired St Benedict both in his understanding, through his
pioneering practice, of the monastic way of life, and in the
composition of his Rule for those who wished to follow in the
tradition which he himself treasured as a pure and tested way of
discipleship. The words quoted are exemplified in him, for whom
nothing is to be preferred to the love of Christ, and often find an
echo in his teaching; they resonate with the deepest motivation in the
hearts of monks and nuns who have undertaken this way as his sons
and daughters.

St Peter's Letter speaks of Christ, whom his first disciples had
known as they would have known any other, journeying with him,
eating with him, listening to him, as a companion, brother and
teacher. Christ, who passed from their midst, who was taken from
their sight through his death by crucifixion, and whom yet they came
to know to be still more truly among them, more powerfully within
them, in his manifestation in resurrection. So still they listened to
him, in the teaching which he inspired among them, in the
i l luminat ion of Scripture; still they ate with him, in a foretaste of
the marriage feast of heaven, the consummation of ultimate union
with God in Christ, at the Eucharistic meal; still they journeyed with
him, following him in his Passover from this world to the Father.

St Benedict offers his Rule as a guide for this journey, while
strictly emphasizing his dependence on and reference to the Gospel
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and the tradit ion.1 The fundamenta l , interior structure of his
disciple's life is no different from that which in essentials makes
itself evident in all those who in whatever age and tradi t ion have
sought to respond to the awakening realization of the ul t imate in the
depths of their being, in whatever way this may be experienced. A
Christian looking at this essential structure sees, as it makes itself
manifest , the pattern of Christ's death and resurrection. The
spiritual awakening is a rebirth into a new, transformed mode of
being, which is part icipation, through union, in the l ife which is God
himself. It is an ever-deepening union because the d iv ine l i fe itself
transcends all limits, is beyond all attainment. It is such a union to
which St Paul gives expression when he says, 'I have been crucif ied
with Christ; it is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me;
and the l i fe I now live in the flesh I l ive by fai th in the Son of God,
who loved me and gave himself for me' (Galat ians 2:20). It is to this
union that St Benedict seeks to guide the disciple when he says,
'Through patience we shall undergo what Christ suffered, and
thereby be made worthy of sharing his kingdom' (Rule, Prologue 50).

'Through patience ... ', St Benedict says. Patience implies a
process, and one which is never really fu l f i l l ed as long as the awaited,
longed-for f ru i t of labour and endurance is sought as an external
real i ty. The change which brings about the desired resolution is an
interior one: it is a change or t ransformation of mind; it is metanoia,
repentance.- This inner change, therefore, which is effected through
patience, is the point of conversion. It signifies the dissolution of the
dua l i t y which sees suffer ing as something manufactured external ly to
oneself, rather than seeing it for what it is, one's own experience, a
process wi th in one's own mind; the mind in bondage to suf fer ing
imagines that change of external circumstances wi l l bring deliver-
ance, and as long as it clings to this delusion, it remains in bondage,
and suffers.

The actual 'change' necessary, as Christ's resurrection most
radiantly shows by its transformation of death by the power of the
div ine life wi th in h im, is that of an inner awakening, the aris ing of
that inner dawn of unborn, undy ing light by which the pain and
death of suffering are transformed into unconquered joy. Christ says
in St John's Gospel: 'When a woman is in t rava i l she has sorrow,
because her hour has come; . . , so you have sorrow now, but 1 wi l l
see you again, and your hearts w i l l rejoice, and no one wi l l take your
joy from you' (John 16:21-22). The point of t ransformation,
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therefore, is the realization of Christ's presence, in a power of being
which transcends the life of this world, and death itself. There is an
ancient saying handed down from the early monastic Fathers: 'The
soul of the monk is like the night of Easter, for it sees Christ rising
from the dead.'

St Benedict's emphasis on the practice of patience as the catalyst
for this awakening gives the process of conversion or transformation
a particular character or perspective. Patience, a humble virtue, is
not commonly associated with peak spiritual experience. Yet here
this is precisely what is being implied. Christ's teaching on vigilance,
found in the Gospels and in particular in certain of his parables, lies
at the heart of the monastic tradition and practice, as the above-
quoted saying, for example, shows. The bridegroom will come at an
unexpected hour3 at an hour which is not known, for it cannot be
known: it is hidden in God, and is not discernible in the temporal
realm, only at that point of transcendence between moment and
moment. This is the hidden moment, the unknown hour when the
bridegroom makes himself known, when through the dissolution of
death his light dawns. St Benedict's practice uncovers this unique
moment in every moment; the mystery of Christ's dying and rising is
realized in every breath.

The monk, or nun's, life, says St Benedict, should be a continual
Lent (Rule 49:1). That is, it should be characterized by perpetual
vigilance, in accordance with the Gospel precepts outlined above, in
which Christ urges his disciples to stay awake, with lamps alight.
Such vigilance is marked by purity (49:2) and 'the joy of spiritual
longing' (49:7, cf. 4:46) for the Easter dawn. This vigilance kindles in
the monk or nun's heart the attitude of mindfulness, which realizes
God's presence everywhere,4 and establishes it in right view, in
which, by 'keeping death always before one's eyes' (4:47), one
maintains the perspective of ultimate truth.

This orientation towards the dawn, symbolic of the inner
awakening, is strongly reinforced by St Benedict's emphasis on the
night Office, the service of chanted psalms and Scripture readings
performed, according to the Rule, in the early hours of the morning,
before first light.5 In the dormitory, throughout the night, a lamp is
to be kept burning and even during sleep, one's mind is to be kept
vigilant and ready to wake up, so that the instant the signal is given,
one is ready to respond, one's inner eyes open to receive divine
il luminat ion.6
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This illumination is the transforming light of Christ's resurrec-
tion, as it is gradually realized in the disciple. All St Benedict's
instructions in his Rule are directed to enable this to come about,
gradually. The monastic day is oriented towards this dawn, as we
have seen, in the prolonged night prayer and the celebration of Lauds
at sunrise; the celebration of Sunday, the day of the Lord's
resurrection, is the focal point of every week; and the feast of
Easter itself is the climax of the year. Life is a continual Lent only up
to a point. The light proclaims that Christ is risen. Faith lives
according to that light. Love has known its t ransforming power.

The radiance of Christ's rising pervades the monk's or nun's
entire existence. The vow of conversion is taken that this may be so.
A scene described by St Benedict in his instructions for the reception
of a new member reveals the essence of what is meant by
'conversion' in the Christian monastic tradition. In this text, chapter
58 of his Rule, we have a description of the process whereby one who
so desires enters the monastic community and undertakes the
monastic discipline. In it, the novice passes through a period of
testing and trial, whereby he or she proceeds gradually inwards from
the outer circle of the guest quarters, through the intermediate state
of dissolution in the novitiate, and so to the threshold of the inner
sanctuary, the place of transformation. There the community are
gathered, heaven and earth are united in the communion of the holy
beings, and the novice comes into God's presence.

According to Christian understanding, this is a presence from
which the novice has never been absent. This is the presence of One
whom he or she has known, wi th in the consciousness of being
known, loved and called. However, this is not a being known or
loved or called as another, nor as by another. Rather, a knowing and
being known that transcends the dua l i sm of knower and known.
And so, the Christian novice enters the presence of God, and f inds
himself or herself alone : the monk is 'monos', 'one who is alone'.

And yet, never alone. At the heart of the Christ ian monastery is an
altar. On it, the offering is made which, it is believed, gathers all
existence into its t ransforming power and makes all holy. This
supreme offer ing is seen to be the eternal offering of total love which
was the manifestation in the temporal realm of the union at the heart
of the very being of God. This manifestat ion is seen to be Christ's
incarnation, death and resurrection, in which the marriage of earth
and heaven, created and uncreated, temporal and eternal is
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consummated by the power in Christ of his indissoluble union with
the Father in the Holy Spirit. In Christ, therefore, is seen to be the
dissolution of all duality, the ultimate realization of that primal,
eternal union which is the paradigm and ground of the oneness of all
being, and into which one 'returns' by becoming one with Christ's
'return' to the Father.7

It is in order to attain to this realization that the novice now
approaches the altar and enters by vow into a union with Christ
which will precipitate within him or her a participation in and
fulf i lment of this mystery. What in effect is happening by the making
of this vow is that the forces by which this ultimate realization is
achieved are located and entered into, rather like a fast-flowing
current, in order that the process into which all Christians enter
through baptism, the process of Christ's dying and rising,s might be
actualized as powerfully as possible. These primary forces of
realization are twofold: they are love, and death. In Christ, the
two are brought together into one power of transformation: death is
entered into in the freedom and self-dissolution, or self-emptying9 of
total love, and that very love harnesses the forces of death into itself
and so dawns into the uni t ive realization of transcendence, beyond
life and death. It is this quality of transcendence, in practice self-
transcendence, that is in essence the union of these two forces of love
and death. By vow, the novice enters into the process. That is, he or
she receives Christ's empowerment, by means of union with Christ,
that the process might be realized. The realization is actualized as the
vow is fulf i l led, through the practice of self-transcendence in the
transformative union of the forces of love and death.

Many of the precepts given by St Benedict in his Rule show how
this unification is to be attained. In fact the entire Rule really is an
instruction on how the whole of life is to be taken up into this
process: eating, sleeping, ordinary actions, no less than liturgy and
meditation, are dedicated by means of ritual and their symbolic
potential opened up, that there might be nothing which is not
transformed into the path of the realization of ultimate union. Again
and again his directions for the practice disclose Christ as their
origin, inspiration and fu l f i lment .

In a key passage, for example, 7:35-43, on the 'fourth degree of
humil i ty ' (there are twelve) he focuses on the experience of one
who, l ike Christ, f inds that the path of transcendent love, the path
of obedience, leads to seeming annih i la t ion . The way of
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t r ans fo rmat ion is to keep loving, to love in free and active self-
emptying, to undo death's bonds by this freedom, and to transcend
death itself.

Thus the disciple is encouraged by Christ's example not to lose
heart in such an ordeal, not to flag or to seek escape, 'for he who
endures to the end wil l be saved' (7:36). The cup of the Lord's
suffering has to be drained before it can yield the nectar of
immorta l i ty . The disciple therefore is instructed to learn how not to
be poisoned by the inevitable taste of death in all things: by
discerning wisdom and true acceptance, not as if by constraint but
by the inner freedom and enlightened knowledge of a heart set on
transcendence, the disciple is empowered to make of all experience
death's t ransformation, by the undy ing power of one who has
conquered (7:35, 39). St Benedict therefore describes the a t t i tude of
one in whom perfect h u m i l i t y is manifest as one who in his mind
knows himself always to be at that threshold between l i fe and death
(7:62-70). This vigilance of the purif ied mind is then joined to the
power of love and thereby gains a foretaste of resurrection.

At the heart of this experience is the mind that is 'brought to
nothing' (7:50), realizes its own emptiness, and discovers in those
very depths union with God; 'yet I am always with you' (7:50). By a
symbolic correlation, at the heart of the monastery is the sanctuary ,
a place set apart and made sacred by the l i turgical re-enactment and
making-present of Christ's offering. Entering into union with this
supreme offering, the monastic neophyte comes to the al tar and
makes a total dedication. In the c l imax of the rite of i n i t i a t i o n , he or
she stands before this a l ta r to pronounce vows of perpetual
commitment, and lays upon it the document which testifies to th is
offering.

'Suscipiendus autem in oratorio coram omnibus promittat de
stabil i tate sua et conversatione morum quorum et obedientiam
coram Deo et sanctis eius ... ' - 'The one who is to be received
should, in the place of prayer and in the presence of everyone there,
make promise of his s tabi l i ty , conversion of l i fe and obedience, in the
presence of God and his saints ...'. It would be worthwhile giving
some attention at this point to the form which St Benedict gives to
this commitment.

First of a l l , we should note the context. The one about to make
the vow is spoken of as 'the one to be received': 'suscipiendus'. This
designation reappears in active mode later on, when the newly
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professed sings the line from the psalm (118 [119]: 116), 'Receive me,
Lord, according to your word, and I shall live': 'suscipe me
Domine ...'. Therefore there is a twofold 'reception': the novice is
received by the community as a fu l l member, and, by this same act,
surrenders himself to being 'received', or 'taken up' by God. This
twofold dimension is brought into focus by the parallel setting 'in
the presence of everyone there' and 'in the presence of God and his
saints'; fur ther on, when the novice is to present the petition
embodied in his vow in written form, and so to place it on the
altar, it is said that he should draw up the document 'in the names
of the saints whose relics are there and of the abbot who is
present'.10 What is envisaged, therefore, is an interpenetration of
heavenly reality and earthly: the two realms are seen not as two,
but as one, and it is by the reality of this union that the novice's
commitment is ratified and from it derives its validity. Actualized
in time, it is sealed in eternity.

The novice signs the document, and lays it on the altar. By this
act, his or her offering is united to Christ's in his mystery: by this
union, the newly-ini t ia ted is taken up into the process of
transformation which is Christ's Passover from death to new life.
This, therefore, is the substance and the purpose of the Benedictine
vow: to pass from death to life in union with Christ, to participate in
that transformation of life which transfuses the life even of this
world with the light of the resurrection.

We should now turn our attention to the formula of the vow
itself. The text says 'Let him make promise of his stability,
conversion of life and obedience'. This threefold vow is to be
understood to be a whole: it is not a matter simply of undertaking to
practise three particular precepts. These precepts are not exclusive:
they are inclusive of each other, and they are all-inclusive in the sense
that they intend a consecration of life in its entirety, embracing all
that the tradition to which one has become heir values as essential to
this process. Each of the three expressions of this commitment, or
each of the three vows, to put it in a way more common in later
evolutions of the tradition, brings out a particular aspect of or gives
a particular perspective to this total offering. Therefore, obedience is
seen to be part of the way of conversion; stability, or perseverance,
the strength of obedience; and conversion the power and inner
direction making stability and obedience into a force for the
transformation of life.
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This t ransformat ion is the very purpose of the vows and of the
way of life shaped by them. It is a process of 'conversion' in that by
means of this consecration the o rd ina ry becomes sacred; un-
enlightened mundane existence is gradual ly t ransf igured by the
div ine l ight and becomes a par t ic ipat ion in and a mani fes ta t ion of
God himself .

It is not, however, as obvious as it may seem that this second of
the Benedictine vows actual ly does mean 'conversion'. Although
this is not the place to discuss the matter in detail, it should be
noted that in the part icular text we are examining (Rule 58:17) as
well as in three others in the Rule (1:3, 58:1, 63:1) the manuscr ipt
evidence reveals that in the process of transmission scribes thought
fit to prefer the reading 'conversio' to the most probably more
authentic 'conversatio'. The reason for this would seem to be,
understandably enough, that the latter term 'conversatio' can be
obscure, requiring to be interpreted and its meaning made more
precise: replacement by its cognate 'conversio' was able to achieve
this often. That is to say, 'conversatio' was understood to mean
'conversion'. However, it means more than that. Where 'conver-
sion' might imply a single instance, a part icular decisive tu rn ing-
point, 'conversatio' indicates a way of l i f e or a way of being or
behaving: the root concept of ' tu rn ing ' here can he seen to s igni fy
not only a ' turning from' or ' turning to' as in 'conversio', but more
par t icu la r ly a ' turning' which takes place 'wi th in ' a si tuation or
way of life. It has the nature of a continual choice or response,
reinforcing and renewing what might i n i t i a l l y have been a change
of direction, choice or response.

Thus 'conversatio' in the monastic setting comes to mean not only
'conversion', often signifying in this case the act of entering upon the
monastic way of l ife, but also the monastic l i fe itself, which in tu rn
becomes defined, by a kind of reflex of interpretation, as 'a l i fe of
continual conversion'. That is to say, the 'conversion of l ife ' vowed
by the novice is a process of continual transformation of life, which
in itself constitutes the monastic way of life.

To gain some understanding of this vow, therefore, and of what is
meant by conversion in the Christ ian monastic tradit ion, we should
examine this process of transformation.

As we have seen, when the novice makes his or her commitment
to seek God in the monastic way, the document which gives
testimony to this vow is placed on the altar. By this act, the offering
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of one's whole life and being, embodied in the vow, is united to the
mystery of Christ. The monk or nun is made one with the mystical
Christ, that is to say, with Christ present, always present and given
in the 'mysteries' which constitute his work of transformation
through his death and resurrection. The epicentre of this transform-
ing process, from which its power emanates, is its continually being
made present in symbolic form in the sacred liturgy. The high point
of this liturgy, which itself according to the tradition embodied in the
Rule encompasses the whole continuum of day and night, is the
celebration of the holy Eucharist, the Mass.

This celebration is essentially a re-enactment of the last supper
shared by Jesus with his disciples the night before he was crucified;
this generally understood to have been a Passover meal, in accordance
with the Jewish tradition, but given a transformed significance by
Jesus when he took the elements of the meal, bread and wine, and
blessed them with a blessing that went beyond the tradition, and
thereby, according to Christian understanding, both transcended and
fulfilled the tradition. That is, in offering them to God with an
invocation of blessing, he made this a total act of self-offering, as a
symbol of the surrender of his life in the death which he was about to
undergo, and thereby invested the bread and wine with his own being,
his life, offered in love to his disciples. Giving the bread, he said 'Take
this, eat, this is my body'; and offering the cup he said 'This is my
blood'. This 'blessing' signified the making of a new covenant, no
longer simply a participation through commemoration in the exodus
from Egypt, the 'passing over' of the angel of death sparing the
Israelite first-born, or the 'passover' from slavery to the freedom of the
promised land, but the fulf i lment of all this, the definitive dissolution
of death into life, into a new, transformed way of being, the liberation
from the moral bondage which causes death, and an entry into true
life, the undying life of God's own unoriginate being.

This, therefore is the reality into which the novice enters, radically
and absolutely, by the making of the vow. He or she becomes one
with Christ in this supreme offering; passes from death to life and is
made one with God. Henceforth the whole of life is taken up into
this process and is thereby transformed. The altar and the offering
which is made there stand as the focal point, bringing all other
things, by means of the liturgy which evolves from this central act
and leads further into it, into the perspective and transforming
power of ultimate reality.
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It should he noted, however, that the making of such a vow in
such a manner was a relatively late development in the evolution of
early Christian monasticism. In the beginnings in the Egyptian
desert, two centuries before Benedict, it appears that i n i t i a t i on into
the monastic way of life, and therefore, for the Christ ian, into this
part icular mode of participation in Christ" took place s imply by the
practice itself: a would-be disciple attached himself to a chosen
master, and became like him in manner of l ife and disposition of
heart by learning from what the master did and was himself . The
ini t ia t ion was effected therefore by this coming together of the
disciple's commitment and desire to learn and to be changed, on the
one hand, and the master's willingness to receive the disciple and to
share his l ife and spirit with h im, on the other.

It might seem, therefore, that here we have indicated two dist inct
and separate means of initiation: the ritual or liturgical, and what
might most easily be termed the psychological, that is, an interior
process. For St Benedict the point is that the two should become one.
Not only in the actual ini t iat ion ceremony should the candidate's
mind and intention find its truest expression in the ritual which is
undergone, and thereby be empowered to transcend itself by being
made one with the mystery there enacted, and so be taken to its
fu l f i lment in self-transcendence, into the mystery of Christ's dying
and rising, prophesied and proclaimed in the Scriptures. Likewise, as
this fundamental process is discerned there and entered into, its
power is set free within the indiv idual mind and heart, and works for
transformation.

It is in this perspective that the practice of sacred reading should
be viewed: St Benedict instructs that several hours a day should be
devoted to it, in a manner that continues in the disciple the work
begun in the l i turgy, which St Benedict calls 'the Work of God';
sacred reading also leads fur ther into this 'Work', preparing the
ground for greater understanding and receptivity there.12 The work
being done is the pur i f icat ion of mind and heart. It is therefore not
helpful to be careless about what one reads, listens to, sees or in any
way becomes involved with.13 Vigilance, again, is the key: one who
seeks God in all things wil l find God in all things. The real izat ion of
sacredness at the heart of life makes of life's journey a process of
being made holy.
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1. Cf. Rule of St Benedict, Prologue 21: 'With the Gospel as our guide
may we make our way on this Journey, that we may attain to look on
him who has called us to his kingdom' and especially the whole of
Chapter 73, where he speaks of his instructions as a 'little Rule for
beginners', encouraging those who would draw full benefit from it to
make use of the teachings from the entire tradition, both sacred
Scripture and the writings of the holy Fathers.

2. The Greek word metanoia, used in the New Testament to refer to
conversion or repentance, literally means a change of mind, or a
turning-about of the mind.

3. See Matthew 24:32-36, 42; 25:1-13; Mark 13:32-37.
4. Cf. especially Rule 7:10 and 19:1.
5. Cf. Rule 8:2, 4.
6. Cf. Rule 22: 4,6; 1:8-9.
7. Cf. John 16:28 : 'I came from the Father, and have come into the

world; again, I am leaving the world and going to the Father', and
Rule, Prologue 2 : 'By the labour of obedience may you return to him
from whom you have fallen away by the lassitude of disobedience'.

8. Cf. Romans 6:3-4: '... all of us who have been baptized into Christ
Jesus were baptized into his death ... that as Christ was raised from
the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of
life'.

9. The archetype of this is seen in Christ, for instance in Philippians 2:1-
11, e.g. 5—7-: 'Have this mind among yourselves, which you have in
Christ Jesus, who ... emptied himself ...'.

10. McCann's translation.
11. Pachomius drew parallels between monastic initiation and baptism.
12. Cf. Rule chapter 48 and 8:3.
13. Cf. Rule 4:48-55; 43:8; 48: 18; 67:4-5.
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Part IV
Contemporary cases of
conversion
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15. Coming home and coming
out Pagan (but not

converting)

Graham Harvey

Paganism is not an evangelistic faith but it is among the spiri tuali t ies
current ly enjoying considerable numer i ca l growth. Books and
magazines written by Pagans for Pagans are avai lable in 'al l good
bookshops' but none of them tell the reader 'how to become Pagan'.
Celebration, in i t ia t ion , socializing and therapy are among the many
functions of Pagan gatherings, but they are not intended to
encourage conversion. Pagans do not expect the world to convert
to Paganism, in fact they do not inv i te conversion at al l . It is not that
they are apathetic about their sp i r i tua l i ty or that they consider it
irrelevant to the pressing issues of the contemporary world. Nor is
Paganism an exclusive s p i r i t u a l i t y : Pagans celebrate the increasing
number of people who share their way of being in the world. The
processes by which people become Pagans are integral to their
spi r i tua l i ty and provide the observer of Paganism with useful
insights.

Paganism is a sp i r i tua l i ty in which the celebration of Nature is
central.1 This is not offered as a credal statement nor as a suf f ic ien t
definition of Paganism. It merely points to the common ground on
which all Pagans stand. A s imilar one-line pointer to the essence of
Chr is t ian i ty might read 'Chr is t ian i ty is a sp i r i t ua l i t y in which Jesus is
central'. Just as Christians and observers of Christianity would
require far more detai l than this, so too would Pagans. The common
ground at the centre of the sp i r i t ua l i t y is a good place from which to
celebrate harmony, but even a brief glance outwards reveals the
s ign i f i can t and sometimes p a i n f u l d ivers i t ies and differences .
Although all forms of Chr is t ian i ty (e.g. Catholicism, Mormonism,
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Anglicanism and Unitarianism) celebrate the centrality or Jesus, they
do not agree on his significance, nature or role. Although all Pagans
celebrate Nature, they do not do so in the same way, at the same
time or in the same place. They might not even agree completely on
what 'Nature' or 'celebrate' might mean. Some are insistent that
every physical body, human or other-than-human, is sacred and to
be treated with respect. Others might appear careless of their own
body, but demonstrate great reverence for the Earth. Some see
tobacco-smoking as an assault on the human body, others drop
cigarette butts in ancestral sacred sites without concern. The 'more'
which requires saying about Pagan spirituality includes a note that
within this broad movement, or 'segmented polycentric integrated
network' perhaps,2 are a variety of 'traditions', for example,
Druidry, the Craft (of Witches), Heathenism or Odinism, Goddess
or Women's Spirituality, and Magic (sometimes spelt Magick to
distinguish it from stage tricks). Happily for the present discussion
the distinguishing features of these traditions are not concerned with
issues of 'becoming' or 'converting'. The ceremonies by which some
groups recognize or welcome new members rarely require renuncia-
tion of previous or alternative affiliations, nor do they usually
require aff irmation of exclusive loyalty to a single deity or pantheon.

Becoming Pagan

Typical responses to the question, 'How did you become a Pagan?'
usually assert that at some point the respondent realized that they
were Pagan, that the name applied to them, or that they accepted the
appropriateness of the name. Narratives of conversion ('testimonies'
or 'bearing witness') do not occur in Pagan discourse. Pagans do not
speak about realizing the correctness of Pagan beliefs, or of
experiences which require rapid changes of world-view. More
typically they discover that the name for their existing sort of
spirituality is Paganism.^ They find that they are not alone in the
world but that there are books, groups and world wide web sites
devoted to the exploration of this spirituality.

For some people the path to Paganism begins with ecology.
Participation in direct action to prevent roads being built through
complex natural environments encourages them to reject the modern
view that Nature is a resource. Instead, a respect for non-human
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species develops into an acknowledgement that trees or animals are
also people and that human i ty is just one thread in the 'web of life'.
Perhaps increasing int imacy with threatened trees suggests that they
are conscious or aware, desire to communicate in some way with
their human visitors and have mult iple reciprocal relationships. The
tree-dweller grows from being a protester against overdevelopment
into a celebrant of an animated world. The apparent eccentricity of
such celebration leads some people to maintain a silence in human
company unt i l they discover that s imi lar views are ga in ing
populari ty and that a self-designation is available, Pagan.

Others begin with an interest in ancient monuments. They visi t
stone circles and burial mounds and read archaeological guide-
books. Dissatisfaction with the commodification of once-sacred
places by the heritage industry leads to disi l lusionment with tourist
visits and voyeurism. Perhaps a dream or a feeling suggests the
presence of ancestors wi l l i ng to offer d i f ferent views to the
respectful, or mysterious energies requiring careful handling. Ri tua ls
expressive of these intuitions might be developed (little things like
touching a standing stone, offering a small amount of one's food or
drink to 'whoever guards this place', or simple verbal greetings).
Then an encounter with other visitors to such a place might lead to
the discovery that such actions and attitudes are shared by others.

A walk in a wood may lead to an encounter with elusive beings.
What might appear to others to be tricks of light and shade seem
rather to be experiential evidence that folk-tales and myths are true.
We are not alone in the world, but are surrounded by beings
unknown to more secular or sceptical companions. The faery folk
still inhabi t the wild or semi-natural places at the fringes of the more
human-dominated world. Respectful approaches made towards
these people might bear f ru i t in some less equivocal or enigmatic
encounter. Candles cast far more light than usual, flutes are heard
where there are no human musicians. Some even assert that they
have seen 'them' dancing (it is traditional to employ various
circumlocutions in this context). A conversation overheard in a pub
might confirm that others have heard the music or seen the dance
too. Further enquiry reveals that these experiences are celebrated
among those who call themselves Pagan.

Adolescent reading of 'occult' books in l ibraries might lead to
nothing more than a brief indulgence in dark clothes and arcane
jewellery. Alternatively, it might develop into a life-long practice of
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ceremonial magic. Not all magicians are Pagan; in fact the elaborate
techniques of the Western magical tradition were developed
primari ly by Christians and Jews. Although many Pagans engage
in various forms of magic, from low or kitchen magic (herbalism and
potions) to high or ceremonial magic (tantra, kabbalah or thelema),
so too do people of other persuasions, religious or otherwise.
Attention to the details of a particular magical 'working' can lead to
experiences which appear, to the practitioner at least, to be effective.
Someone does regain their health, money does arrive, a clearer sense
of self-identity or strength of character does develop. Such successes
can be interpreted as evidence for the veracity of the techniques
employed and encourage exploration of other facets of Paganism.

Enchantment touches some through the medium of fantasy
fiction. The works of J. R. R. Tolkien are almost ubiquitous in
accounts of books which have influenced Pagans. Pagans are well
aware that Tolkien's Roman Catholic spi r i tua l i ty informs his
books. However, their elves, dragons, ta lking trees, effective magic
and enthral l ing story-telling attract Pagans while the dualism (a
near-cosmic battle between good and evil) and mil lennial ism are of
less significance. Tolkien's books have encouraged a re-evaluation
of epic and traditional lore that had almost been obliterated by
Victorian 'tweeness'. After Tolkien it became possible to speak
about faery folk and faeryland without being thought sentimental.
Other fantasy writers have provided books far closer to Pagan
yearnings to communicate with 'all our relations' (all that lives) in
an interconnected and l iving world. Alan Garner's re-presentations
of Cheshire folklore and Mabinogion stories are celebrated by
many Pagans. Marion Bradley's The Mists of Avalon allows us to
see the women who are marginalized in other tellings of the
Arthurian cycle. In Robert Holdstock's Mythago Wood and its
sequels some Pagans recognize the enchanted labyr inth that they
have encountered in woodlands and wilderness areas. A thoroughly
Pagan world is manifest in Terry Pratchett's Discworld, especially
because Pagans take themselves and their activities completely
seriously only sometimes (a fact often missed by academics).
Fantasy engages readers' imaginations, encourages their own
creative story-telling and suggests interesting possibilities for ways
of relating to the world. When some readers discover that there are
people who take the existence of other worlds and faery folk
seriously (and also take great pleasure in this appreciation), they
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r ind deep resonances with their own i n t u i t i o n s and i d e n t i f y
themselves wi th such people.

There are several ways in which feminism might act as a
introduct ion to Paganism. The almost global dominance of men can
encourage some people to develop alternative spi r i tual i t ies based in
or respectful of female experience or female images of l i fe or the
divine. Others desire an egalitarian sp i r i tua l i ty in which gender plays
no role in determining who will lead or teach others, or who wi l l
define the nature or needs of a group or t radi t ion. Not all feminis ts
reject every spi r i tua l i ty as a masculinist 'opiate' or power-game.
Some seek a sp i r i tua l i ty to match and further empower their polit ical
and cul tural commitments. If male d iv in i t ies funct ion as legitimators
of male author i ty and experience, female d iv in i t ies might challenge
them. While some Goddesses may have functioned as nur turers of
patriarchs, the feminist sp i r i t ua l i t y movement f inds a d i f fe ren t
inspirat ion in its rediscovery of Goddess(es). In her or them, women
recognize themselves not only as mothers, lovers, sisters and
supporters of men, but as celebrants of female power, au thor i ty
and beauty.4 They are not only sexual ly but also c u l t u r a l l y creative.
In seeking for or creating such images and roles some women
discover Paganism. This is true too for some men who f ind
patriarchy demeaning and immoral , or for those who see a greater
cause for celebration in the p lura l i sm of Goddess t radi t ions than in
the au thor i ta r ian ism of male-centred monotheisms.

Some Pagans assert that the realization that this name was
applicable to them came from a recognition that they had an a f f i n i t y
for the deities of one Pagan pantheon or another. Celtic, Norse,
Saxon and other Northwest European deities are the most popular of
these, though Egypt ian, Greek, Na t ive Amer ican and other
polytheistic spir i tual i t ies provide inspirat ion. Many of these deities
are f i rs t encountered in childhood reading of books of myths and
legends - the writers of which might share their reader's delight in
such tales, but few if any write to encourage such contemporary
veneration. Some writers might even consider their subject-matter to
be ancient fantasy, enter taining perhaps but no basis for a serious
worldview. However, the recovery of tradit ional understandings of
the world by First Nation peoples is paralleled by Western interest in
polytheistic roots indigenous to Europe. The Hdvamdl, for example,
offers more than stories of outrageous exploits by macho Gods and
heroes. It encourages social vir tues and etiquette, offers a rich
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cosmology and inspires engagement with this world and the
Otherworld. The 'Old Gods' have returned not only as Jungian
archetypes (though this may be their role in New Age and Jungian-
style self-therapies) but as autonomous people in their own right.
When the individual's delight in the company of such folk leads to
discovery of like-minded devotees, affirmation of Pagan or Heathen
identity frequently follows.

Paganism is a spirituality which affirms individual identity,
inspiration, intuition, authority, autonomy and imagination. It
allows people to bring all their desires and ideas, visions and ideals,
and to blend these with existing understandings and celebrations. It
does not require repentance or self-negation. Undoubtedly the people
who run some Pagan groups are power hungry and attempt to
maintain control. However, the existence of formal and informal
networks and larger gatherings in pubs or festivals, permits the
vibrant exchange of information about alternatives. Pagans quickly
form more egalitarian a f f in i ty groups in which power-with, or
power-from-within is celebrated.5 In Wiccan language, power is
raised from and by the group and is sent out to benefit others.
Hierarchical power-over is countered by humour or a 'talking circle'
if possible, and explicit rejection if necessary. For many people these
group structures and this approach to authority and power are
attractive. For those damaged by authoritarian and even abusive
relationships and spiritualities, Paganism can be a very welcome
relief. Rather than being corrected, people are encouraged to explore
their own identity. They are not asked to assent to doctrines or
diminished for not sharing an experience, but are encouraged to find
their own form of self-expression. While it would be an exaggeration
to say that Paganism presents itself as a therapy, it does have this
function for many people.6

Many Pagan celebrations are private occasions, held in someone's
home or in a remote wood. These do not function as opportunities
for 'outsiders' to see what Pagans do. Larger gatherings are often
held in more public places: ancient stone circles, public parks, at
demonstrations against nuclear installations or new multi-lane
highways. While some Pagans certainly enjoy media attention and
others value the chance to show the world what Paganism is really
all about, these gatherings are not intended to attract converts.
However, the annual cycles of Pagan festivals (which vary according
to the specific tradition) permit people to face a wide range of
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experiences in supportive environments. All that Paganism is (not
just 'is meant to be') is expressed and experienced in these
celebrations of nature and life, and this is made clear in most books
about Paganism by Pagans. Such books are rarely mentioned when
Pagans narrate 'how I became a Pagan', but are not uncommon in
their realization that their celebrations of the seasons or their
personal life-cycle r i tuals resonated with those described.

These are some of the experiences referred to by Pagans as
significant in their introduction to Paganism. Most often Pagans
respond to questions like, 'How did you become a Pagan?' by
asserting, 'I have always been one, but I didn't know that was the
name for what I was.' Typical ly, they continue by describing
part icipat ion in ecology or direct actions, interest in ancient
monuments, walks in woods, fascination with occult or fantasy
literature, engagement with feminism or polytheism, a desire for self-
aff i rmat ion or a delight in seasonal celebrations as important steps in
the process of becoming Pagan. It is almost un iversa l ly true,
however, that people say that they were doing, feeling, or being these
things before they knew there was a name for their spiri tuali ty. The
discovery of like-minded people (whether through books or at
festivals, in media reports or conversations in pubs) leads to a
combined sense of 'coming home' and 'coming out'.

Coming home

Pagans are people who 'come home' in two related senses, neither
necessarily taking precedence — chronological or ideological — over
the other. First, Pagans come home to themselves, second Pagans
come home to a sense of belonging with others or w i th in a t radi t ion .
(Tanya Luhrmann ' s ' interpretat ive dr i f t ' and Christel Manning 's
'combination' models say less about the experience of Magicians or
Pagans and more about assertions of academic 'objectivity' , i.e.
scepticism and 'knowing better'.)7

Coming home to oneself encapsulates the experience of many who
discover that their own worldview, experiences, in tui t ions , prefer-
ences and goals can be aff i rmed. People become Pagans before they
know it. This is not usua l ly l ike t u rn ing a corner on a wild winter
night and unexpectedly f ind ing yourself outside your home, but
more l ike a gradual realization that you are happy to be where you
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are. You find woods or hi l ls more spiritual than any 'sanctified'
building. You learn more from the four elements than from any
sermon or book, of whatever antiquity or beauty. You celebrate the
childhood memory of painting trees with smiling faces. You find the
company of animals more satisfying than even the thought of a
deity's approval. You see divinities manifest in the world around
you. You trust your intuit ion to tell you that a particular place
welcomes you and that it is inhabited by 'spirits' (or whatever word
you care to use). You want to tell your own story and to hear that of
others who share your renewed pleasure and reverence for the land
on which you walk and the Earth in which you live. You accept your
gut reaction that anger is an appropriate response to many things
and that meek acceptance or humbling repentance are often
inappropriate. Your spiri tuali ty engages all your senses and is not
centred on acquiescence to creeds or sermons.

Such experiences are not unique to Pagans, or to those who will
become Pagans. Much of the poetry and mysticism of other religions
expresses s imilar ideas. For example, many spiritual experiences
occur away from places dominated by humani ty (or inhumanity) .
However, these experiences are usually understood to be supportive
of truths already known from more authoritative sources, that is,
scriptures or sermons. Conversely, for some religions, being
captivated by the beauty of Nature can be perilously close to being
ensnared in the pleasures of the flesh and might be condemned rather
than commended. It is, in fact, more likely that the celebration of
Nature wil l be noticed more by those who think it is wrong than by
those who think it is acceptable. The latter group are only
marginally interested in Nature's parroting of lessons already learnt,
while the former are opposed to its alleged deceitfulness. In
Paganism too, of course, inspiring encounters or spiritual experi-
ences in Nature are neither new nor surprising. They are, however,
of inestimable value. What is significant for the current discussion is
not the uniqueness or otherwise of these experiences, but their
celebration and centrality in the spirituality.

In Paganism the perspective of the ind iv idua l is not only
acknowledged but also vi ta l . Pedantic rationalists might assert that
the sun does not rise, but common parlance affirms that from the
point of view of every l iving being each morning begins with sunrise.
The centre of each person's world is themselves. Many religions
require adherents to adjust their vision so that it agrees with that of a
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greater being or reality, while scientists and ethicists often allege that
there is an objective position from which phenomena can be
impar t ia l ly and completely observed. Paganism asks what the world
looks l ike from where you stand. It encourages a f f i rmat ion of each
person's point of view, each individual 's sense of beauty. Instead of
insisting on correct belief or complete understanding of objective
reality or Truth, it a f f i rms the mul t ip l ic i ty of stories. Paganism hears
Keats' phrase 'Beauty is t ru th , t ruth beauty, that is all ye know on
earth, and all you need to know's as an acknowledgement of the
priority of such part ial i t ies. S imi la r ly , in a profound and humorous
moment in Monty Python's Quest for the Holy Grail the quest
knights are asked, 'What is your favourite colour?'. To cross the
fateful bridge towards their goal requires awareness not only of
those things which might be thought through, reasoned out or
accepted on greater authority, but more importantly of personal
preferences and af f in i t i es . These things allow an approach to the
Grai l because they reveal the individual ' s loyalties and desires —
themselves the subject of two more ancient Grail Questions, 'Who
does it serve?' and, 'What do women most desire?'. Another example
of this post-modern af f i rmat ion of diversity, celebration of being
oneself and of seeing the world through one's own eyes is the
Womanism of Alice Walker.9 Beauty is true for each beholder.

Such experiences are deeply personal but they are also shared. An
individual who affirms their worldview (including their self-view) and
discovers that it is named Paganism has thereby discovered a
community. Not all Pagans join small close-knit groups, though plenty
of these exist (e.g. Covens, Groves, Hearths or simply groups). Many
meet only in occasional pub get-togethers, social events where the
conversation ranges widely and people increase their web of friendships
rather than listening to a speaker to increase their knowledge. For some
the primary contact is through an open festival, probably at a seasonal
celebration. However, even when an individual 's only contact with
other Pagans is through books or magazines, the acceptance of Pagan
identity is frequently experienced as a 'coming home' to a community.
People discover that they are not alone but there are others who also
celebrate Nature, dislike patriarchy, feel that the world is alive, or
believe that particular deities are worthy of honour. It can be a great
relief to discover that you are not alone.

Those who know anything about Paganism will have anticipated a
third sense of the phrase 'coming home'. Becoming Pagan is a
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homecoming in that Paganism is an ecological affirmation that
humanity's home is Earth. It is not a quest for an afterlife or
enlightenment above or away from the Earth. It knows no other place
in which humans (or trees, hedgehogs, flu viruses, potatoes or any other
of Earth's people) can exist. Astronauts do not leave the Earth, they
take small packages of Earth with them in the form of air, water, food,
fuel and their enveloping spacecraft. Extinct species do not 'leave the
Earth', they die. (The phrases 'die out' and 'die away' should be taken
as expressions of finality rather than as suggesting there might be
somewhere else where they continue to exist and from which they
might return.) There are various Pagan understandings of what happens
after death,10 but those who believe in an afterlife do not envisage it as
taking place somewhere separated from Earth. The 'Otherworld' is
intimately linked to and accessible from 'ordinary' reality.

Paganism is an ecology of souls, it is not only a human religion, nor
a human-centred religion. Though it values each individual's world-
view and preferences, it encourages the affirmation of the personhood
of all living beings, which might include rocks, waves and clouds.
Paganism encourages respectful neighbourliness, listening and sharing.
It is this recognition of being at home that inspires the pervasive Pagan
engagement in ecology and especially in eco-dramas like direct action
against destructive road building and quarry digging.

For many of those who realize that they are Pagan, who 'come
home' to themselves, to a community and to Earth, there is an allied
sense of 'coming out'.

Coming out

Coming home to Pagan identity can be experienced as a 'coming
out': recognition, acceptance and affirmation of one's Pagan
identity. However, the 'coming out' metaphor allows us to do more
than reinforce what has already been said about 'coming home'.
Many Pagans feel the need to 'come out' to others, to say, more or
less publicly, that they are Pagans. Coming out has a third sense
(discussed further in the following section) in that Pagans are often
people who have left other religions.

A considerable amount of what Pagans do is invisible but not
hidden. Interactions with Nature may look like walks in woods,
camping by a lake or vacations at summer camps. Gathering
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greenery in midwinter or blossom in May is not unique to Pagans
and need not attract attention or comment. Some symbols mean-
ingful to Pagans can appear to be merely decorative jewellery. It is
not necessary to use elaborate gestures or long speeches to honour
the seasons, the sun or the moon. Talking to trees may be eccentric
but is far from rare. Participation in direct action or adoption of a
more ecological l ifestyle do not tend to surprise f a m i l y and fr iends
but to develop out of attitudes previously expressed. It is more
di f f icu l t , of course, to read books about Paganism or Magic(k)
without attracting some comment. Regular participation in Pagan
events, especially in small or close-knit groups, is hard to hide.
However, it is only rarely that people now feel the need to hide such
activities or Pagan identity itself. My point is not that Paganism is
secretive but that it does not encourage, let along demand,
proselytism so there is no need for open displays or pious sermons.

While it is perfectly possible to be Pagan without drawing
attention to it, Paganism does encourage a sense of communi ty or
belonging with other Pagans and 'all our relations'. People join
groups to celebrate together or to learn. A first approach to such
groups can feel like coming out. Entry into some Pagan traditions
includes an init iation or profession in which the ind iv idua l a f f i rms
their a f f in i ty with the tradition and group. These rites allow one who
has 'come home' to 'come out'. While they are never the first Pagan
ceremony that the indiv idual has participated in, they are sometimes
the first time they have played an active role. Such events are not
considered to convert someone into a Pagan, they acknowledge a
kinship between the newly 'out' Pagan and the group or tradition.
They do not ini t ia te a change of l i fe or of belief but celebrate the
desire of the in i t ia te to associate themselves with others who
celebrate Earth's life. The Wiccan tradi t ion is the most explicit form
of Mystery tradition wi th in Paganism and its three-level in i t ia tory
structure does aim to reveal the nature of reali ty and the ind iv idua l ' s
place in the scheme of things." However, revelation of the mysteries
entails no surprises for the ini t iate, except perhaps in their intensity:
the facts are well known - they might even be what attracted the
person to Paganism in the first place - but in the r i tua l they are
experienced with far more than intel lectual power. That is, in i t ia t ion
is not conversion but the af f i rmat ion of coming home by coming out.
This may develop into even more public roles as Pagans express their
respect for the Earth by countering assaults against it.
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Before exploring conversion from other religions, it is important to
note that Paganism itself has 'come out' in recent years. Not only have
laws against 'witchcraft' been repealed in most Western countries
(although not in Queensland or South Africa), but the central themes
of Paganism have gained wider currency. A new confidence among
Pagans has led to changes in media portrayals of their spirituality.
Pagan ceremonies and eco-dramas are less frequently presented as
sinister and silly, and more often as interesting and evocative. Despite
continuing opposition from evangelical Christians, Pagans can now
hold ceremonies far more openly. That they continue to be fairly
private is not due to fear or secrecy but to the intimacy of relationships
built up between people. The absence of proselytism and the desire
that everyone present at a ceremony engages with it fully as
participants rather than as observers contribute to this general
privacy. However, completely open and public events do take place,
especially those organized by Druid Orders.

Converting from

People do not become Pagans by having a revelatory experience but
realize that they have been Pagan for some time, perhaps since they
were children, or even in several past lives. Earlier I asserted that
'coming home' should be primarily understood as a sense of
acceptance of one's identity. For some, however, 'coming home' is
like turning a corner on a wild winter night and finding yourself
outside your own front door. It is important to the understanding of
this metaphor that it asserts that there is a home to which the
traveller returns. Some Pagans say that one day they realized that
they had ceased to be Christians some time ago and had become
something else. They had struggled to create an ecologically sound
version of Christianity, or a feminist one, or one in which guilt or
hierarchy had no role. They had tried to adjust Christianity to give a
significant role to the land in which they live. However, they
eventually realized that these attempts were pointless as the goal was
impossible. Others assert only that they found that there already was
a spir i tual i ty like the one they were seeking to create. Rather than
struggle, they were greatly relieved to acknowledge that all along
they had been mistaken in thinking of themselves as Christians when
in reality their true home and identity had been Pagan.
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While people do not convert to Paganism, some do convert from
Christianity. That this is more to do with Christ ianity than
Paganism is indicated by the fact that Jews who discover they are
Pagans tend to see themselves as Pagan Jews or Jewish Pagans
(some even adopt the label 'Jewitch' for this identity). Judaism has
resources for the celebration of Nature which are al ien to
Christ ianity. Revisioning of deity in female forms is also found to
be possible within Judaism, albeit of a rather radical nature.
S imi la r ly , there are Pagans who combine loyalties to Buddhism and
other religions. It is almost only ever Chris t iani ty that it spoken of
with any anger by Pagans (though they may find elements of other
rel igions d i sappoin t ing) . Some feel the need to make the i r
'conversion from' Chr is t ian i ty expl ic i t in their 'coming out1

ceremonies. Several Heathen or Asatru groups reverse the r i tua l
by which Charlemagne forced the Saxons to renounce 'all the devil 's
deeds and words, Thunar , Woden, Saxnot and all their unholy
companions', instead renouncing Christ and Chris t iani ty . Though
this can be seen as 'Christian-bashing' it is also presented as a
powerful psychological mechanism for distancing oneself from the
structures of a very different approach to religion and the Earth.

Believing and becoming

Discussions of religions frequently pay considerable attention to
beliefs, especially beliefs about deities. It is cer ta inly t rue that Pagans
do believe things that others do not, for example considering Celtic,
Norse, Egyptian or other deities to be more than characters in
ancient mythological tales. Nonetheless, such beliefs and belief itself
are rarely central to the process of becoming Pagan. Neither are they
central to Paganism in the sense that belief in a deity is central to the
monotheistic religions. The process of becoming Pagan is less l ike
conversion to one of these religions (with the adoption of beliefs that
this usua l ly entails) and more l ike becoming t radi t ional among First
Nation or indigenous peoples. In these Nature-centred religions
belief, explanations and universa l t ru th are of less importance than
experience and the attempt to l ive respectfully wi th in the reciprocal
relationships entailed in sharing a small planet home.
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16. Continuing conversion: a
personal journey

Tim Edgar

For many people the whole idea of conversion revolves around a
turning away from sin and a returning to God. Essentially, this takes
place deep within the i n d i v i d u a l person and may not have any
outward manifestations at a l l . There is, however, another sort of
conversion in which the inward part may sti l l be hidden, but the
outward manifestat ion is all too apparent. This conversion is a move
from one communion of the Chris t ian Church to another commu-
nion. For me this was from the Church of England to the Catholic
Church, a move of such profound consequences that 1 suspect it w i l l
be many years before the f u l l effect can even begin to be realized.
Conversion is a strange thing. It is, at once, so simple to describe yet
it evades description. Tied to an event in time, it is something that is
never ending. For many, conversion implies changing one's religious
fa i th , yet, I t h ink , it is, more a growing into f a i t h , a growing into
fullness, a process of becoming.

Michael Mott in his biography of Thomas Merton,1 entitles his
preface 'Continuing Conversion'. That expresses what is, perhaps,
the greatest single t ruth of the phenomena called 'conversion', that it
is a lways and cont inual ly a process, though it is characterized as an
event. To i l lustrate this I want to look back over my own
'conversion' (if that is even the right word) from Anglicanism to
Catholicism, sparked, in part, by the decision of the Church of
England in November 1992 to sanction the ordination of women to
the priesthood. 1 have had to do this so frequent ly of late, for various
television, newspaper and radio interviews, that this 'apologia' has
begun to pall with me. There is, however, one thing 1 feel it is
imperative to make clear from the start; I am quite prepared to
believe that the priestly ordination of women w i l l be shown to be
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God's wil l for his Church in the fullness of time. What the General
Synod voting brought about for me, is not about the ordination of
women, but about the self-understanding of the Church of England
which the vote demonstrated and the subsequent personal question-
ing about vocation and what God wanted of me. I wish I could have
found the courage to leave for some other 'worthier' reason, for one
is now always tarred with the brush of conservatism and misogyny,
and treated with a certain amount of reserve by those who have only
heard of the 'event' and not the 'process'. Maybe this is a price that
has to be paid. No conversion comes without a variety of costs.

From the age of seven I have known that God has called me to be
a priest. This 'knowing' is not a knowing of the head, but of the
heart. It is an 'unavoidable' knowing, a true knowing; this is what
God wants of me and it is something that cannot be ignored. In a
very real way priesthood is the only way that I can be fully what God
wants me to be. It is, I believe with all my heart, that for which I was
made; it is what I was born to be and to do; it is the way I know God
most deeply; it is the way God knows me.

From this time too I began regularly attending my local parish
church as a choirboy and later as a server. The parish was what used
to be called 'Prayer Book Catholic'. The Eucharist was solemnly
celebrated on Sundays with priest, deacon and subdeacon,
vestments, Reserved Sacrament and, on occasion, incense. No-one
in my family was what could be called a practising Christian, other
than my grandmother's (second) husband who was a Roman
Catholic. He had married my grandmother, who was divorced. This
meant that he was barred from receiving the sacraments of the
Church but that didn't stop him practising his faith. Sunday Mass
(without receiving) with prior confession was the norm; black tea on
Good Friday. He was one of the gentlest souls I have ever met. When
he died, aged 49, in 1965, I felt his loss very deeply. My grandmother
and great-grandmother, inspired by his example, perhaps, began to
receive instruction in the faith and, in due time, were received into
the Catholic Church. There was, I remember, some talk of me being
received too, but my father, I think, put a stop to this. This is a very
dim memory and I have no recollection of being involved in any
conversations about it, but I guess a 9-year-old shouldn't expect to
be consulted. I do remember my father being very anti the local
Catholic priest but other than the fact that Father X liked a glass of
whisky in the club attached to the church I can't remember why. So,
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I continued as an Anglican, for the most part having to get myself to
Church on Sundays and later, when I left the choir, serving the early
morning Communion on Saturdays. After passing the 11 Plus exam I
started attending a grammar school in Southwell, 8 miles away from
home. This was a wonderful school for me, quite small , only some 200
or so pupils (all boys). This meant that it was very intimate. Each
pupil was known by all the staff. There was no way to become lost
and there was a real sense that each member of that small communi ty
was highly valued and unique. The school provided the choir for the
cathedral which sat next door. During term time the school attended
Morning Prayer daily. I didn't appreciate it at the time bur 1 think a
foundation was being laid here for a later love of the Divine Office
with its quiet rhythm of psalms, readings and prayer.

When I was 14 years old this knowledge of vocation had to be
articulated for the first time. 'O' Level options were about to be
taken and, so that we could be given appropriate advice in order to
match those options taken with possible fu tu re careers, we had to
call out in class the courses we wanted to take and the reasons for
this choice. I remember the sense of silence that descended when I
said I wanted to be a priest. 1 don't recall feeling embarrassed, jus t
thinking, 'It's gone quiet'. Again, as far as 1 remember, all the staff
were total ly supportive. No one tried to make me change my mind or
see otherwise. It all seemed very na tura l and right but it meant that
my parents had to be told. Priesthood was no longer a secret that
could be kept to myself. My parents, most especially my father,
strongly disapproved. Maybe this is understandable. 1 didn't really
know what priests did all day, how they real ly l ived, how much
money or security they had, and priesthood was far removed from
my father's world of the factory shop-floor. Priesthood was
something outside his experience and was hard to come to grips
with. It didn ' t promise fame or for tune and seemed l ike throwing
everything away These things were, to me, i r relevant . It is from this
t ime that there was a deterioration in my relationship with h im. .

After 'O' Levels I entered the 6th Form, took 'A' Levels and gained
a place at King's College, London, to read Theology. Throughout my
6th Form time I had toyed with thoughts other than priesthood but
whichever way 1 turned, whatever other choice I made, it seemed as if
God closed doors. There was no peace, no rest, un t i l I moved in the
direction he was calling. He would not be denied. I loved King's. It
was here that I began to be at Mass daily and began to make my
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confession regularly. It was here too that I met my future wife as she,
too, was reading Theology. We decided to marry after I had finished
my degree and I would work for a year while she completed hers. We
lived in a flat on the top floor of a vicarage near King's Cross and
worshipped in a parish that stood at the edge of Anglicanism. Mass
was celebrated according to the Roman Rite and the Breviary was
used for the Offices. I remember beginning to use the Breviary on the
bus as I went to work. It was a wonderful discovery, like a light
breaking into a dark place. It made sense in a way that the Prayer
Book and its various subsequent 'Series' had never made sense to me.
It felt true and real. Instead of being a burden the Office became a
delight and a joy and has pretty much remained so.

When both of us had graduated I had a further year's training to do
and we both went north, near to Leeds, to a theological college that
stood firmly in the Catholic tradition of the Church of England. Here,
guided by my spiritual director (himself, now, a convert and Roman
Catholic priest), my spirituality moved further Romeward. Daily Mass,
Office and Meditation were laid as a firm foundation together with a
love of silence. After serving my title in the Diocese of London we
moved after two years, to Doncaster, to a small parish that had been
built by and grown out of those inspired by the Oxford Movement.
From that time The Roman Missal (and the continuing use of the
Breviary) became the norm for worship. Lex orandi, lex credendi. This
wasn't unusual in any way. Many Anglican Priests, especially those of
the Society of the Holy Cross, of which I became a member, felt that it
was part of our task to make the Church of England more Catholic.
Our daily prayer was for reunion with the Holy See, for the work of
the Anglican-Roman Catholic International Commission. The Docu-
ments of Vatican II were the foundation of our pastoral praxis and
theological outlook. Four years later I was offered my own parish in
Sheffield on a large housing estate. The parish was in dire straits; few
people, huge debts, no heating, a leaking roof. It was very grim. Before
I arrived the parish was at the high end of the Church of England, but
not Catholic in the way I understood it. From the first day 1 was there
the daily Mass was established, according to the Roman Rite; the
Sacrament of Confession was advertised and, from the first time I sat
in the makeshift confessional, people came, without any pressure,
bullying or cajoling. The knowledge that this sacrament was available
seemed to draw them, not only from my own parish but from those
around. In due time new heating was installed, along with a statue of
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Our Lady, Saint Catherine and the Stations of the Cross. Numbers
began to grow and the parish began to pay its way, but it wasn't easy.
This was a tough area. Within half an hour of moving into the vicarage
we had been burgled and some of the decisions that had to be made for
the survival of the parish created a lot of vocal and, at times, violent
opposition. Yet, the parish worked; a new ethos began to grow, not, I
believe, because anything spectacular was attempted but simply
because all of us involved tried to be fa i th fu l to what we believed
was our Catholic heritage within Anglicanism, to the breaking of bread
and the prayers of the universal Church.

After five years as a parish priest, I was asked to consider taking the
post of Director of Pastoral Studies at the theological college where I
had finished my own formation. This was an offer that came out of
the blue. I was happy in parish life. Again, I felt that that was what
God had called me to do. The work of a parish priest was very natural
and in tu i t ive for me and I knew that there was opposition to my
appointment from some who felt that 1 was too Roman in approach,
practice and theology. Nonetheless 1 was appointed, but was seen as
very much the then Principal's appointment, and when he left the
Community and the Church of England to test his vocation at Quarr
Abbey, a contemplative Benedictine monastery, both Laura and 1 felt
very isolated. His move, and a greater contact with the Church of
England than we had had for a very long time, because of the nature
of the job I was doing, forced us into deeper reflection, forced us to
face the reality of Anglicanism and our place wi th in it in a way that
had been avoidable before. The decision of the General Synod in 1992
proved to be the catalyst. What the General Synod voting brought
about is, for me, not about the ordination of women, but about the
self-understanding of the Church of England which this vote
demonstrates. I know many people who welcomed the decision of
the Synod and who positively worked for it. There are others, perhaps
the majority, who, while being somewhat concerned do not have any
strong views as to the principle. There are others, perhaps a small but
significant group who were deeply concerned at what had happened. 1
clearly stood in that third group.

Most of the whole of my l i fe and all my priestly min i s t ry had been
bui l t on the belief that the Church of England was an authentic ,
nat ional expression of the One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church,
founded by Christ himself and bearing his commission. 1 believed
that Church of England bishops were the successors of Saint
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Augustine and that through him Anglican roots went down deep into
the early years of the Church's life. The sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries saw great upheaval and the English Church administered
separately, but the English Church consciously retained its claim to
be part, a genuine part, of the Catholic Church, with the scriptures,
beliefs and ministry of the undivided Church. The ordinals of the
Book of Common Prayer and Alternative Service Book set out the
unequivocal view that the orders of Anglicanism are not local but
universal. Anglican ordinations have always been understood as
conveying a grace, which potentially at least, extends to the Church
in its wholeness. The Church of England intended to do what the
undivided Church had always done.

To reiterate, the problem was not the ordination of women but
the change of understanding that went with it. The Synod debate
made it absolutely clear that in passing the measure the Church of
England would be moving away from the consensus of Scripture and
tradition, moving into uncharted waters. That decision is now made,
but I do not believe that the Church of England can ever claim again
with any confidence, that its ministry is the same as the Apostolic
ministry; in stepping outside the consensus of 2000 years of Christian
practice the Church of England can no longer assert with any
confidence that its minis t ry is consonant with that which has been
handed down from the Apostles. From the time the canons of the
Church of England were changed the claim to share in the ministry
of the Catholic Church has been dreadfully compromised. At some
time in the immediate future, I believe the Church of England will
cease to have that special relationship with Rome and the Orthodox
by which it has been recognized as a 'sister church', and it will be
nothing more than one of the galaxy of reformed bodies whose life
and ministry are sustained by their own faith and cannot claim a
wider authentication. Signs of this are already beginning to show.

For many, the vote to allow the ordination of women gives a
freedom to follow an agenda which they believe is Good News,
unconstrained by the tradition of the ancient churches. They can
direct the way of the Anglican Church as they feel the Spirit moves
them. On the outside I suspect the Church of England will continue
much as before. For those of us who were Anglicans because we
believed ourselves to be part of the mainstream of the One Holy
Catholic and Apostolic Church, the ground had, quite simply, been
cut from under our feet; the claim to universality and the hope that
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one day the catholicity of the English Church would be recognized and
that we would return to a place in communion with the great churches
of Christendom had been destroyed. However, this is a minor
consequence compared with others. The emphasis of Catholic-
Christians is a sacramental one, and the heart of sacramental l i fe is
centred in authority. The sacraments are covenanted means of grace
which convey the life of Christ in a true and assured way. At the Mass,
it doesn't matter what I feel like for 1 know, without doubt, that I
receive the real body and blood of Christ in a real way. The words and
actions of a priest are not personal words and actions when he acts
sacramentally, they are words and acts of Jesus who comes to touch
our lives where we need him most. The guarantee at the heart of
sacramental life has been, I believe, by the Synod's decision, at the very
least, compromised. The Church of England can no longer claim that it
intends to do at priestly ordination what the rest of the Church intends.
In terms of the Eucharist this was and is heart-breaking.

At a more personal level 1 had the growing feeling that the Church of
England was not where I belonged. This wasn't a new feeling but when
I had had it before it could be attributed to 'Roman fever' and, by and
large, ignored, and part of me had felt the enormous consequences of
leaving the Church of one's baptism were, too, the thought that the
Church of England was where God had wanted me to be. This was
now no longer the case. I had been reading Ian Ker's biography of John
Henry Newman2 and was struck by so many parallels of feelings of not
belonging, of feeling, to use Newman's words 'unreal'. I began to feel a
fraud when I stood at the altar and 1 could not, with any integrity,
continue, as Director of Pastoral Studies, to prepare candidates for a
ministry in which I no longer had any confidence, for a church which 1
knew, in conscience, that I had to leave. In a very real way the Church
of England had become a stumbling block to my following of Jesus. As
soon as was practical I made contact with the local Catholic bishop
who put us into the gentle and safe hands of a wonderfully wise priest,
who listened more than he talked, and loved more than he listened.
During college vacations we began to worship in a nearby Catholic
parish, even though we were still Anglicans. There had to be a certain
discretion about this, to avoid gossip or scandal. Worshipping in a
Roman Catholic church felt very natural . People were so welcoming
and generous and supportive. It felt authentic and real. The time came
when 1 felt it would be impossible for me to continue in the Church of
England, and it became necessary to speak to those to whom I owed
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responsibility of my decision to seek reception into the Catholic Church
as soon as was practicable. This meant that I would have to be released
from my contract, which was agreed, provided that I completed that
academic year and let no word of what was to happen in the near future
escape. This was an enormous difficulty, especially when dealing with
students who were preparing for imminent ordination, and yet felt the
same as I felt. To offer them any advice would have been impossible.
Some began to guess what was likely to occur but were gracious enough
to keep their own counsel. This was a period of great uncertainty, of
learning to rest in God's providence until the path he wanted us to
follow could be discerned. Being received into full communion with the
Catholic Church was a wonderful thing and the warmth of our
welcome quite overwhelming. It felt, and continues to feel, like a
homecoming, a realization that this is where and what God has called
me to, this is where we belong, a movement out of unreality into reality.
Deep, deep down, I wanted, needed even, to be a Catholic, to be in full
communion with the See of Peter, to know that sacramental life was
guaranteed. The General Synod vote gave a clarity of vision which,
perhaps, one had tended to run away from before.

In 1994 we moved to London with our newly adopted daughter,
Rosie. I had been appointed to teach social and political ethics at the
Missionary Institute. Laura was also pregnant. Some time after we
were married we had been told that we could not have children. We
spent a long time thinking about this and decided that we would like to
adopt. Within six months of Rosie coming to us Laura was pregnant
and Jonathan was born in October 1994, the Feast of S Therese of
Lisieux, for whom I have always had a deep affection. If ever a sign
were needed of the tightness of things, then this was it. After a year at
the Missionary Institute I was asked to teach the fundamental moral
theology course and I was appointed Assistant Director of Studies.

In i t ia l ly , I did not feel that I had the right to ask about the
possibility of ordination as we came as supplicants, asking for a
home. We knew that the Pope had asked the English Catholic
Bishops to be generous to convert Anglican clergy, and that
generosity has been overflowing. Ordination was a real possibility.
Priesthood is, so to speak, necessary for me to be the person God
wants me to me, an ontological necessity. Whilst still in Leeds I had
undergone a psychological assessment, a fairly standard practice for
candidates for the Catholic priesthood and after some four years of
discernment by my bishop and those among whom I work, the
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papers asking for a dispensation from celibacy were prepared and
sent to Rome. Three months later a positive answer was received and
I, along with three other married candidates, was ordained to the
Catholic priesthood by Cardinal Hume on the same day that the
Pope celebrated his Golden Jubilee of Priestly Ordinat ion. This was
an indescribable day of such joy and such happiness.

I f ind it hard to believe how good God has been to me. I don't
understand it. Many point to the anomaly of convert Anglicans
being ordained while Catholic priests who have married are not
allowed to exercise their minis t ry and it is, perhaps, ironic, that 1
now feel the same joy as those women who were ordained to the
Anglican priesthood. What the future holds I do not know. Recent
debates about the value of celibacy within and without the Catholic
Church have given married Catholic priests more prominence than
they deserve. At the moment we are anomalies, exceptions to the
norm. Recently I was speaking to an eminent feminist Catholic
theologian and, as ever, had to explain how I came to be where and
what I was. For a moment a look of distaste (real or imagined?)
crossed her face. Maybe this wi l l always be the reaction of some. For
the most part people have been so kind and understanding. The
parish where I have been attached has been nothing but supportive
and encouraging and generous in its care of all the fami ly . In time the
novelty of married Catholic priests wil l fade and we can disappear
deep down into the life of the Church, the quicker the better. The
path of conversion continues, learning to become what 1 am, to try
and walk with confidence and hope the dark ways of fa i th , knowing
they are i l l umined by the light of the child Jesus.

Conversion means, for me at least, that 1 know how loved I am by
God and how generous is his mercy. 1 know the t ruth of the song of
Mary 'the Almighty has done great things for me. Holy his name'. '

Notes

1. Michael Mott, The Seven Mountains of Thomas Merton (London:
Sheldon Press, 1986).

2. Ian Ker, John Henry Newman: A Kiogniphy (Oxford: Oxford Un ive r s i t y
Press, 1986).

3. Luke 1:49.
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17. The story of Darshan
Singh, a French convert

Darshan Singh Rude!

When asked how I came in contact with the Sikh faith, and how I
became a Sikh myself, I simply reply, it is Vahiguru da bhana, or
Vahiguru di kirpa nal, in other words, thanks to God's will or God's
grace.

There are no Sikhs in the south of France where I was brought up.
Like most French people, I knew nothing of Sikhism or Sikhs even
though many had died in France, during the First World War. I may
say I was spiritually minded as a child, but with different ideas that
were going to bring me into conflict with my practising Roman
Catholic parents. 1 did not believe Catholics or Christians had a
monopoly on truth. I believed Christians should have long hair and
beards as Jesus did, and I refused to cut my hair and eat meat,
believing 'Thou shalt not k i l l ' should extend to animal life as well. I
was 10 when I had these ideas, but I was compelled to eat meat and
cut my hair until the age of 15. I was baptized, and remained a
church server at the village Catholic church unti l I was 15 even
though I had become more sympathetic to the Reformed Protestant
Church. I saw it as closer to the Christian path for its simplicity and
more direct approach to God. Members of the Protestant Church
(Huguenots), were once persecuted in my region (Languedoc) very
much in the same way as Sikhs during and after the time of Guru
Gobind Singh. My heroes as a child were (and still are) Garibaldi
and St Francis of Assisi, also a French anarchist, Proudhon, who
believed religious principles, not politicians, should lead people.

I knew very little about India, except that Buddhism originated
there, and that it was the land of Mahatma Gandhi. Ever since I was
very young, I had a desire to go to India one day. I was not interested
in school studies and in high school I couldn't relate to many youth of
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my age. I remember having debates with my French teacher, an atheist,
about God's presence. I enjoyed being on my own and close to nature
while working on my father's farm. Tension with my parents increased
to the point that I decided to leave home and school, wishing to learn
(mostly agriculture) while travelling around the world. I continued to
regard myself as a Christian unt i l I left school at 16. Then 1 became
altogether agnostic and I was often hostile toward organized religion.
However, 1 am grateful to God as strong principles guided me, and
despite all my shortcomings, kept me away from wrong, even though I
mixed with all sorts of people. Those principles were somehow
religious, though my ego didn't want to admit it.

Somehow, my interest in various world fa i ths never diminished,
especially dur ing my first overland visi t to Ind i a which brought me
into contact with many religious communities. Even then I was often
critical of their conduct, which was not always religious. It is my
encounter with Sikhism which had the greatest impact on me and, I
can t ruly say, restored my fai th in God and made me realize that
only our ego keeps us away from that reality. I was not yet 19 when 1
first reached India dur ing the Emergency Rule imposed by Ind i ra
Gandhi . Nine months in various parts of that vast land brought me
into contact with Sikhs. I wondered if many were only keeping
turbans and beards because of tradit ion rather than because of a v i ta l
fa i th . But I also met some s p i r i t u a l l y minded Sikhs. Usua l ly ,
practising Sikhs are most inspir ing people. I felt deeply impressed by
their personality and kindness and felt the need to learn about their
fa i th . No one tried to convert me; Sikhs are not known to
proselytize. Communication was slow at first as my knowledge of
English was almost non-existent in those days and I spoke no
P u n j a b i . 1 visited Amritsar shortly before leaving Ind i a , and was
fortunate to spend a few days at the Guru Ramdas Guest House
located near the Golden Temple. The discovery of the Golden
Temple had a great impact on me. I felt deeply impressed by the
beauty, serenity and universal spirit of that temple of God, since the
foundat ions were laid by a Muslim saint, and the four gates welcome
all . Also the Guru kcJ langar that provides food to all is a marvellous
way of sharing with the less fortunate and a radical way to eradicate
barriers between castes and creeds. Listening to kirtan (hymns) was
also a unique experience, even without understanding the meaning
of the shabads. Kirtan always had a very soothing effect on me.

I left India with a heavy heart, tak ing with me some l i terature of
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Sikhism and promising myself to return as soon as possible. After
working (mostly in agriculture) in Greece, Switzerland and France I
did return in 1980. I had long hair then and I wore a turban
continuously only after 1980. I revisited Amritsar. I also stopped to
see the historical gurdwara in Gwalior (related to our sixth Guru)
and tried to go to Hemkunt Sahib, where Guru Gobind Singh is said
to have meditated during his previous life. 1 returned to the Punjab in
1983 when tension was high as Sant Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale
openly challenged the Indian government. I met him, and also met
American and European Sikhs for the first time and tried to meet
Harbhajan Singh Yogi, the Sikh who converted them. Harbhajan
was regarded as controversial by many Sikhs for mixing tantric yoga
with Sikhism. His visit to Amritsar was postponed and I had to leave
without meeting him. I left India for New Zealand and Australia
where I visited the Sikh community settled there and worked on
farms in those countries before going to Japan and Taiwan. I
returned to Europe after spending five years abroad in India and the
Far East. I finally came to England in 1983 as I had been advised to
do by Sardar Dr Trilochan Singh, a Sikh historian whom I met at Sis
Ganj gurdwara in Delhi. He said England was the ideal place for a
European Sikh since one can live among Sikhs, learn Punjabi and
more about Sikhism while listening to kirtan as well as having the
opportunity to do seva (work) at the local gurdwara (place of
worship). I have been most fortunate since arriving in Southall at the
end of 1987, to be able to stay with Sikhs, mostly with an elderly
couple that I regard as my second parents. Their only son died ten
years ago in a car accident. Some Sikh friends helped me with
Punjabi, and I also attended evening classes so I could do Punjabi
and English GCSEs while working in a bakery to support myself.
Also I joined the British Red Cross as a voluntary member after
doing first-aid and nursing courses, since it is an organization doing
humanitarian work without discrimination, somehow in the spirit of
Sikhism.

I am most grateful to Vahiguru for being able to receive amrit
(initiation) at Anandpur Sahib, realizing one of my dearest wishes.
For a long time I knew Sikhism was the right path for me and had
started preparing myself to be initiated formally into the Sikh faith.
Initiation is for Sikhs a kind of rebirth.

I was finally allowed to return to India and the Punjab in 1991.
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The Punjab had been a restricted area for foreigners for several
years. Before receiving amrit, I visited several historical gurdwaras
spread out in various parts of India, beaut i fu l places mostly related
to our Gurus or signif icant events that took place dur ing their
l ifet ime. It was a kind of pilgrimage meant to gain knowledge and
inspiration while helping in the Guru ka langar and l istening to
kirtan. I also had the unique experience of spending three weeks at
Gurmat College near Pat iala in the Pun jab , where students practise
and learn all aspects of the Sikh fa i th , but also do comparative
studies of all religions.

In 1983 I had visited Anandpur Sahib (the city of peace or bliss)
and fallen in love with that peaceful town located in picturesque
surroundings, where important events took place. It is the place
where Guru Gobind Singhj i transformed common people into a
casteless community capable of defeating the mighty Mogul and
Afghan armies. The init iat ion ceremony takes place twice a week
and on my second visit in 1991 I was able to take amrit on
Wednesday 10 July , after meeting the head Granthi , a very nice man,
who reminded me of my duties as a Sikh. I felt very exalted as I
walked to the upper room of Keshgarh Sahib and sat with a group of
about th i r ty Sikhs, all here to reaff i rm their fa i th as Sikhs, some of
them taking amrit for the second time after breaking the Sikh code of
conduct. I recognized a young Sikh, met previously in Mandhi
(Himachal Pradesh) where he spent two years doing seva at the
historical gurdwara as a preparation for taking amrit (the nectar of
immor ta l i ty , or name given to l i qu id d runk in the i n i t i a t i o n
ceremony). We were f i rs t reminded of our duties as Sikhs: from
that day we were to live according to God's will, recognize Guru
Gobind Singhj i and Mata Sahib Kaur as our spir i tual parents, and
seek guidance from gurbani. We were requested to always wear the
five Ks (see Chapter 10, p. 168), do our dai ly nitnem (Sikh prayers)
and keep God in our mind and heart through nam simran. We were
also requested to abstain for taking any intoxicants, smoking,
dr inking and to avoid meat. The amrit was prepared by the Pan j
Piare. The five bands and the Ardas were recited before we all d rank
the amrit from the same vessel. It was a t h r i l l i n g moment. I see it as
the greatest moment of my life, in my commitment to my fa i th , my
sp i r i tua l rebirth and most of all in the privi lege of being in i t ia ted at
the place where amrit was given for the first t ime to the panj piare by
Guru Gobind Singhji , who then humbly received it from them on
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Vaisakhi , 1699. Before taking amrit, I was known as Amarjit Singh, a
name originally given by Hindu friends when I visited Sevagram
Ashram in 1980, a place where Mahatma Gandhi spent a few years
of his life. But I requested the pan) piare to give me a new name, for I
saw that day as a new birth. Darshan Singh was chosen and agreed
to by the pan'] piare and the congregation. The hakam nama read on
that day was a verse from Bhagat Ravidasj i and was most
appropriate:

When I am, Thou are not: now that than are (within me), I am not.

A certificate was issued to me from the gurdwara to allow me to
change my name once back in France.

I realized while l iving in several countries where very little is known
about Sikhism, that to be a Sikh can be quite challenging. But I
discovered that it is even more diff icul t to be a European Sikh since it
is so little accepted and understood. Also, over the last few years,
Sikhs have been portrayed as a terrorist community, partly due to
mili tants who used terrorism, but mostly due to unfa i r anti-Sikh
media propaganda. Finding work was, at times, difficult in Taiwan
(two years) where I learned martial arts and Chinese painting, and in
Japan (one year) where I studied Japanese landscape gardening. One
can work as a French teacher in those countries since qualifications
are not required - to be a native speaker is enough. But with a beard
and turban, I obviously didn't look like a stereotypical Frenchman.
No school was willing to employ me at first, and some European
colleagues said that the only way to get a job would be to shave and
remove my turban, something I was not prepared to do.

However, I didn't give up faith and before my savings were
exhausted, help came mysteriously from some Japanese and
European fr iends who had once visited Amri t sar and were
sympathetic to the Sikh faith. They helped me find jobs: gardening
for Europeans l iv ing in Japan and teaching French in private schools
and to private students. 1 am most grateful to God for their
assistance. Since I left school and became an international vagabond,
I have been always able to find work to support myself. In India, in
1991, I encountered different types of problems, as on a couple of
occasions police tried to obtain money from me while I was
travelling by train at night. They assumed I was from the Punjab, but
apologized when they realized I was a foreigner. In New Delhi the
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CID armed policemen came to pick me up from the Bhai Vir Singh
Foundation where I was a guest for a couple of nights. This incident
took place shortly after R a j i v Gandhi ' s assassination. They took me
to their headquarters in a van, after searching my room, and kept me
for a seven-hour interrogation in which three inspectors tried to
establish whether I was a mi l i t an t , a spy or a human rights activist .
They were hostile towards the idea that a European could convert to
the Sikh fai th, but once more being a foreigner protected me from
police bruta l i t ies , and I was allowed to go once they realized I was
harmless. However, they kept my f ingerpr in t s and took my
photograph. It was a h u m i l i a t i n g experience to be treated as a
cr imina l , but it gave me an insight as to what l i fe can be l ike for
Sikhs l iving in India.

After taking amrit at Anandpur Sahib in 1991, I na tu ra l l y tried to
get my new name recognized of f ic ia l ly by the French authorities. In
France, a change of name may be permitted only if one has a
legitimate reason. Application must be made to the high court,
through a solicitor. My father contacted a solicitor at my birthplace
(near Montpellier in the south of France) and a request was made to
the court. To my dismay, the court dismissed my case as not
legitimate, as a change of names for religious reasons is not allowed.
The idea was to replace Michel Jean Louis Rudel by Darshan Singh
Rudel , wishing to keep my surname since it is not related to caste,
would keep my parents happy and would faci l i ta te ident i f ica t ion .
My solicitor advised me to appeal, but after wasting £650 I d idn ' t
want to take that risk as it seemed un l ike ly that the court would
reverse its ru l ing . To receive a different rul ing, French laws would
have to change, since they allow one to obtain French, or French-
sounding forenames, but are hostile when it is the other way around,
as they claim it would marginalize a French citizen. In the name of
secularism and integration, French laws are d i sc r imina t ing against
people converting to another fa i th .

My name has been, however, o f f i c i a l l y recognized in the UK after
I signed a statutory declaration. I have f i n a l l y become a Bri t i sh
citizen and renounced my French citizenship.

Relations with my parents have improved greatly over the years
and I am most grateful to God for that. My father discovered some
positive articles in French about Sikhism and, knowing me, realized
that my conversion was a na tu ra l thing to happen. Some Roman
Catholics and other Chr i s t ians are somehow hostile towards
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someone who converts to another faith. When asked why I changed
my religion, I usually reply that it is not my religion, but humanity's
religion, and that the Sikh Gurus' message is the most universal
(catholic) in spirit. Guru Gobind Singh said, 'Recognize the whole
human race as one.' Anyone who, while practising his or her faith
whatever the label, recognizes God as universal truth, who is humble
and surrenders to God's will is a co-religionist. He or she may be
better than I, and from such a person I should draw inspiration.
Knowledge of and respect for other creeds are essential to promote
understanding, spiritual progress and, most of all, peace between
religious communities. Relations among French people are not
always the best as many French are hostile towards someone
practising a different religion. Also a person who is vegetarian and
doesn't smoke or drink is often seen as unsociable and often treated
as an outcast.

Whatever adversity I face or have faced as a Sikh is insignificant
compared to what Sikhs have suffered to defend their faith
throughout their history. It has had the effect of testing and
reinforcing my faith.
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18. Belonging to a cult or new
religious movement: act of
freewill or form of mind
control?

Martin Eggleton

One of the popular myths states that people do not join cul ts and
new religious movements, they are recruited by them. To make such
a claim begs the question of the sovereignty of freewill .

Conversion into a new religious movement implies a deliberate
decision, an act of free choice, turning to leave behind the old way and
join with the new. Recruitment, as the military metaphor might
suggest, carries with it the pejorative. People are recruited or drafted
into an army. Dragooning is executed through coercion and pressure.

The question raised is whether, on the one hand, some sort of
mind control is exercised or, on the other, independent, personal free
choice is made. Each potential joiner and each movement have to be
considered separately, although movements can be put into clusters
or categorized according to some famil ia l resemblance. Circum-
stances at the point of decision-making are crucial. The context of
conversion varies enormously. It is important to elucidate why
people move from one major religion to another or why some choose
to relinquish agnosticism or indifference and start 'believing1.

In the process of conversion, it has to be recognized that both the
intellect and the emotion are involved. Rational argument or strong
intellectual dogma can persuade people to enquire fur ther but it has
to be alongside that which affects them, that which stirs them
emotionally to commit themselves to a group.

Joining a new religious movement has l i t t le vogue power (except
for the accompanying status that might come with changed name,
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clothes and lifestyle). Seekers after truth as well as those bewildered
by the accelerating pace of change as we reach the last years of the
twentieth century, do convert to new religious movements. There is
little doubt that the number of cults or new religious movements and
their activities will be an obvious phenomenon as we reach the new
mi l l enn ium.

In Great Britain alone, it is estimated that there are over five
hundred different new religious movements (NRMs) and it is likely
that there is probably twice that number. Professor Eileen Barker
thinks it not unreasonable to suggest a figure of around six hundred.1

Sociologists of religion have differing ways of categorizing them. In
terms of 'the world', they can be viewed as 'world-affirming' , ' world
accommodating', or 'world denying'; or they can be designated
according to their roots in one of the major religions or as a 'self-
religion' - where the prime purpose is the discovery or the
development of the self.

Cults have tended to get a bad press - they are 'dangerous',
'harmful ' or 'destructive'. The term 'new religious movement' does
not carry the pejorative sense that the word 'cult' carries. Some of the
movements can be viewed as 'benign', both in terms of their belief
system and their practices. Others, on both accounts, can be construed
at least as questionable and at most immoral and destructive.

In making a choice involving a particular value system, a would-
be convert can make distinctions between movements. There is a
great deal of difference between say, a movement that preaches
universal love and practises meditation and yoga and one that
preaches the power of Satan and practises child abuse. One can be
construed as benign, the other as destructive.

In some movements there appears to be an inseparable l ink
between belief and practice. For example, a belief that the world is to
end imminent ly may cause a disciple to tolerate injustice knowing
that the end is nigh or it may spur him to win as many converts as
possible before the cataclysmic end. Similarly an unshakeable belief
in the teachings of the NRM may lead to abnormal and sometimes
bizarre behaviour. An example of this would be Spanish Gnosticism.
This is known to have caused sexual disharmony between believers
who are partners. Certain tenets of belief are known to prohibit a
couple having fu l l coital intercourse.

If we accept that there are people who are genuinely and
consciously searching for something (however they define the object
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- God, meaning of life, happiness, fu l f i lment ) , it follows that new
religious movements or cults may he offer ing answers. Sociologists
of religion determine the key factors which condition the rise and f a l l
of the movements. Of the converts they ask such questions as, 'Why
do they join?1 , 'How long do they stay in the organization?' , 'Why do
they leave?' There are no easy general answers to these questions.
Some people, pa r t i cu la r ly the young and intel l igent may he curious,
loitering on the edge of the movement, occasionally par t ic ipat ing in
its activities, cont inuing to ask questions; others commit themselves
wholeheartedly to a new lifestyle, language, outlook and r i t u a l .
There are those who, from w i t h i n the movement, look for ways
either to confirm the authent ic i ty of what is happening to them
(using external cr i ter ia) or to have their experiences confirmed from
within the group, as well as responding to their own in tu i t ion ,
reasoning and common sense.

Some of the movements, l ike the School of Economic Science with
its stress on phi losophy and syncretist mys t ic i sm, appeal to
intel l igent middle-class, often upward ly mobile, young people;
others, l ike the Jesus Army, include people from the lower socio-
economic strata, often disadvantaged black youth. In my experience,
I have discovered un ivers i ty students involved in movements l ike the
Central London Church of Christ and the School of Economic
Science.

Again, the mot ivat ion for j o i n i n g movements varies. I shal l look
more closely later at the searches that are embarked upon and the
question of recruitment methods wi l l be considered.

Why then do people stay in NR Ms - especially those which are
demonstrably destructive, f r audu len t or apparent ly contradictory in
teaching and practice? One answer to this (as we shall see) is because
certain needs, inc lud ing emotional needs, are being met by the
movement.

The length of sojourn in a movement also varies. Children, born
into the movements in the 1950s and 1960s, are now taking adu l t
leadership roles in some of the 'new' movements, l ike the Fami ly of
God (formerly Children of God). But membership in a large number
of the movements can be short-lived. An average length of stay has
been estimated to be about two years.

Again, why people leave any religious communi ty varies. As is
experienced in the mainstream churches, some people see obvious
discrepancies and hypocrisy between what is preached and what is
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practised, others question the methods used to raise funds or the
disbursement of finances. Still others may question the wisdom of
tithing. Again, the conduct of a guru's lifestyle or sexual habits may
cause the follower to examine his or her commitment. There is often
simply a growing niggle that 'something is not quite right'. For
others the construing of reality, or theology or cosmology, somehow
does not ring true. The apparent distortion of reality is exposed.

Leadership

Conversion to a new religious movement may be influenced by a
gifted and powerful leader. Leaders often carry with them authority
which is claimed to have divine backing, as well as effective didactic
qualities and charismatic gifts. Given the authoritative nature of a
leader, obedience is a natural consequence. Often the guru is
charismatic, not only in the sense of exhibiting human personality
traits inspiring confidence, but in the sense of having divine
properties and gifts. Thus the follower accepts the ability of the
leader to pronounce on a wide range of topics - from scriptural
interpretation to choice of sexual partner.

The role of leadership is a vital one. The evangelical or
charismatic leader of a new Christian movement may be said (by
the power of God or the Holy Spirit) to 'convert' people to God or
Christ. The converting influence of convincing argument or preach-
ing, the concerted pressure of the group and repeated instructions
and mantras can all play their part in a person's decision to convert
to a movement. The charismatic leader, as founder, will attract
followers but is always subject to causing disappointment or
attracting charges of hypocrisy. At their downfall or death or
simply with the passage of time, the leadership has to be re-examined
and restructured.

A degree of administrative bureaucracy often supplants the more
spontaneous charismatic ethos created by the new religious leader.
But the myth of the founder and the purity of his teaching might well
linger posthumously (as with L. Ron Hubbard and the Church of
Scientology).

The leader can have far-reaching control over the followers. The
initiated can be totally intimidated and controlled. This may lead to
a state where the person begins to love, admire and even sometimes
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to desire sexually the controllers or captors. There are cases where a
convert surrenders herself to the whims of the powerful and
authori tat ive (male) leader. This can include (as in the case of the
Branch Davidians or in certain Buddhist groups) sexual submission
to the leader. Whereas such behaviour is not uncommon in the old
religions, the proximity of the smaller new religious member to the
source of control and leadership proves to be more marked. This is
particularly true of the more fundamentalist groups with a strong
author i t a r ian leadership.

The searches

Before we turn to look at the actual ways in which new religious
movements attract adherents, I want to suggest from my own
pastoral work and research that there are three basic searches or
quests which NRMs claim to have answers for. The f irs t search
young people embark upon is the search for authority, for something
or someone to live by. The associated question here is, 'Who wi l l tell
me what to believe and how to live my life?1

It can be argued that there is a na tu ra l developmental model here.
An ind iv idua l breaks away from the heteronomy of the parent or
guardian, in the search for autonomy, only to replace the i n i t i a l
heteronomy with another one — sometimes a theonomy where God
or the guru takes over the parental role The f i na l stage could be seen
as the au thor i ty of the self, having f i n a l l y rejected all external
authorities.

Here we often f ind ironical circumstances. A young person may
want to kick over the traces of his or her f ami l i a l background with
its authoritarian, paternalistic or maternalistic structure, only to find
a different authori tar ian structure in operation. Again, often one
f a m i l i a l setting is replaced by another, with an extended f a m i l y
represented by the new organization exercising systemic control of
belief and behaviour.

In a c l imate of insecur i ty - economic and psychological - where
jobs, f i nanc i a l reward, competition and various forms of social
malaise are only too prevalent , there is a great temptat ion to
accede readi ly to those elements which provide securi ty, f i rmness,
shape, structure and conformity. Where the au thor i ty c la ims to
have d iv ine or semi-divine sanction - whether it be through a guru
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or leader who claims to be God or God's representative or whether
it be through the demands of an infa l l ib le , divinely-inspired
Scripture, it carries with it the appropriate unquestionabili ty.
Fundamental ism comes into its own where there is widespread
insecurity and uncertainty. Besides economic and social insecurity,
there is the insecurity which comes from the erosion, breakdown
or s imply rejection of tradit ional principles, mores and ethical
teaching. In the post-modernist world where 'anything goes',
author i ty which provides not only a comprehensive world-view ( if
not a universe-view), and a d iv ine plan for every life event and
beyond to eterni ty, has great appeal. If being told what to believe
and how to behave serves the purpose of providing security,
confidence, assurance and direction for the i n d i v i d u a l , then
authoritarian NRMs answer this search.

The second search is the search for experience or experiences.
Here the existential question is, 'How can I feel good?', a factor that
has gained dominance in economic as well as social circles.

Conversely, where a movement exhibits joy, purpose and meaning
and can inspire its followers, then the attraction is obvious. The
argument goes that the ind iv idua l lives within a society largely
determined by economic, technological and social forces outside
their control. These determine our culture and everything within it
including what we are to eat, wear and even think. Image is a key
word here. Young people conform to images provided for them by
the culture. The external culture preconditions the expectation. It
provides reality, both genuine and virtual. If this argument is
accepted, then we have an existential problem. How can I experience
something which is engendered from within even though externally
conditioned? Modern jargon expressed within the youth culture puts
it in terms of being 'turned on' or 'having kicks'. Some of the
practices of NRMs - meditation, mantra chanting, sleep deprivation
- can result in psychotropic states akin to the effects of drugs. 'Trips'
or mystical experiences are sometimes claimed by participants. It is
not simply a linguistic accident that the experience of ecstasy is
testified to not only by a devotee within an NRM but by a follower
of the pop rave culture.

Risk is an important factor here. The desire for experience may
override the reputed danger of a mind-controlling cult. Risk implies
excitement often wi th in an esoteric and dangerous context. New
religious movements can offer ecstasy - the ability to stand outside

268



BELONGING TO A CULT OR NEW RELIGIOUS MOVEMENT

yourself, to have mystical experiences, to practise meditation of the
transcendental k ind , to feel good, euphoric and even regress to a past
life or be transported into a future one.

The thi rd search is the search for community. Associated with this
search is the quest to find one's ident i ty . The question, is 'Who am
I?' or 'Where do I belong?' Breakdown in communi ty and the
ensuing isolation, ind iv idua t ion and alienation in modern Western
society are not d i f f i cu l t to prove. There are attempts at the
restoration of a notion of commun i ty (not least among the
politicians).

Communitar ianism is now a slogan on the polit ical agenda.
Concomitant with this is the stressing of a restatement of communal
values and morali ty. These sp i r i tua l and moral values are now part
of the common cur r i cu lum in the British school education system.

Many of the new religious movements provide a sense of
community . The disciple is welcomed, accepted, even loved, given
an identity and sometimes a new name, reclothed or rebaptized. In
addition, the group provides a new way of perceiving real i ty , a new
way of understanding the world, a new way of interpreting historical
events. These interpretations are often reinforced dai ly through the
repeating of mantras or prayers or slogans.

Within those movements which are overtly proselytizing in
practice, we can see that the communi ty can provide fresh energy.
In the clarifying and executing of missional objectives, the disciple
finds identi ty in common with the whole communi ty by embarking
on agreed objectives. Some movements, then, st ir the adherent to
action. Stress is laid upon unstinting zeal and enthusiasm. Returning
missioners report on how the latest skirmish has gone, how the
battle is far ing, how many scalps, so to speak, have been taken.

Thus the religious communi ty provides both vision and mission.
The mission is drawn up by the religious community which sets out
its objectives. This gives a sense of purpose to the new follower,
something, perhaps, which has not been found before in their pre-
communi ty l i fe .

So much for the consideration of the would-be convert and the
needs that he or she is seeking to be met. We may now turn to look at
the way in which new religious movements set out to win their recruits.
Within British culture there are advantages and disadvantages for the
new religious movements. Traditional religion expressed through the
mainstream churches has a declining membership. The exceptions to
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this tendency are found amongst the fundamentalist, pentecostalist,
black-led and house churches where there is evidence of growth.

Recruiting methods

We have suggested, then, that people join new religious movements
despite the alternate view that they are recruited through pressure
and other forms of mind control. It goes without saying that, for a
person to become committed, a particular movement must be
available to the individual and operating within that person's social
context. Bryan Wilson says 'for the conversion to occur, he must
have in his background experience ... the style, promises, or
prospects of the movement, or he must be attracted by the example
of the members, by the appeal of the association, or the atmosphere
as he perceives it'.2

There are a number of recruiting techniques used by the new
religious movements to attract would-be converts. These techniques
vary according to the culture in which the organization wishes to
recruit. Religious movements that seek converts want to make
personal contacts, door-to-door proselytizing, using mailing lists and
other networks and advertising in libraries and colleges. Movements
that want to promote self-enlightenment and self-development may
advertise more impersonally (e.g. the School of Economic Science
regularly advertises philosophy courses on the London Underground
hoardings). Some new religious movements (e.g. Transcendental
Meditation and Scientology) offer public lectures and meetings open
to all (but subject to certain fees). Such courses are promoted as a
form of training, leading to some sort of qualification.

A potential recruit (whether seen as a member, client or guest) is
invited free of charge but is then offered further sessions progressing
to a different level of knowledge or expertise. These sessions are often
subject to a particular fee. A number of those who enter a movement
this way can find themselves in increasing debt. In their need or
aspiration to gain the knowledge or acquire the insight or be accepted
within the hierarchy, they are pressurized into making more and more
financial commitment. The person may often then feel obliged to stay
within the movement, being subject to blackmail and extortion.

Some organizations have perfected the art of rewarding and
flattering their potential clients or followers, on the one hand, and
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threatening or punishing them on the other. The greater the
efficiency of the control system, the more the ability to manipulate
the client to behave in par t icular ways to the advantage of the
movement.

The promises of eternal l i fe or endless bliss or esoteric teaching
that leads to a greater unders tanding of the mysteries or an
encounter with the divine have to be balanced with the threat of
enticement by the devil or being cast into outer darkness or not
f u l f i l l i n g one's fu l l potential or letting one's true self down.

Converts who have experienced a sense of the transcendental or a
bl issful state may be asked to give testimony to those experiences in
order to win others to the cause. The born-again convert or grateful
customer who has discovered their self for the f i rs t time is used to
market the organization. Once you have accepted the new teaching
or truth then you too wil l receive this enlightenment, or bliss or spir i t
or whatever. Again, those who reject such offers of t ru th and
knowledge could be subject to all sorts of mishaps, illness, accidents,
even eternal damnation in the fires of hell. (There have been times
when large numbers of members of a movement have been expelled
and threatened with damnat ion owing to their lack of zeal.)

Brainwashing or mind control

Integral to this discussion and often seized upon by the media is the
question of 'brainwashing ' or 'mind control' exercised by the
movement and its leaders. I have mainta ined that there is a lways the
element of freewill in conversion. But to what extent is an i n d i v i d u a l
'free' to commit h i m s e l f or herself v o l u n t a r i l y to jo in the
organization?

The t ru th is, of course, that there is an encounter, a d y n a m i c
process going on between recruiter and recruited, salesperson and
customer, producer and consumer. Wi th in this process arises the
question of logical argument as well as the in terp lay of emotions. 1
may or may not be persuaded that the Reverend Sun Myung Moon is
actual ly the Messiah predicted to come, I can equa l ly be inf luenced
or not by the degree of personal at tent ion and concern the
communi ty of the Unif ica t ion Church expresses to me. The former
may or may not evoke scepticism and questioning, but the lat ter may
be more decisively persuasive.
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Brainwashing is a method first termed when soldiers were subject
to strong psychological pressure to adopt a group's views against
their own will . In Communist prison camps, brainwashing took
place where there was ful l control over the context of communica-
tion. In voluntary conversions, on the other hand, contact is made
between recruiter and recruit in an obvious (though sometimes
subtle way) without coercing the individual to conform to the
group's views. This is not the place to go fu l ly into the origin and
history of brainwashing from its context in the Korean War. There is
enough evidence, however, to show that in a society characterized by
high-pressured propaganda and advertising machines, we are all
subject to 'brainwashing' in the popular sense. Selling is based on the
conscious and the subconscious, direct and lateral thinking, the
literal and the subl iminal . Apart from this we are subject to being
influenced by flashing lights, body language and gestures, tones of
voice and ecological setting.

Bare walls and poor lighting could well affect my response and
decision-making in a dif ferent way from tasteful decor and
strategically placed lighting. The f indings of neuro-linguistic
programming have shown the importance of the spoken word and
the unspoken word, of language and metalanguage.^

One of the salient factors here is the question of the authority of
the leader or guru. If the person claims to be divine or be speaking on
behalf of the divine, or has access to interpretation of holy scriptures
and the potential convert respects the validity of that kind of
authority, then the possibility for control of the mind is greater.
Hypnotism and the techniques of neuro-linguistic programming can
be used to influence people. The reinforcement of reality as perceived
by the authority figure is a potent way for any advocate to influence
a person in a forceful way. It is difficult , however, to test out the
val id i ty of saying, 'God told me to join' as opposed to saying, 'I
joined of my own free will ' .

Some converts would claim, in a sense, that what they are doing is
inevitable. There is no alternative, there is some sort of divine
compulsion. But this is dangerous, if free and critical decision-
making is not made.

In one sense we are all 'brainwashed' - we are the product of
determinist factors like genetic make-up and early childhood
environment. Following this line, there is little room for freewill.
On the other hand, there are those who would claim it is impossible
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to brainwash anybody, except under extreme conditions where we
are reduced to a matter of conditioned reflexes. There is a spectrum
of interpretation which varies from brainwashing at one extreme,
through mind-control, to strong pressure, to incidenta l inf luence .

We have to consider the support for the view that, at least, strong
pressure and influence, through par t icu lar techniques and methods,
is used by a new religious movement to convince possible disciples to
join a movement. It is here where we can cite the ecological factors
which might substantiate the context of b ra inwash ing or mind
control methods.

'Love-bombing' (a technique where the potential convert is
showered with warm, complimentary statements — 'strokes' — of a
very personal k ind) , dietary control, physical restriction, repetition,
sleep deprivation confusion techniques, t rance-induct ion, sensory
deprivation and deception have all been allegedly used by cults and
NRMs. There is l i t t le doubt that some new movements do employ
these techniques.

Brainwashing or mind control, as used in NRMs, has been shown
to operate under certain conditions. An exclusive environment , free
from outside control, is used. Movements may use a home, a rural
retreat, an hotel. During the course of t r a in ing the potential converts
are restricted (limited use of ablutions and toilet facilit ies). A
rigorous schedule involving physical restriction and long working
hours leads to physical and mental fatigue, with l i t t le t ime for
relaxation and reflection. Some sort of agreement is made between
organizers and part icipants . The potential convert acknowledges
that agreements and word-keeping are important values in l i fe and
responds by vowing to himself or herself to keep agreements made in
the sessions.

There is some in t imida t ion to keep agreements and to remain for
the durat ion of the course. The part icipants agree to complete the i r
t ra ining. They may also agree to obey certain ground rules d u r i n g
the sessions (e.g. no drugs or smoking or restricted food menu or
short meal breaks). All this creates an atmosphere of uncer ta in ty ,
ambigui ty and confusion.

The alternation of praising and commending with condemning and
blaming induces a feeling of confusion. This technique then renders
the person more suggestible and ready to follow author i ta t ive
instructions. An instruction to 'abandon yourself - let yourself go
completely' means that displacement is followed by replacement.
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Emptiness can always be filled. Rituals and repetitive patterns are
brought in - meditation, chanting, yoga or 'auditing' - at an early
stage of induction. The practice of repeating mantras, chanting and
the like has reinforcing properties on the potential convert. He or she
is being introduced to a new reality, a new world, a new jargon.

Ridiculing the potential convert, playing on guilt feelings, urging
the person to share their innermost secrets with other members of
the group occurs. In some cults the ridicule extends to the person
having to stand in front of an audience being abused by the
'trainer'.

In some sessions people fa int , others go into a state of
consciousness known as the 'alpha state' where the person is
hyper-suggestible. New terms are used - jargon, known only to the
insiders, the initiated. Sometimes vicious and abusive language is
used to make the person uncomfortable. Characteristic in all these
techniques is the distinct lack of humour. The pressure is on until
there is some kind of breakthrough and the convert is truly 'found',
there is some kind of new birth followed by euphoria and joy. The
new converts then become zealots. One slogan runs 'sell it by zealot'.

In some movements, the dynamics of humanistic psychology are
used, stressing that a human being has unlimited potential to achieve
whatever is desired. The movement often has a good follow-up
system to exercise mentoring and monitoring of new converts and to
collect them together in some sort of group system. The convert's
commitment, in i t ia l ly agreed, is played upon and accountability to
the movement and its leadership is demanded.

In this debate about brainwashing or mind control, the terms
'programming' and 'de-programming' are used. Brainwashing or
mind control carries with it the idea of programming. Just as a
computer is programmed with information and data which can then
be manipulated, so too the human brain can be programmed. Thus,
stored repetitive mantras, slogans, sayings, commands can all be
recalled.

In all this, it is hard to believe that any person is simply a guinea
pig subjecting themselves to an environment, both psychologically
and ecologically, which they find alien and hostile, exercising no
freewill and meekly obeying every suggestion offered.

On the other hand, there are techniques now being widely used (as
found, for example, in neuro-linguistic programming) which are
reputed to act subliminally and which condition an expectant,
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suggestible would-be follower to act and conform in par t i cu la r ways.
Further , the experiences that go with that conditioning can also be

brought to present awareness. They can be dealt with in the here and
now as they are recalled. It follows that the opposite mechanisms can
be exercised. What is programmed can be de-programmed, what is
learned, on and after entry into a new religious movement, can be
unlearned on exit from it. What has been treated as unquest ionable
can be treated as questionable.

Just as there is a mode of entry into a NRM so there is a mode of
departure. Conversion out of a group may be jus t as val id as
conversion into a group. Departure is often radical and abrupt .

In some countries a de-programmer is hired and the follower
kidnapped at the request, say, of anxious parents who have become
alienated from their offspring. The concern is for the son or daughter
who has changed lifestyle, outlook, even body language and name.
Sometimes they have a zombie-like appearance, they talk a d i f ferent
language and they may have been told that their parents and f a m i l y
are 'of the Devil' or belonging to the old world from which the
person has now been rescued, liberated or transformed.

Leaving the NRM may cause serious problems — guil t , dissocia-
tion, loss of ident i ty, employment problems and the like. Dur ing this
period between detachment and reattachment to something else,
counselling help is sometimes sought. This time brings the dilemma
of the person being in a t ransi t ional mode, maybe a feeling of
liberation accompanied by an ongoing search. This may result in a
commitment to another religious group or to none at a l l .

The journey model

In t ry ing to help this t ransi t ion, I want to suggest a model which is
not as systematic or rigorous as de-programming and can be
considered as a form of exit counselling. This model is based upon a
truism that everyone is on a journey - they have come from
somewhere and are going somewhere. If you l ike, this is a journey
through time, an historical journey. Those who have joined or been
recruited by an NRM, are on at least one of a number of journeys.

The first journey, so to speak, is the journey through life. Everyone
is on a journey through l i fe from birth to death. This journey can be
marked by recognized rites of passage from circumcision or baptism or
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naming ceremony, through nursery and primary education to
secondary education, through puberty and adolescence into tertiary
education, employment or unemployment, through bonding and
broken relationships of various kinds as a mature person, all along
being subject to the ageing process, illness, suffering, bereavement and
death. Thus Everyman and Everywoman have to take this road.

What we look for at particular stages of this life journey will
depend on our age, outlook, need-orientation, values and goals. Life
events can be looked back on and they can be projected forward: the
client who has come out of a cult or NRM may find it helpful to see
the journey they are on in this relative way. Their experience in
joining the movement can be viewed as some kind of staging-post.

But the convert may see their commitment to the movement as a
journey of pilgrimage. There is another journey which is the road
travelled as a pilgrim or disciple. Not only can this be taken literally
- Mecca, Jerusalem, Rome, Lourdes, Bangalore, Oregon, or Waco as
destinations of the journey - but as a spiritual journey. The convert
or ex-convert may be able to trace the journey through moments of
mystical enlightenment or being born again or receiving the blessing
of the Spirit or the guru's visitation. In the counselling situation, the
counsellor and disciple can explore together the next stage of the
journey. What or who is it you are looking for now? What kind of
spiritual insights or wisdom now draw you on?

And, thirdly, the convert may be on a journey of self-discovery. So
far the journeys described could be viewed as journeys along. In one
sense they can be construed as evolutionary or developmental,
characterized in terms of stages. Psychologists and educationalists
are able to perceive these developmental models through the likes of
Piaget and Fowler. Another way of describing the journey is in terms
of the journey downwards or within. This journey has a popular
appeal, expressed in the writings of authors like M. Scott Peck, Paulo
Coelho and James Redfield.4 Their works are growing into popular
received wisdom, pocket-book bibles by sojourners on the road to
self-discovery. Those on such journeys will be attracted to the so-
called 'self-religions'. They will be attracted to the Human Potential
Movement with the accent on self-discovery, self-realization and
self-actualization.

Par t icular ly wi th in parts of the new age movement there lies the
possibility to discover oneself rather than discover the god or gods
outside oneself. This journey has no limited horizon, it is a journey
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which takes one on a deep journey downwards wi th in oneself as well
as beyond oneself in terms of the transpersonal - the journey
upwards.

Belonging to a NRM, in terms of journey, can be a staging post on
the way. It can be a place to exul t in the view, to gasp in awe or
dance with delight in, or it can be a place of refuge from f a m i l i a l
rectitude. It can be an ashram for renewal, a mission house or a
foster home.

However long one stays wi th in a movement w i l l depend on what
the total experience adds up to. It may be interpreted as i r real i ty ,
distortion — a dream-world from which one has to wake up, a prison
from which one has to be rescued. Al te rna t ive ly , it may be a place of
enlightenment, joy, bliss where the h u m a n and the t ranscendental
meet.

Notes
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19. Being Hindu in North
America: the experience of
a Western convert

Tamal Krishna Goswami

According to a recent national survey,1 Indo-Americans have the
highest level of education and have the fourth highest family income
among all thirty-three population groups in the United States. This
fact is all the more striking if we consider their humble beginnings:
between 1871 and 1965, only 16,013 Asian Indians were admitted
into the US.2 Now, due to the relaxation of immigration laws, they
number more than one million. Between 1980 and 1990, the Indo-
American population grew by 126 per cent, an astonishing figure
when compared to the total American population growth rate of 9.8
per cent.3 Assuming that the majority of these South Asian
immigrants are Hindus, one would expect Hinduism to be at least
a significant minority voice within America's religious marketplace.
But if indeed it is, a certain degree of credit must be given to the
Western converts of the various Hindu missionaries that have
circulated in North America since 1965. Their addition has amplified
the Hindu voice to its barely audible level.

The first faint whispers of Hinduism in America came from the
eclectic chain-smoking Russian Theosophist Madame Blavatsky.
Those whispers were given fu l l voice some twenty years later by an
articulate Indian, Swami Vivekananda, only to be drowned out soon
thereafter by the din of two World Wars. Not unti l the 1960s, when
a host of gurus came West in response to the haiku- and mantra-
chanting beats and hippies, did that once faint whisper at last
become a great crescendo.

I arrived in San Francisco's Haight during the steaming Summer
of Love, a vegetarian, flute-playing, self-taught yoga, with my ear to
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the ground listening for a t ruth college had not revealed. A fa i th fu l
pilgrim from New York's Lower East Side, I searched that Promised
Land for what Watts and Ginzberg, and every sacramenta l
psychedelic potion promised. Was it their blessings, or the r i t ua l
pur i f icat ion of those sacraments, that led me one morning to a Hare
K r i s h n a store-front temple? Or was i t the K r i s h n a man t r a
incantation which seemed to follow me from New York's Lower
East Side to the 'Morning Star' commune in Sonoma County,
Cal i fornia? Perhaps it was my agnostic Jewish parents who starved
me of religion in an already cul tura l ly impoverished America? The
Vietnam War? So many voices whispered in my ears as I heard for
the first t ime His Divine Grace A. C. Bhaktivedanta Swami
Prabhupada, the person who eventual ly became my guru.

To ident i fy the voices which are responsible for a conversion as
radical as mine is no easy task, for mine was a theological, moral,
vocational and cul tural conversion. More than merely an inner
transformation or denominational realignment, my entire existence
was fundamenta l ly changed — from shaving my head, to changing my
name, to remoulding the habits of heart. This metamorphosis was
gradual (begun in a previous lifetime the temple devotees assured me
that first morning). And I can still recall repeated dreams as a child -
which 1 shall not repeat here - which might substantiate that c la im.
The incontestable facts, however, are that I was the only child of a
German-born artistic and cultured mother, who shortly after her
divorce married a left-wing Brooklyn intellectual and would-be actor
of Russian parentage. Though usua l ly away at work, she somehow
managed to keep me alive — a lone white child on the streets of
Harlem. From the hushed whispers of ant i-McCarthy rhetoric and
songs of Seegar and Robeson I gathered that I was different from the
other white kids from Riverside Drive, and from the Puerto Ricans
and blacks on my street. Nevertheless, 1 was a child of America — a
baseball card-fl ipping, gir l h a t i n g / l o v i n g , naughty New York boy.

Instead of having me bar mitzuahed (I had not even once seen the
inside of a synagogue), my parents made the economically correct,
ethnical ly select move to a middle-class suburb in Queens. What a
dreadful coming of age! Gone was the c u l t u r a l / e thn ic Harlem mix I
had learned to Move' - the Puerto Rican mango carts, the drug
dealers, pimps and prostitutes, and black youths scarring me ro sleep
at night. Compared to this montage of inner city f u n k , the insipid
mediocrity of my new home and neighbours seemed like a cu l tu ra l
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wasteland. My parents had emigrated to a new world of possibilities;
why had they now migrated to this? They had not consulted me
about the move, nor was I savvy enough to appreciate that owning
your own home (after 25 years of mortgage payments!) meant you
were no longer an immigrant. All I knew was that I wanted out. I
carefully plotted my escape. Considering the constraints of my age
and meagre resources, I saw only one option - to go within. Through
books, music, and dreams, I left that dreary Queens suburb far
behind.

It was not long before my consciousness drifted eastward, as if
lured by karmic whispers, voices from past lifetimes. By the time I
met Prabhupada I was a confirmed vegetarian, an occult practi-
tioner, and aficionado of everything Eastern. I found no ultimate
satisfaction nor hope in Western philosophy; the polemics of peace
were as uninteresting as war; the Great American Dream, a
phantasmagoria. I was searching for a truth which was absolute,
which would not be affected by the changing currents of human
destiny.

To embrace the Hare Krishna lifestyle was easy, because in many
ways I was already living it. The San Francisco temple had an
ambience appealing to both the Hindu and the hippie and I fit snugly
between the two. The philosophy was not entirely new, though I had
never before encountered vedantic personalism, combining biblical
monotheism with the richly complex vedic cosmology. Prabhupada's
lectures and kirtanas provided the final push.

To those gathered in his store-front temple Prabhupada conveyed
India in its entirety. It was as if all the mysticism encountered in my
readings now sat embodied before me. He seemed to straddle two
worlds: singing, his body trembling slightly in ecstasy, he was
somewhere else; but when he would speak, his smile reassuring,
handing everyone a slice of fruit at the end of the program, he was
right there with us in Haight-Ashbury.

Not many Indians visited our temple in those days, but the few
who did seemed so different from Prabhupada. Certainly they shared
common cultural affinities, but their focus was elsewhere. They
were, it seemed, undergoing a similar conversion as we, but in
reverse. Now, thirty years later, I see the irony of our joint
conversion story, for our conversions, more than individual
transformations, are a reorientation toward culture if not a
relocation in culture. And it is this swapping of cultures, or more
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accurately, sharing of cultures, which is at the heart of the Hindu
conversion story. When the Indo-American and the Western Hindu
convert stand face to face, they cannot conceal the di f f icul t ies each
experiences in negotiating the present or in ant ic ipat ing the future.
Each recognizes in the other something he or she has tried but failed
to leave behind. It can be an uncomfortable meeting, yet is a
relationship perhaps neither can do without, holding for each as it
does important keys to reappropriating their past.

Issues other than religion have a lways preoccupied I n d i a n
immigrants. The cultural and economic transfusion which is a part
of the immigrant experience, while not decoding their Hindu genes,
has deeply imprinted their psyche. Shyam has become Sam, Laksmi is
now Lucky. Pasta and pizza have replaced their spicy curries. But Sam
and Lucky, hiding behind the latest designer garb, cannot conceal
their ethnic origins: chillies, not mushrooms, decorate their pizzas.

Those chillies are all that I can recall of a Guja ra t i Samaj program
I attended as a young ISKCON4 convert in 1968. And those same
chil l ies kept me running through my four-year st int as ISKCON's
firs t Governing Body Commissioner to India from 1970 to 1974. And
these were the same chil l ies that I f i n a l l y came to love, which gave
me the n ickname 'Hot Tamali ' (I assure you, it had nothing to do
with my fiery temper).

A professor recently introduced me to his class on religious cults
and sects, 'You have before you a l iv ing time capsule; an adherent of
an ancient tradition remarkably unaffected by modernity. ' If only he
knew! For I would s t i l l prefer my pix.za with plenty of mushrooms, if
only they were not so tamasic. Nor do I allow a week to pass
without honouring a veggie-burger wi th chips. And I assure you I am
qui te Hinduized compared to one of my godbrothers, who prefers
peanut butter and jelly and swears that chaddars do not stay on our
American shoulders as they do on our I n d i a n brethren. In short, we
Western converts suffer Sam and Lueky's same crisis of identi ty.
Though we have deeply drunk of India 's wisdom, we descendants of
Moses and Abraham, l ike our i m m i g r a n t H indu relatives, cannot
forget our roots. Our need to reconcile the culturo-rel igious East and
West creates a strong basis for meeting with Indo-American Hindus .
Though we approach each other from opposite directions, there is a
common resonance to both our needs.

In bonding we have shared our par t icular strengths. For the nearly
100,000 Asian Ind ians admitted to the United States between 1965
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and 1975, ISKCON temples were perhaps the only ones to which
they could make their spiritual pilgrimage. There was a sense of
pride in seeing Americans appropriate the various trappings of
Hinduism, and for those who came especially close, a genuine
appreciation for how deeply we had imbibed the spirit of sanatana-
dharma. Thrust amidst America's casteless society, they voiced no
objection to being lectured by white-skinned Brahmins and women
priests. Rather, it enabled them to loosen the age-old halter which
had restricted them spir i tual ly, as much as North America's
entrepreneurial economy allowed them the freedom of upward
mobility.

Yet the marriage of these two peoples has had its difficulties. As
the ISKCON lecturers confront their Indian congregation's predilec-
tion for worshipping demigods, their warnings against such apparent
polytheism echoes the claims of Moses. For Krishna in the Gita
clearly pronounces, 'Men of small intelligence worship the
demigods, and their fruits are limited and temporary.'5 While this
monotheistic certainty does not exclude the recognition of lesser
gods as assistants to the supreme Deity, it still does not sit well with
those reared from childhood to worship many gods. As their
affluence increases, Indians are erecting their own temples and
community centres which better reflect their regional preferences for
worship and socializing. For many, ISKCON's monotheistic doctrine
with its strong aversion to Shankara's undifferentiated monism
confirms their earlier doubt that Westerners are unable to truly
embrace Indian thought.6

Still, their experience with ISKCON has been educational,
especially when in establishing their own temples they had to learn
to adjust the closely knit temple and adjoining community
structure of their homeland to a new reality of a far-flung
congregation. Providing a full-course dinner, ISKCON-style,
rather than the tradit ional sacrament of a prasadam token, was
just one of the practical lessons borrowed to insure a loyal
following.

Yet the proliferation of regional and sectarian temples has not
lessened ISKCON's charm and allure. Though most adult Asian
Indians find ISKCON kirtanas too boisterous, their children love
them. It is to this younger generation, both now and in the future,
that ISKCON will perhaps be most meaningful. Without their
parents' cultural backgrounds, Hindu spirituality is difficult to
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assimilate. Susceptible to peer pressure at school, they tend to
distance themselves from all that sets them and their friends apart.
For this American-born first generation, a mul t i - racia l religion l ike
ISKCON can provide a greater sense of being American than they
would be l ikely to feel attending an ethnically homogenous Hindu
temple. This in turn may help them to negotiate their parents' basic
spiri tual beliefs in a way that does not seem so foreign.

Depending on how capable and wi l l ing the parents are to share
their religious heritage, their children can be as unfami l i a r with
Hinduism as any other American youth. And in typical ly American
fashion, they may interrogate their parents' beliefs with a voracity
bewildering to their elders, who are often unable to respond
convincingly. It is in this regard that ISKCON wil l continue to play a
m e a n i n g f u l role, one which is readi ly recognized and even
encouraged by many Indian elders. Western converts have l i t t le
d i f f icul ty responding to young Indians whose philosophical perplex-
ities are often quite similar to those of a new convert.

Most Indo-American youth will never move into an ISKCON
ashram nor embrace the demanding disciplines and abstinence
ISKCON expects of its initiates. But the positive rapport these Indo-
American fu ture adults establish with ISKCON wil l undoubtedly
manifest when later they must choose for themselves not only
whether to be a Hindu, but also which of the Hindu temples they
wish to align with. As this next generation gradual ly succeeds their
Indian-born parents, Hindu temples dependent entirely upon Indo-
American congregations may have d i f f i cu l t y surviving. Already in
India , there are instances of temple management succeeding to the
hands of ISKCON despite Brahmin caste objections.

The a l l iance with the Indo-Amer ican communi ty has been
equal ly beneficial to ISKCON. Indeed, Western converts and Indo-
Americans are tied inextr icably to each other as sp i r i tua l siblings.
Mother Ind ia nourishes the young convert l ike an adoptee, even as
she expects to be supported by her begotten chi ldren in America .
An indicat ion of India 's appeal to the convert can be understood
when we consider the eager an t ic ipa t ion which precedes a v is i t to
Ind ia . There is a sense of having arrived home after a journey of
countless births. A convert enters India as a culturo-religious
p i lg r im, immers ing h imse l f in H i n d u c u l t u r e much as one
submerges in a sacred river. For the North American devotee, the
India experience substantiates what might otherwise have remained
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mere theorizing. It is an education which no amount of textual
studies nor ashram living can equal.

Once having returned from the pilgrimage, the convert more
easily recognizes the Indo-American as a brother or sister who
reminds him of the sacred homeland. This sense of kinship is
mutual , and it is not uncommon for the Indo-American to assume
the role of an older sibling in relating with ISKCON devotees and
their insti tution. Financial support is but one display of this
relationship. Many ISKCON temples balance their budgets today
more by way of contributions from the Indo-American community
than from the sale of literature, the former mainstay of their
financial support. And capital fund-raising projects in the millions
of dollars have only been possible with the support of an affluent
Indian membership.

A still more subtle result derived from the association with its
Indian congregation has been a transferral of Hindu values. Sari
styles and culinary expertise are but two of the more obvious
manifestations. More substantially, the integrity of the Indian family
unit has been admired, and through association, emulated by North
American devotees. Most North American converts are now married
(a sign of ISKCON's changing demographics) and occupy much of
their time raising families. And apart from these dedicated Western
converts, there is also a growing Western congregation of non-
initiated lay persons who pattern their commitment to the institution
on the example set by the Indo-American congregation. The change
from ashram to household life and the growth of supportive
congregations are two significant developments which should help
ISKCON shed its cult image of the 1970s and 1980s.

Thus far I have spoken of the partnership of Western converts and
the Indo-American Hindu community. Western converts can also
make especially suitable Hindu partners in inter-religious dialogue.
Who can be a more articulate Hindu spokesperson to the Judaeo-
Christian world than one raised within it? Nor is such participation a
purely selfless exercise, for we have a genuine need to understand as
well as explain ourselves - to explain why we have left our Christian
and Jewish homes and taken shelter of a strange God. We need to
legitimate ourselves in the eyes of our parents and other relatives,
our friends and acquaintances. To be whole, to be sane, we seek
their acceptance. And this is as true for the new convert as a middle-
aged monk like myself.
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Age seasons one. Fervour and fana t i c i sm are replaced by
accommodation and reason. One re-examines what as a youth one
rejected, surprised to f ind not only commonali ty but worthwhile
differences. We recognize the dis tant 'other' as our long-lost
companion. And it is in this sense that both inter-rel igious dialogue
and its more academic studies can t ru ly thrive.

Such studies are, as Francis Clooney has persuasively argued, 'a
necessary l uxu ry in the context of today's p lura l ism' . 7 For by
crossing the boundaries into each other's belief system, we are in fact
strengthening the walls that support our own fai th with the mortar
of borrowed wisdom. I believe he is correct in his assessment that
few Hindus have been wi l l ing to study Chris t iani ty with as equal an
urgency as some Christians have studied Hinduism. While 1 suspect
that Western converts may be as lethargic in this regard as their
Indian-born brethren, at least they will not find d i f fer ing philoso-
phical and cul tura l notions to be unassailable barriers separating the
two civi l izat ions , as some have suggested.8 For the convert's l i fe ,
after al l , is a constant negotiation of these barriers, one in which he
may feel equally at home in both worlds, while at other times
peaceful in neither. But to accept these world views as f i n a l l y
discordant is to admit to hopeless schizophrenia. For the convert,
bridging these two worlds is far more than a necessary luxury ; it is
necessary for survival . In this endeavour he wi l l not allow economic
constraints, which frustrate many an Indian scholar, nor any other
obstacle to hinder his search. As I have tried to indicate earl ier , he
wi l l be motivated unceasingly by the need to re-examine his own
roots and f ind out if indeed his genes are Chris t ian, Jewish, Hindu -
or perhaps, a combination of a l l .

Many ISKCON communit ies are near ly min ia tures of Ind i an
village l i fe in the midst of America. The dynamics of an ancient
tradit ion struggling to understand itself in the context of modern
society should intr igue anyone interested in the study of conversion,
without demanding the ardour and expense of a t r ip to Ind i a . Those
with the time and the inc l ina t ion may make some astonishing
discoveries, as I did in an ISKCON restaurant only the other day.
Pizza, the waitress informed me, was a buttered chapati wi th curd
and tomato subji. Apparently it has been added, along wi th peanut
butter and je l ly , to the canonical l is t of Vedic recipes. Wi thout
mushrooms, of course.
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20. Cult conversions:
controversy and
clarification

Lome L. Dawson

I have been teaching a course on 'cults' (see Richardson, 1993), or
what sociologists of religion prefer to call new religious movements
(NRMs hereafter), for many years, and I would say that interest in
the topic is growing.1 Certainly the enrolment in my own course has
never been larger, even though we are now well past the peak of
success enjoyed by such well known (or notorious) NRMs as the
Unification Church, Scientology, Children of God, and Krishna
Consciousness. Today much of the popular interest has shifted to a
fascination with various expressions of neo-Paganism and the New
Age movement, as well as some more secular psycho-therapeutic
cults (e.g. Luhrmann, 1989; Heelas, 1996; Hanegraaff, 1996).

There is also a more general curiosity, though, about extreme
religious commitments of all kinds. Much of this curiosity has been
prompted by the approach of the next mi l l enn ium and by the tragic
deaths of the Branch Davidians at Waco, Texas in Apr i l 1993, the
mass suicides of the members of the Solar Temple in October 1994
(and then again in December 1995, and March 1997) and of the
Heaven's Gate group in March 1997, as well as the poison gas attack
on the Tokyo subway by Aum Shinrikyo in May 1995 (see e.g. Tabor
and Gallagher, 1995; Introvigne, 1995; Palmer, 1996; Reader, 1996).
But whatever the reason for the growing interest in the subject, one
question has been at the heart of most popular discussions of NRMs
since the 1970s: Do the people who join these unconventional
religions do so freely? Or are they the vict ims of some sort of
psychological manipulat ion or even coercion? Put most b lunt ly , and
in the terms popularized by the ant i -cul t movement in America
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(Shupe and Bromley, 1980 and 1994), are converts to NRMs
'brainwashed' or subject to 'mind control'?

The public perception of NRMs continues to be strongly
influenced by the fears raised about the possibility of coercive
conversions (e.g. Enroth, 1977; Van Driel and Richardson, 1988;
Pfeifer, 1992; Singer, 1979 and 1995). The resultant controversy has
played an important role in numerous court cases involving 'cults' in
the United States, Europe, and elsewhere (e.g. Richardson, 1991 and
1996; Anthony and Robbins, 1992 and 1995). But it has also
stimulated a wide and diverse investigation into who joins NRMs
and why by many sociologists, psychologists, and historians of
religion (see Dawson, 1996 and 1998). We now have a much better
grasp of the complicated process of religious conversion and the
weight of evidence tips the scales decisively against the accusations
of brainwashing levelled by the opponents of NRMs (i.e. disgruntled
family members of converts, dissatisfied ex-members, members and
leaders of competing religions, various government officials, and
some psychologists and psychiatrists). Consequently, American
courts have cease to entertain brainwashing claims. But the public
remains relatively ignorant of the scholarly record and media reports
of new religious activities still tend to instil an unwarranted measure
of suspicion about cult conversions.2

In Europe NRMs are currently facing a rising tide of religious
intolerance. Government-sponsored inquiries into new religious
groups in France, Germany, Belgium, Switzerland, Russia, and
elsewhere, have displayed a systematic bias in favour of the views of
the anti-cult movement. Here talk of mind control has resurfaced
and in many jurisdictions specific measures have been recommended
for the legal suppression of hundreds of minority religions
(Introvigne and Melton, 1997). The need persists, then, to promote
a better understanding of who joins NRMs, how, and why.

To that end, this brief chapter surveys what we know about cult
conversions, but by a rather unconventional means. What follows is
the transcript of a typical media report about someone who joined a
NRM, drawn from the height of the scare about cults in the United
States. This is the transcript of a television programme, entitled
Cults: Choice or Coercion?, first broadcast by CBS news in 1979.'
The programme consists of an interview with Tom, a young and
appealing ex-member of the Unification Church (i.e. the Moonies),
interspersed with interviews with his parents, a so-called expert on
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mind control, the person who deprogrammed Tom, and some other
footage dealing with members of the Unif icat ion Church. Much that
is said by Tom and the others in this video is true, to a point. The
interpretations given of the events, however, are speculative and
incomplete, and, as we now know, at odds with the most reliable
informat ion available. Below the t ranscr ipt I have provided a
running commentary on many of the statements made in the
programme, demonstrating how the programme fai ls to give an
accurate insight into cult conversions.

In reading this chapter you may firs t wish to deal with the
transcript of the programme in its entirety, and then consult my
commentary. Al ternat ively , you may read the two in tandem. Some
parts of the programme necessitate extensive comment, whi le others
are passed over altogether. Thus to faci l i tate reading the analys is , the
transcript has been divided into a series of ten numbered segments
and these segments are matched with the numbered parts of the
commentary. The overall format wi l l not always lend itself to the
most systematic or complete presentation of what we know about
cult conversions. But the pertinent points do arise, and in a manner
that better highlights their relevance to the real publ ic discussion of
cults.4

Cults: Choice or Coercion?

DIALOGUE ( I )

TV HOST: The mass suicides of over 900 people in Jonestown, Guyana,
brought the phenomenon of cults to the public eye in the most shocking
manner. The hardest thing for most of us to understand is how any healthy
person's mind could be influenced enough to make them do things that
would be considered foreign to his nature. Call it brainwashing or mind

control, it's hard to understand.
We went to California and met a young man who spent two and a half

years in Reverend Moon's Unification Church. His personal story shows how
someone is drawn into a cult and what happens to him when he gets out.

289



LORNE L. DAWSON

COMMENTARY (1)

The init ial premise of most discussions of cult conversions is that
they are different. Why? It is commonly assumed that these
conversions are extreme in three ways: (i) the beliefs to which
people are converting are thought to be very strange; (ii) the
conversion is thought to be very sudden and unexpected; and (iii)
some of the groups to which people have converted have committed
extraordinary acts of violence - usually against their own members.
As Eileen Barker (1984: 126-7) and other scholars of NRMs have
observed, however, there are neither logical nor empirical reasons
for accepting the anti-cult assertion that only someone who is
brainwashed could believe some of the incredible doctrines of many
NRMs. As the historical and anthropological record amply
documents, there are few limits to the exotic character of the beliefs
different peoples have held. The strangeness of the beliefs adopted
does not, in and of itself, demonstrate or necessarily even imply the
coercive nature of the process by which they were adopted. There
are few if any universal criteria of reasonable belief, and all
conclusions about the religious beliefs of others are a matter of
perspective. As an old adage specifies, 'one man's meat is another
man's poison' (cited by Barker, 1984: 158). The same holds true for
the seeming suddenness of many cult conversions. 'Suddenness' is
not proofof 'brainwashing'. There is considerable reason to believe,
in any event, that the supposed 'suddenness' of these conversion is
more apparent than real (see the last section of this commentary).

One must be leery too of the all too easy links made between all
NRMs and the violent fate of a few. If one considers the claims made
by the anti-cult movement about both the number of NRMs in
existence (often stated to be 3,000 or more in the United States
alone), and the number of people ever involved with such groups
(often stated to be about ten million people in the United States),
then the number of incidents of cult-related violence is not
exceptional, especially set against the high levels of violent crime
in America. In a similar vein, one need only think of the surprisingly
numerous cases of child molestation that have recently scandalized
the Catholic Church to appreciate that NRMs have no monopoly on
deviant behaviour. Few people, however, would be inclined to
condemn the Catholic Church as a whole for the errant ways of
some of its members. Placed in proper cultural context, then, the
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crimes of most NRMs are rather ordinary, though nonetheless
regrettable and t ru ly worthy of condemnation. The tragedies of
Jonestown, Waco, the Solar Temple, Heaven's Gate, and Aum
Shinrikyo call out for special attention precisely because they are
extraordinary, even within the context of other known incidents of
cult-related violence.

The Moonies, the specific subject of this programme, have a history
free of any violence. Their aggressive proselytizing, however, made
them a pr imary target of the anti-cult movement and thus also of
scholarly research (e.g. Barker, 1984; Parsons, 1986; Galanter, 1989).
This research has largely exonerated the Unificat ion Church, and
other NRMs, of the charges of brainwashing brought against them.

DIALOGUE (2)

TOM: I rejected my family, my friends, they were all part of Satan's world.
Moon says, in some of his speeches, the first point is that you give up your
material possessions to God, through Moon. Then you give up your family,
your friends, your emotional connections with the world. And then, finally you
have to offer your mind to God. That is the ultimate offering, the sacrifice.

COMMENTARY (2)

Groups like the Moonies, Kr ishna Consciousness, or Children of God
(now called The Family), evoked a strong negative response from
many of the parents of their young converts because they demand a
complete commitment to the cause. In historical reflection, this is not
unusual. One need only think of the words of Jesus (Matthew 10:34—
39): 'Do not think that 1 came to bring peace on the earth; 1 did not
come to bring peace, but a sword. For 1 came to set a man against his
father, and a daughter against her mother . . . He who loves father or
mother more than Me is not worthy of Me; and he who loves son or
daughter more than Me is not worthy of Me. And he who does not
take his cross and follow after Me is not worthy of Me. He who has
found his life shall lose it, and he who has lost his life for My sake
shall f ind it.' These and other lines of Scripture underlie the long
tradition of monastic retreat from the world of Christendom, just as
other ancient and sacred texts jus t i fy other forms of religious
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detachment throughout the world (e.g. the Buddhist Sangha or Hindu
sannyasiri}. Only from the perspective of the presumed 'normalcy' of
the contemporary American values of individualism, utilitarianism,
materialism and secularism does this traditional religious vocation
seem intrinsically strange and problematic.

DIALOGUE (3)

TV HOST: Today Tom Fuller is a sophomore at the University of California at
Santa Cruz. In 1974, Tom was an idealistic 18-year-old on a break between
high school and college. His father, a Congregational minister, had put him in
touch with Christian volunteer programmes, and Tom was making his way
across the country from group to group. In Missoula, Montana he accepted an
invitation to dinner. Six days later he had given his life to the Unification
Church, and he believed that the Messiah had come to earth, and that he was
a Korean businessman by the name of Sun Myung Moon.

COMMENTARY (3)

Tom's experience and background are quite typical, we will see, of
what research has revealed about those most likely to join NRMs — he
was, as sociologists say, 'structurally available' to cult recruitment.
However, the host's observations reflect several common misconcep-
tions. First, in line with the literature of the anti-cult movement (e.g.
Enroth, 1977; Hassan, 1988; Singer, 1995), it is implied, here and
elsewhere in the programme, that cults target lonely, isolated
individuals and conversions happen has a result of chance encounters
with strangers in public places. Research has revealed otherwise,
studies of conversion and case studies of specific groups have found
that recruitment to NRMs happens primarily through pre-existing
social networks and interpersonal bonds. Friends recruit friends, family
members each other, and neighbours recruit neighbours (e.g. Harrison,
1974; Beckford, 1975; Lofland, 1977; Bainbridge, 1978; Snow et a!.,
1980; Stark and Bainbridge, 1985; Rochford, 1985; Latkin et al, 1987;
Palmer, 1994; Wilson and Dobbelaere, 1994; Lucas, 1995). Groups like
the Unification Church, Krishna Consciousness, and The Children of
God have been criticized sharply for their aggressive and persistent
forays into public places to disseminate literature and proselytize. Yet
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the evidence strongly indicates that these recruitment drives are rather
dismal failures relative to the effort invested in them (e.g. with regard
to the Moonies see the figures provided by Barker, 1984: 141-8, and
Galanter, 1989: 140-1).

Second, it may often appear that cults target the lonely or
vulnerable because cult involvement is strongly correlated with
having fewer and weaker extra-cult ties (e.g. Lofland, 1977;
Downton, 1979; Stark and Bainbridge, 1985; Balch, 1995). This
accounts, in part, for the disproport ionate representation of
adolescents and young adults in NRMs. This segment of the
population is s imply free of countervai l ing social and economic
commitments. They have the time and the opportunity to indulge
their sp i r i tua l appetites and experiment with al ternat ive lifestyles.

Third, an attempt is made in this passage to delegitimize Moon's
religious claims by ident i fy ing him as a 'Korean businessman'. The
statement is true enough, and it points to another source of
controversy surrounding many NRMs (e.g. Scientology): they have
blurred some of the traditional boundaries between the worlds of
religion and business. Once again, however, one must watch for a
measure of hypocrisy in the crit icism. Many prominent and relat ively
respected American evangelical leaders head religious organizations
that cer ta inly could be called 'big business' — in style and monetary
returns (e.g. Jerry Falwell, Pat Robertson, J immy Swaggart), while
an examinat ion of Moon's early l i fe can leave l i t t le doubt about the
genuineness of his belief in his religious mission. Entrepreneurship is
not so foreign to religious endeavours, and in the contemporary
hyper-capital ist ic environment a greater fusion of these elements is
assured (Moore, 1994).

DIALOGUE (4)

TOM: I totally disregarded anything that I knew in the past and finally came to
a point where whatever Moon said was truth.
TV HOST: But how does an intelligent, articulate young man or woman get to
the point that they would give up their mind, their capacity to think? We
spoke with Dr Margaret Singer, a mind-control expert at the University of
California at Berkeley. Dr Singer has done extensive research on people
coming out of cults.
DR MARGARET SINGER: I think we need to take a slightly different look and see
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how active and sophisticated the recruiting by the cults are [sic]. The
approaches usually are made in public places to people who look lonely by the
cult recruiters. With some of the cults they don't realize that it is a cult; they
think they are joining a communal living or altruistic group.
TV HOST: Wearing a hidden microphone, producer Joseph Lovit passed by a
recruiting station of the Creative Community Project in San Francisco, to see if
he would be approached.
STREET RECRUITER: Howdy.
TV PRODUCER: Hi.

TV HOST: Though they do not say so, the Creative Community Project is
affiliated with Rev. Moon's Unification Church.
TV PRODUCER: Is this a religious group?
STREET RECRUITER: No, not really. Not any fixed religion. But most people come
from some sort of spiritual background. We try to see what we have in
common. There is a God. We believe in God. We're having an open house
tonight, if you'd like to come . . .
TOM: There's a process, I mean it begins the first time you run into somebody
on the street, that's one point. And then, three months later it is a deeper
commitment, and by the time I was in for six, eight, ten months, I was totally
in - I was a true believer.

COMMENTARY (4)

Many different and important points are raised in this longer
passage. First and most obviously, the programme repeats the anti-
cult charge that converts to NRMs actually lose 'their capacity to
think' , to realistically assess their situation. This supposed loss of
critical reflection is presented as the most telling symptom of
brainwashing (e.g. Enroth, 1977; Singer, 1979 and 1995). Yet no
reliable evidence has ever been collected to support the charge,
beyond pointing to the obstinacy with which converts hold to their
'distasteful' beliefs. Any regular interaction with the membership of
these organizations quickly dispels the illusion that they are cognitive
'zombies'. But what is more, the record of psychological testing, of
many kinds, consistently reveals that converts to NRMs score within
the normal range on all scales of psychological functioning (e.g.
Levine, 1984; Rochford et al, 1989; Richardson, 1995).
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Second, in the debate about cults one must learn to be wary of the
sources of information. Dr Singer has made her l iv ing providing
advice about NRMs. When the efforts of other scholars denied her
the opportunity to earn fees serving as an expert witness on cult
brainwashing in court cases, she attempted to sue them for mi l l ions
of dollars for loss of l ivelihood. She has long had a vested interest in
keeping the cul t controversy alive. Contrary to the introduction
provided in this programme, moreover, she has never been a facul ty
member at the University of California or anywhere else.

Third, no part icipant observation studies of NRMs to date have
revealed the kind of sophisticated recruitment techniques that Singer
and others repeatedly claim cults use. The Moonies and other groups
work hard at recruiting new members and in the process they use
some high pressure social tactics - much like other kinds of
salespeople and missionaries. One significant fact, however, would
seem to cast considerable doubt on the efficacy and sophistication of
their efforts: careful studies conclude that about 90 per cent of
converts leave the groups they joined, voluntarily, within two years
(e.g., Barker, 1984; Levine, 1984; Wright, 1987; Jacobs, 1989). Such a
high rate of attrit ion does not suggest that mind control has been
used, or if so, very effectively.

Fourth, at several points the programme, l ike the an t i - cu l t
movement in general, focuses on the use of deception by the Moonies.
As the programme demonstrates, to a certain limited extent this is
true. But the actual deception shown is only consequential if it is
assumed that within a few days recruits can be brainwashed into
joining the Unification Church and not just the Creative Community
Project (in this instance). Moreover, what the programme does not
realize or say, is that the Creative Community Project was part of a
particular and rather atypical sub-group of the Unif icat ion Church
known as the Oakland Family. This group was the most notorious
component of the Church, it was unrepresentative of their work
elsewhere, and it was eventually censured by Moon.

Fif th , this last point leads us to another common problem in
media discussions of cults: a persistent tendency to lump all NRMs
together. By repeated implication, accusations made against any one
group are generalized to almost all other new religions, ignoring
their marked differences in origins, doctrines, practices, objectives
and organizational structures. 'Atrocity stories' are opportunist ical ly
drawn from an indiscr iminate ar ray of NRMs and used to 'prove'
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the accusations levelled with little regard for the varied nature and
circumstances of the groups cited. No systematic means of
comparison is even attempted, because it is incorrectly assumed in
advance that all cults are essentially the same (e.g. Bromley et al.,
1983).

DIALOGUE (5)

TV HOST: Gary Scharf says that mind control was deliberately practised in the
Unification Church. He should know. During his four years in the Church he
indoctrinated new recruits for Rev. Moon.
GARY SCHARF (DEPROGRAMMER): Our goal at that point was to surround them
with a very particular kind of atmosphere to inundate them with affection,
with the ideas of the lecture, exploring all the different reaches of a person's
emotions whether it be exuberance, or intense guilt, or longing for an ideal
world, piling all those emotions together to totally capture a person's heart
and experience.

COMMENTARY (5)

This part of the programme raises two concerns. First and most
straightforwardly, in rereading the words of Gary Scharf, ask
yourself whether his description of the process of brainwashing
matches the image conjured in your own mind? Or does the
passage more simply suggest the kind of intense missionizing effort
many religious (and other) groups often make to win others to
their vision of the t ru th? What is it that the anti-cultists actually
have in mind in speaking of brainwashing or mind control? As
classically delineated, with primary reference to the fate of some
modern prisoners of war (e.g. Hunter, 1951; Sargent, 1957; Lifton,
1961), the processes of brainwashing roughly conform to a three-
stage model of radical resocialization by which an old identity is
stripped and new one is welded. In the first stage or phase,
sometimes called the 'unfreezing', the victims of brainwashing are
subjected to various incapacitating physical, psychological, and
social conditions designed to induce a near complete cognitive,
emotional and social breakdown. The two pr imary means used are
various forms of either sensory deprivation or sensory overload.
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P h y s i c a l l y weakened and psychological ly disoriented by such
practices, the sense of rea l i ty and of self of those being
brainwashed is f ractured, supposedly, leaving them susceptible
to suggestions for a l t e rna t ive ways of ordering the i r l ives and re-
establishing peace and sanity. In the second stage or phase of
bra inwashing , called the 'changing' , this openness to suggestion is
used to impose a new iden t i ty - a new set of thoughts, feelings and
behaviours . Those being brainwashed are systematical ly and ever
more intensely introduced to new d a i l y routines, expectations,
group act ivi t ies , and rewards and punishments . The th i rd and f i n a l
stage or phase, the 'refreezing', seeks to consolidate and reinforce
the changes induced by rap id ly and thoroughly immers ing the
subjects of b ra inwash ing in a new, stable, and supportive social
environment , suffuse with appropriate r i tua l ized act ivi t ies . By the
repeated and relentless control and m a n i p u l a t i o n of the external
behaviour of the subjects of b ra inwash ing ( thei r words and deeds),
it is assumed that these people can be conditioned to continue to
censor and refashion themselves. The change effected should be
permanent , short of another round of counte r -bra inwashing ( l i k e
the 'deprogramming' attempted by an t i -cu l t i s t s ) . It is also assumed
that the change in behaviour is ind ica t ive of a t rue change in the
person's self-conception, even personal i ty .

As indicated here and in the passage below, where Tom discusses
what happened to him (section 8), the NRMs are said to employ a
number of techniques to brainwash: (i) the recruiters are trained to
look for personal weaknesses in the potential converts; ( i i ) these
'targets' are talked into signing up for a rapidly escalating series of
lectures, workshops, and retreats, using deception if need be; ( i i i )
once engaged in the act ivi t ies the recruits are never left alone and all
their doubts are deflected by intense social pressure to mainta in a
sense of group harmony and i n d i v i d u a l happiness; ( i v ) they are
bombarded with affection and loving kindness; (v) they are kept very
busy and systematically deprived of suf f ic ien t food and sleep; and
(v i ) , once they are suf f ic ien t ly tired and disoriented they are drawn
into various confessional ac t iv i t ies through which in fo rma t ion is
collected and used to play upon the i r n a t u r a l feelings of gu i l t and
anxiety about their past experiences and f u t u r e uncertaint ies; then
( v i i ) the recruits are taught and shown, through various sp i r i tua l
exercises ( ranging from singing to p ray ing to guided imagery
exercises and meditat ion), how thev can relieve themselves of their
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guilt and fears by fully dedicating their lives to the newly revealed
truth of the NRM.

Is this picture of cult recruitment accurate? Does it constitute
'brainwashing'? Reliable research has left most scholars of religion
sceptical. But before I explain why, we must deal with another more
preliminary issue raised by this part of the programme. Gary Scharf
is a deprogrammer, and as the TV Host later reveals, he was
deprogrammed himself just five months earlier. This state of affairs
is typical and it points to a systematic sampling bias in the popular
literature on cults and this television programme. The brainwashing
scenario of NRMs relies heavily on the testimony of individuals who
have undergone deprogramming or 'exit-counselling'. The latter is
the non-coercive equivalent of the former. These people are under
great pressure to account for their aberrant behaviour (joining a cult)
and to direct blame away from themselves, their families and the
community. This may be necessary to make peace with their families
and regain entry into other community groups (e.g. returning to
school or a job), or simply to resolve the cognitive dissonance they
are experiencing from the contrast of their present and past
behaviour. The brainwashing scenario, to which they are 'pro-
grammed,' provides a non-stigmatizing way to absolve everyone,
most importantly themselves, of responsibility and actually securing
the sympathy of others for themselves (Richardson and Derks, 1986;
Bromley, 1988). Similarly, the books and articles of the anti-cultists
tend to selectively employ small and non-random samples of stories
drawn from sources that are either inadequately identified or not
identified at all (see Barker, 1984: 128—31). Several academic studies,
on the other hand, have revealed a marked and consistent
discrepancy between the post-involvement attitudes of converts
who leave these groups voluntari ly and those who are depro-
grammed. Only the latter show a strong statistical correlation with
negative views of their cult experience (e.g. Solomon, 1981; Wright,
1984; Lewis, 1986; Lewis and Bromley, 1987; Galanter, 1989). Most
individuals who leave a NRM voluntarily (which accounts for most
who leave), continue to express some very positive feelings about
their involvement.
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DIALOGUE (6)

TOM: I was gullible. I was looking for this. I wanted to believe it. I wanted the
Messiah to be here. So, I kept overlooking the little incongruities, the little half
truths.

COMMENTARY (6)

Tom, quite obviously, fits the profile of most witnesses against the
cults: he has been deprogrammed. But from his own comments and
those of his parents, in many respects he also seems to fit the best
social-psychological profile we have of the people who join NRMs.
In media reports two stereotypes are often repeated: converts are
either naive and duped or social losers seeking refuge. Tom is cast in
the former role here, yet his words tell us more. A great many of the
people drawn to NRMs have been 'seekers'. They have been reading
religious and philosophical literature, attending different lectures
and church services, asking the so-called 'big questions' in life (e.g.
What is the meaning of l ife? Is there a God? Is there l ife after death?
How does my life matter?). Some have already established a
'conversion career'. They have belonged to several other conven-
tional and unconventional religions before. Tom acknowledges that
he became a Moonie because he strongly 'wanted to believe' in
something. He was at least a nascent seeker.

Like most converts, Tom is also young (most are in their twenties),
from middle- to upper-class backgrounds, and better educated than
most people in the United States, Canada and Britain (see Dawson,
1996 or 1998). In fact for many 'cults' the levels of education are well
beyond the national averages (e.g. Scientology, The Church Universal
and Triumphant, Rajneesh / Osho movement, Vajradhatu/Shambhala) .
In the words of two of the leading sociologists of NRMs, Stark and
Bainbridge (1985: 395), the successful cults of today seem to 'skim more
of the cream of society than the dregs'.

This is not to say that converts are not attracted to the NRMs by
some unfulfi l led needs. Usually they are experiencing some form of
what sociologists call ' relative deprivation' (Clock, 1964). They may
not be poor or socially marginal in any obvious sense, but we have
reason to believe that many of them share certain less apparent
psychological and social needs. In their detailed studies of hundreds
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of converts to the Unif icat ion Church and many other NRMs,
Barker (1984) and Levine (1984) independently discovered that these
'joiners' tended to be idealistic people who came from fairly happy
and very respectable homes. Their families tended to place a priority
on the importance of public service and doing one's duty over
acquiring material wealth. These households were also sheltered
environments, however, in which the future converts were encour-
aged and rewarded for being over-achievers at school and in other
activities, but seem to have had their emotional development
retarded. They did not tend to experience the usual crises of
adolescence until a later point in life. Therefore, many seem to have
been psychologically ill-equipped to handle the disappointments,
hurt and disillusionment they experienced when they first ventured
out into the world on their own. As a psychiatrist, Levine further
speculates that many have been experiencing greater than normal
diff icul t ies in separating themselves from their parents and establish-
ing their own identities. In ways their parents may not have noticed,
because they were 'good kids', these potential converts often have
been struggling quietly with a crisis of self-esteem and self-
understanding for years.

Enduring this kind of acutely felt tension, these young people
yearn for a quick fix to their sense of isolation and confusion. They
seek a sense of fu l l belonging and purpose in life, independent of
their families, but without engaging in the serious analysis of their
situation required to find and shape their own identity. With so little
real self-esteem in place, they seek to avoid, for a time, the
responsibility of making choices. Then at a moment of crisis they
encounter the missionaries of one or another NRM offering just such
an alternative path to (or temporary detour from) maturity.

Whatever the nature of the psychological processes involved, it is
interesting, as Barker notes, that the radical separation from the
parents achieved by converting to a NRM is in some respects not a
departure from them at all . Moonies, for instance, 'do not appear to
be rejecting the values that were instilled into them during their
childhood; they appear, on the contrary, to have imbibed these so
successfully that they are prepared to respond to the opportunity
(which society does not seem to be offering them) to live according
to those very standards' (1984: 210-11). Ar thur Parsons (1986) and
Susan Palmer (1994: 92, 100) were led to like conclusions in their
interactions with the Moonies. The pattern may well vary for other

300



CULT CONVERSIONS: CONTROVERSY AND CLARIFICATION

NRMs, hut Palmer found elements of it in each of the seven NRMs
she studied and her f indings are reminiscent of the views expressed
by Tipton (1982) in his wel l -known comparat ive study of a
fundamenta l i s t Christ ian group, an American Zen centre, and the
clients of the human potential movement est. This perspective
certainly accords with the f ind ing that most of the people who join
NRMs leave voluntar i ly within about two years - presumably when
their identi ty crises have been resolved adequately. Does Tom fit this
more precise profile? We do not know enough to say, but in l i s tening
to his parents there are indications that he may.

DIALOGUE (7)

TV HOST: Tom's mission in the Church was fund-raising, selling flowers for up
to 18 hours a day, seven days a week. Even though it sounds like a minor
assignment, some months Tom brought in as much as $12,000.
TOM: I spent my days running around a parking lot. I'd have a bundle of
flowers, I'd go up to someone and say, 'Hi, my name's Tom. I'm working with
a Christian Youth Program. Can you help out by buying some flowers?' And, I
would go from one person, to another, to another. It was more the smile, the
connection, that did it. They didn't know. I mean, we lied to people.
TV HOST: Tom, we've heard the term 'heavenly deception'. Can you explain
that to me? What is it, exactly?
TOM: Heavenly Deception i s . . . well like . . . lying, okay. Take for instance the
idea that if I told them I was raising money to help lay the financial foundation
for the physical Kingdom of God on earth, you would think I was crazy. So, I
say something to you that you can understand and relate to - you got kids,
Christian Youth, America, and so on.
TV HOST: But how did you justify in your mind, the fact that you were standing
there lying to people?
TOM: I didn't think about it. I couldn't think about it. It was a basic contradiction
to my own upbringing, and the values that I had when I was growing up. But if I
was going to be a good Moonie I wasn't going to question.

C O M M E N T A R Y (7)

Regrettably, there is good reason to believe Tom's account of how
he spent his days. But once again we know that his s i tuat ion was
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rather extreme because of the particular faction of the Unification
Church he joined. Both the Moonies and the Hare Krishna
movements became excessively preoccupied with fund-raising in
the mid-to-late 1970s. The abuses of the situation cost them
members and led to internal crises, calls for reform, and changes
in their policies (see Rochford, 1985; Richardson, 1988). The daily
life of most converts to these prominent NRMs is now quite different
as these groups have abandoned their more aggressive forms of
proselytizing and fund-raising.

DIALOGUE (8)

TOM'S FATHER: His critical mind was just not functioning. Then we began to
say what is our responsibility as a parent? What is my responsibility to an 18-
year-old? Should I intervene?
TV HOST: As liberal parents, Rev. and Mrs Fuller were anguished over the idea
of intervening in their son's life.
TOM'S FATHER: I think that 18-year-olds should go out and want to be on their
own. I believe in freedom of religion, that people should celebrate their
religious faith without government interference, or outsiders. The question is
holding that over against my son and what was happening to him.
TOM'S MOTHER: We had been thinking: we don't like this, but it's his choice. We
can't intervene between him and a choice that he is making. And you know
what? What we finally realized was that it wasn't a choice. That's the thing that
is really, really hard to get and that took us two years to understand.
TV HOST: What do you mean that it wasn't a choice?
TOM'S MOTHER: That, he had made a choice to accept an invitation to dinner,
and then we come to the end of his choosing.
TV HOST: We use the term 'brainwash,' what does that really mean? How do
they do that? And do it so quickly?
TOM: It is a complicated process. You've probably heard that a lot of it is
through food and sleep deprivation. I slept an average of five hours a night for
27 months. And I was working, like I said, 12, 15, 18, 20 hours a day. So, I
was kind of a walking, running, talking zombie. Believe me. But that's okay.
You can fund raise from that state, but other than that when I'm coming in I
get a very limited amount of information, okay. It's only what Moon tells me.
I'm not allowed to contact my family, to check things out with them, to talk to
them or my friends. I don't, I'm not allowed to read any other books, any
other magazines, any other newspapers.
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DR MARGARET SINGER: If they do begin to question, they are afraid to leave
because the contents of the cult have made them feel that they have totally
separated from all their past family, all that was meaningful. They've got out
of the mainstream of life. The cult has convinced them that all the problems in
their life were worse than they can actually really remember them being. And,
they feel that there is no other life except life within the group.
TV HOST: After two and a half years of soul searching, Tom's parents decided
to take drastic steps to retrieve their son. Knowing that Tom was based in
Kansas City on a fund-raising team, they applied for, and were granted, a
legal conservatorship putting Tom in their custody like a child, or a mental
incompetent, for a court-limited 45 days, (pause) How were you picked up?
Who got you?
TOM: Okay. My sister had been working on the east coast for a year and a half
and she was travelling back to Berkeley and she was going to stop in Kansas
City and visit me. The night she was supposed to come in, I finished fund-
raising at about 11 o'clock. They let me out of the van and I went down to the
motel where she was staying, and I had my flowers, and I knocked on the
door and she answered, and I gave her my flowers - I was glad to see her.
And, she took the flowers and gave me a big hug and she stepped back and
two policemen jumped out of the bathroom and two more from the other
room and the lawyer, and everybody. I got deprogrammers, Satan's agents in
the flesh, had me.
TV HOST: Is that what you thought?
TOM: Oh yeh! Oh yeh! Because we were programmed against the

deprogrammers, you know. And mad!! (squeals ahhh . . . ) . I was mad, I was
resentful, I was bitter, because I knew my parents were behind it. They
weren't there, but I knew they were behind it.
TV HOST: Tom co-operated, and within 48 hours they had begun to turn him
around. Gary Scharf, who had been deprogrammed just five months before,
was one of Tom's deprogrammers.
DEPROGRAMMER (GARY SCHARF): It was difficult for Tom just to be still, there
was an actual physical unrest in him. But underneath Tom was a person
who really was trying to do what was right for his life. And there was a
concern, a sensitivity, an integrity in Tom that I really felt coming through
from him.
TOM: It wasn't a violent experience at all. They were very gentle because I
think they understood, it's been awhile, exactly what it was from me, and it
was basically talking. They were challenging me to look at my own experience,
like look at what about heavenly deception, and what about all those doubts
and questions you've just been repressing? They came up, finally! I was in an
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alternative situation where I wasn't constantly singing and chanting and
programming my self, where finally they could come up.

COMMENTARY (8)

Having said all this, is it st i l l appropriate, however, to call the
actual process of conversion to NRMs brainwashing? The
evidence wil l not support such a claim. In the f irst place, there is
considerable doubt that anyone has ever been brainwashed. Two
psychiatrists hired by the CIA to do a definitive study of the
possibility concluded, for example, that when thought reform
techniques do seem to have worked, it is simply the result of
behavioural compliance brought on by threats of violence and the
experience of physical abuse (Hinkle and Wolff, 1956, as discussed
in Anthony and Robbins, 1994: 460-1). This is what happened to
the American prisoners of war turned against the United States for
propaganda purposes by the Communist Chinese during the
Korean War. But no evidence has been found that any of the
NRMs charged with brainwashing have ever physically con-
strained or harmed their recruits in the attempt to produce a
conversion. Rather, physical force plays a role when converts are
deprogrammed. In deprogramming people are kidnapped, held
against their will, and systematically harassed and abused for days
and weeks. It is deprogramming, that is, that comes closest to
replicating the classic pattern of brainwashing, as attempted with
prisoners of war. In this regard, it is interesting to note that Tom
and the programme producers say little about the coercive aspect
of his own deprogramming.

Second, we must simply pause to seriously consider if the things
most commonly cited as evidence of brainwashing by the ant i-cul t
movement hold up to scrutiny. Are the loving attention heaped on
new recruits, their busy schedules of activity, combined with
possible elements of food and sleep deprivation the elements of
brainwashing? Observing and part icipating in such communities
and interviewing members who left voluntarily, scholars have been
unable to document any systematic pat tern of abuse and
exploitation (e.g. Lofland and Stark, 1965; Richardson et #/.,
1979; Barker, 1984; Levine, 1984; van Zandt, 1991; Lucas, 1995).
Considerable social pressure is brought to bear on new recruits,
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and in some instances errors of judgement are made. But are the
converts somehow deprived of their very capaci ty to t h i n k for
themselves? This is not what most converts and ex-converts report,
and to dismiss their den ia l s of b r a i n w a s h i n g as being in t u rn the
products of b ra inwashing is to carry us into a c i r c u l a r and
nonsensical l ine of argument that cannot be refuted. To w a r r a n t
s t igmat iz ing the cul t conversion process as b ra inwash ing or m i n d
control the proponents of such a c la im must f ind evidence that can
be tested independent ly of the pre-judgements of the an t i - cu l t
movement. By the loose standards of d i sc r imina t ion applied in the
ant i -cul t l i t e ra ture a wide a r ray of s i m i l a r such ac t iv i t ies in other
contexts, from f r a t e r n i t y i n i t i a t i ons through a rmy boot-camp to
many forms of athlet ic t r a in ing , could be accused of b r a inwash ing
as well . Clearly, in the end, the difference between these ac t iv i t i e s
and those of the N R M s is that the bel iefs and values of these other
organizations are in ha rmony with the beliefs and values of the
an t i -cu l t i s t s (see Pfei fer , 1992).

Singer (1995: 139) argues, for example, that NRMs use meditation
to relax and d imin ish the crit ical faculties of their followers,
rendering them passively suggestive to the supposedly bizarre views
of the cult leaders. But what then are we to make of the long lineage
of meditation instruction common to almost all of the great religious
tradit ions of the world, and the growing use of s imi la r techniques in
psychotherapy and the treatment of cancer and other physical
ai lments? Speaking, it is apparent, with l i t t le personal or professional
understanding of the nature of meditat ion, Singer provides no
reliable means to d i sc r imina te between these var ious uses of
meditation other than her distaste for some of the ideas that some
NRMs are seeking to inculcate through meditation. But she cannot
acknowledge this, for the nature of people's religious beliefs is not
subject to legal determination. In most Western societies, ideological
disagreement is no longer grounds for the denia l of religious
freedom.

Third, and most te l l ingly, we know that the success rates of cult
recruiters are in fact extremely low, while the rates of vo lun ta ry
defection of members, as mentioned already, are extremely high. In
her comprehensive study of the Moonies in Br i ta in , for example,
Barker (1984: 144-8, 259) calculated that no more than 0.5 per cent
of prospective converts who vis i t a Unif icat ion centre w i l l be part of
the movement two years later (see Wright, 1987: 2 as well) . If the
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cults are engaging in brainwashing then, they are not doing it very
well!

DIALOGUE (9)

TOM'S MOTHER: Just because you discovered that you had been had, and that
you want to leave the organization, all that veneer that's been laid on you,
and the way of feeling, and thinking and being doesn't just drop off.
TOM'S FATHER: The last two years of his life just disappeared, not the normal
kind of life experience of an 18 to 20 year-old. So what do you talk to
somebody else about, you've not been the same place that they've been?
TOM'S MOTHER: He didn't know what had been going on in the world. He
didn't know what was in the news, or what the music was.
TOM'S FATHER: All the clues, you know, we pick up from society, all the clues that
orient us to this reality they've been shut away from so it took him a long time to
start coming back into another earth, another planet. To get reoriented.
TOM: I think the hardest thing for me was wondering whether I was ever really
going to be able to pull it back together. Being deprogrammed, my world was
exploded in a lot of ways and I mean there were times where I would wake up
in the morning and I would feel so depressed, like six months later, that I was
never going to get a direction for myself, you know, get a purpose for my life,
that I was just going to be floating. And that was very scary, I thought I was
losing my head at certain times. There is a lot of doubt for many, many
months - well, is Moon ... who is right?, you know, am I damning myself to
hell for coming out of the organization?

TOM: I'm just finally really starting to deal with the fact that I was really ripped
off by Moon. Finally allowing myself to be angry that he had exploited my
good intentions the way that he did. And the way that he is exploiting the
good intentions of everybody in that organization.

COMMENTARY (9)

As Tom tells the TV Host, he experienced a lot of distress for
months after his deprogramming. 'Being deprogrammed,' he says,
'my world was exploded in a lot of ways . . . I thought I was losing
my head at certain times.' Tom's parents, and the programme,
interpret the psychological difficulties he experienced as a direct
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result of his cult involvement. The years spent in the Moonies are
seen as lost years, years in which Tom was out of touch with 'reality' .
Thus his stress stems from his inab i l i ty to return to his old self and
adapt to a changed world. On first hearing, this account seems most
plausible. Things change, however, when one learns that psycholo-
gical studies of current and ex-members of NRMs show that few
believers or voluntary defectors display any psychological dysfunc-
tion, whi le deprogrammed ind iv idua l s f requent ly do (see the
summaries of studies provided in Rochford et al., 1989; Saliba,
1993; Richardson, 1995). John Saliba (1993: 106) reports that 'more
than 75 per cent of studies of [active members of NRMs) . . . show
that the psychological profiles of ind iv idua l s tested fal l well within
"normal" bounds'. Likewise the psychiatrist Saul Levine (1984: 4)
says that the hundreds of converts and ex-converts he interviewed
'showed no more sign of pathology . . . than is found in any youthful
population'. In fact the strong correlation found by sociologists
between people with negative views of their cult involvements and the
experience of deprogramming or exit counselling (e.g. Solomon,
1981; Wright, 1984; Lewis, 1986; Lewis and Bromley, 1987) supports
the counter-charge that the only deleterious brainwashing, and hence
psychological impai rment , experienced by anyone comes with
deprogramming. It is not d i f f i cu l t to understand why deprogrammed
ex-members report far more psychological problems in adapting to
life after their cult experiences than those who have left of their own
volition. As Wright (1987) and Ebaugh (1988) have each established,
the process by which anyone gives up any role in life, whether an
occupation, a marriage, or a religious identity, tends to follow a f a i r ly
set pattern of stages by which the person psychologically and socially
anticipates and prepares for the impending change (see Wright and
Ebaugh, 1993: 124—8). That process is short-circuited by deprogram-
ming, which leaves invo lun ta ry ex-members ill-prepared to assume a
new identity. In place of gradually forging new grounds of self-worth
and purpose in life, those who are deprogrammed are assigned, and
often assume, the identity of a vict im. But this passive identity causes
them to feel vulnerable and in need of completing the process of role
exiting. The resultant quest for some more secure identity may
explain why so many of the deprogrammed have become depro-
grammers themselves. Gary Scharf, Tom's deprogrammer, it will be
recalled, had been deprogrammed only five months before.

In Tom's case, l ike most others, we need more re l i ab le
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information and testing to really understand what happened.
Perhaps Tom's claim is correct, he is simply angry that he allowed
Moon to exploit his good intentions. But in surveying the existing
literature Saliba concludes (1993: 107): 'the brainwashing model begs
the questions it purports to ask and has generated little productive
research'. Certainly we have ample reason to be more careful in our
judgements about cult conversions and their consequences.

DIALOGUE (10)

TV HOST: Who's vulnerable to this kind of thing? Who's vulnerable to a
Moonie recruiter?
TOM: I think anybody who is willing to listen to somebody coming up to them
on the street is vulnerable. I think anybody is vulnerable and it's not just dumb
kids or kids that are lost, or kids that have just broken up with their girlfriend,
it's a very seductive temptation to be taken care of, to have a family, to have a
direction, to know that you're right with God, to be free. It's a very quick
process, a transformation, totally turned around, brainwashed, if you will.
STREET RECRUITER: You should come by tonight. We've got a special tonight. A
lot of people will be out. Try to come by.
TOM: I mean people say, you know, that the people who died in Jonestown
were crazy, but I have a lot more sympathy for that situation, because I know
that they were following their good intentions and they just kind of veered off
to the left a little bit and there you have it. And, I think the way things are
nowadays we don't really have any traditions or understandings of truth that
we're really sure about, so it's very easy to be taken for a ride. And, it can
happen to anybody.

COMMENTARY (10)

By this point it is clear probably that Tom is correct when he says
that 'it's not just dumb kids or kids that are lost' that join NRMs.
Equally clearly, perhaps, he is off-the-mark in saying that 'anybody
who is will ing to listen to somebody coming up to them on the street'
may be drawn into a cult. While many different people will convert
to many different NRMs for many different reasons, we know with
greater precision who really is structurally available to conversion.
Few people actually do join, however, despite their exposure to these
groups, and even fewer become true converts. Thus our delimitation
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of the reasons for converting and the process of conversion is s t i l l too
crude. Much more careful research is required.

The research already prompted into the nature of cul t conversions
by the charges of bra inwashing has reversed, though, the long-
standing tendency to understand conversion as something that
happens to someone. Contrary to the assumptions of the ant i -cul t
movement, most tradit ional (e.g. Christ ian), and previous social
scientific conceptions of conversion, people are not so much
converted to new religions as they convert themselves. Conversion
is a much more active process than previously realized.

St Paul may have been paradigmatically smitten bl ind by a
br i l l i an t flash of light from which Jesus spoke to h im, and then
suddenly, unexpectedly, and permanently converted to Chr is t iani ty
(Acts 9:1-19). But the conversions of many members of contempor-
ary NRMs are much more gradual a f fa i r s , born of a search for
spir i tual insight or help and an interactive process of exchange and
negotiation of commitments between the convert and the religious
organization. In-depth interviews with converts and participant
observation studies of various cults have revealed much more
rational calculat ion and conscious l ifestyle experimentation than
anticipated. Converts are much more aware of their si tuation than
social scientists expected, assessing circumstances, weighing the
advantages and disadvantages of a f f i l i a t i o n . Often they even display
latent reservations about their actions long after converting. It seems
likely that most converts learn to act the part of a convert, adapting
their behaviour to group expectations for some time before they then
change in their attitudes and f i n a l l y their beliefs and self-conceptions
(see, e.g. Straus, 1979; Richardson, 1985; Neitz, 1987; Dawson, 1990;
Machalek and Snow, 1993).

In the end Tom may be right, in parr. In a t ime when more and
more people are experiencing ever greater anomie in the face of a l i f e
rich in choices and possibilities, but short on clear guidelines for
behaviour and a sense of greater purpose, the promise of a l i fe with
real meaning, shared with a small and supportive band of like-
minded people, may be strong. But in the last analysis , people choose
to convert, just l ike they may choose to deconvert, if and when the
time is right for them. What we need is a better understanding of the
criteria that inform their choices.
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Notes

1. This chapter draws directly on material presented in much greater detail
in Dawson (1998).

2. As I write this chapter, for example, the cover story of the March 1998
issue of Homemakers, a magazine distributed by mail to most homes in
Canada, is 'Cults: The Next Wave - Everyone is Vulnerable'. This
article repeats, without qualification, the half-truths and misconceptions
about cults that have been in circulation for almost thirty years, with
particular attention to the charge of brainwashing.

3. The programme is 24 minutes long and was part of a show called April
Magazine (MTI Production Co.).

4. The transcript has been edited at a few points to remove some non-
essential parts.
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21. Rediscovering Islam: a
Muslim journey of faith

Sophie Gilliat-Ray

Introduction

Transformation or conversion is a d i f f i c u l t phenomenon to account for.
Sometimes it is a sharp, clear break between the past and a new future,
but often it is not. Paul Tillich described grace in his famous sermon on
this subject in this way: 'You are accepted. After such an experience we
may not be better than before, and we may not believe more than before.
But everything is transformed. '1

In common parlance, the term 'conversion' is often regarded as a
move away from one set of beliefs towards another; the acceptance of
a new lifestyle; the membership of a new faith community; a dramatic
change in religious identity, and so on. However, the quotation which
introduces this chapter serves as a f i t t ing reminder that the
phenomenon of religious 'conversion' is so broad, so diverse, so
complex, that sometimes our understanding of it has to be enlarged
so that we might comprehend nor lose sight of the vast scope of
experiences that the term in fact describes. Ali Kose, in his study of
British converts to Islam, points out that indeed, 'the term "religious
conversion" comprises diverse experiences: increased devotion within
the same religious structure, a shift from no religious commitment to
a devout religious life, or a change from one religion to another'.2 It is
especially the first of Kose's descriptions — 'increased devotion within
the same religious structure' - that this chapter wil l explore.

Extensive and detailed research has already been done on the
subject of conversion, or rather the 'subjects' of conversion. Studies
abound on the sociological and psychological profile of converts to
different faiths, the motivational factors behind conversion, and so
on.? However, lit t le empirical research has been done on intra-
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religious conversion in particular and the tenacity of some religious
identities, and there is scope for more study in this area.4

A good dictionary definition of 'conversion' utilizes a range of
familiar terms and phrases to define the word, such as 'to turn from
one thing, condition, opinion, party or religion to another'.5 But
Chambers English Dictionary also uses the words 'change', and 'alter'
to define conversion, and both these words allude to the somewhat
more subtle connotations that the term 'conversion' may have, and
which are more suitable for a discussion of 'intra-faith conversion'. By
this term 'intra-faith conversion', I am referring to the process whereby
an individual makes a dramatically renewed commitment to their
existing faith tradition, and their religious identity and conviction
become altered, changed, stimulated, strengthened, energized, revived
and invigorated. The changes that can take place as a response to
personal searching, mission, local, national or worldwide events, can
be tantamount to a 'conversion'. And yet, in the words of Paul Tillich,
individuals who undergo such an experience may not 'believe more
than before', and yet 'everything is transformed'.

To situate and contextualize this phenomenon of intra-faith
conversion, I will be looking in particular at the current experiences
of some young Muslims in Britain. My interest in them especially
stems from my observation of the apparently conversion-like
experience that growing numbers of them seem to be undergoing,
often during their late teenage years. The resurgence of Islam on the
world stage is mirrored, in microcosm, by the experiences of
individual young Muslims in Britain who, for a diversity of reasons,
may begin to take a renewed interest in the faith of their birth. They
are the 'twice born', having been born and raised into a faith from
birth, but then undergoing a 'rebirth' within it later in life.

Some particular characteristics of intra-faith conversion

Before contexualizing this discussion by looking at some of the intra-
faith conversion experiences of young Muslims in Britain, some
answers are needed to the question, 'What are the characteristics of
intra-faith conversion in particular which set it apart from inter-
religious conversion in general?'. To attempt a response to this
question, the following section will consider how intra-faith conver-
sion differs from more conventional conversion experiences.
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MOTIVATIONAL AND PROCESSUAL DIFFERENCES

One common characteristic that often motivates conversion to a new
religion is a growing dissatisfaction with previous beliefs leading to
the ultimate rejection of certain doctrines. This is unl ike ly to feature as
a motivational factor for the intra-fai th convert. Rather, they are
l ikely to move from a position of indifference about the doctrines of
their faith, towards a much deeper attachment and comprehension.
Secondly, many conversion experiences are preceded by a cognitive
quest prior to the acceptance of a new religion. Converts are often
perplexed by existential questions, social and moral issues, as well as
religious doubts. While intra-religious conversion may be preceded by
similar searching questions in these areas, it appears to figure less
strongly as an antecedent to a conversion experience, as this chapter
will later demonstrate in relation to young Muslims. For example, it
would be unlikely that a young Muslim would describe their journey
towards a renewed and committed attachment to Islam in the way
that a native British convert to Islam did so: 'I was looking for a
religion and an explanation, a way of life, a philosophy that was
explaining and giving meaning to l i fe and answering questions I felt
very fundamental about myself, about existence, about creation .. .'.6

Thirdly, many converts to a new faith are prompted to begin a
cognitive search as a result of personal traumas. It is often in the wake
of some kind of emotional distress, whether it be a divorce, an illness,
or a bereavement, that they begin the process of f inding spiritual
answers to the questions that these events often initiate. Again, this
kind of motivational factor is l ike ly to figure less prominently as a
precedent to an intra-fai th conversion experience (though not always
so), par t icular ly in relation to young Muslims in Britain.

The process of ac tual ly converting to a new fai th involves a
variety of different forms of r i tua l , and other chapters in this
collection will have discussed them in fur ther detail . New Buddhists
may 'Go for Refuge' or take the 'Precepts' as a way of demonstrating
and marking their change in religious identi ty. Christian converts
might 'accept Jesus as their personal Saviour ' dur ing a religious ra l ly ,
or as a result of personal contact with missionaries. The process of
converting to Islam involves testifying, in the presence of two
witnesses, that one accepts 'There is no God but Al lah , and
M u h a m m a d is His Messenger'. This process of ' t ak ing the
Shahadah' and bearing witness to the central tenets of Is lam is
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unlikely to feature in the Muslim journey of faith, and intra-religious
converts in other traditions are also unlikely to undergo a formal
conversion process. Somehow such a ritual is often not regarded as a
necessary part of their journey.

DIFFERENCES OF IMPLICATION

The consequences of conversion are likely to be very different for
those who accept a new faith compared to those who make a
renewed commitment to their existing tradition. New converts often
become involved with a new community, perhaps adopting a new
name, possibly wearing different clothing, learning a whole new
language of social codes, and often dealing with pressure, perplexity,
resentment or misunderstanding from their families. The intra-
religious convert, while undergoing no less of a radical process of
inner transformation, will be unlikely to have to deal with major
social implications. But this does not mean that they escape
difficulties (there have been numerous reports in the British Muslim
press over the last few years regarding the experiences of Muslim
women whose employment is terminated once they have started
wearing hijab).7 There may well be pressures and expectations upon
intra-faith converts, but often these come primarily from the in-
group of committed fellow believers they have joined. It is likely that
they will be expected to adopt stricter observance of religious
practices more immediately, in contrast to the convert who is often
given a period of 'grace' to learn unfamil iar rituals and new
normative patterns for social behaviour.

Why are young Muslims 'converting' to Islam?

So far the discussion has centred around broad generalizations
which attempt to i l lustrate some of the ways in which intra-faith
conversion contrasts with other types of conversion. This has
served to lay some foundations for a more analytical examination
of the particular reasons that appear to underlie the current
upsurge in adherence and observance of Islam by many young
Muslims in Britain. To explore some of the factors which might
explain this process of intra-fai th conversion, I suggest that there
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are three main headings under which some answers may be found.
Firstly, the socio-structural position of young Muslims in Britain;
secondly, general features of modern Western social l ife; and
th i rd ly , some characteristics of Islam itself. The substantial part of
the remainder of this chapter will be concerned with each of these
three issues in turn, but par t icular ly the f i rs t . The l imi ta t ions of
space, however, does mean that the discussion can only skim the
surface of each, therefore f a i l i ng to do justice to the complexity of
the issues.

Before turning to these three headings, we need to briefly describe
the kinds of experiences that some young Muslims are undergoing
and which might be classified as intra-religious conversion events.
We need to hear some of the voices of Muslim youth before we try to
explain their experiences:

As a child I hated Muslims and Musl im countries. I thought they were
backward, fanatic. When I started studying the intel lectual t radi t ion of
Islam, I began to change ...' (Rashida).8

Although children here are sent to the mosque from a very early age,
many young Muslims go through a phase where they begin to question
everything to be certain that their beliefs have a sound basis (Saqib).9

I th ink more and more girls wi l l turn to Islam to f ind a way out of their
problems, the problems of their parents and the society.10

Scholarly observers of the Muslim community in Bri tain have also
noted that there is a radical rediscovery of Islam taking place among
young Muslims. 'There are indications that a growing number of
youth . . . are engaged in the reapplication of Is lamic sources. It is
here that some of the most radical new formula t ion of Islamic ideals
may be found.'"

In a study conducted by Kim Knott and Sajda Khokher on young
Musl im women in Bradford, one of their interviewees said that 'she
felt strongly drawn to a more committed position . .. saying that had
she not been born a Muslim she would have converted to Islam'.12

There is also evidence that other sizeable Musl im communities in
Bri ta in are spawning newly committed young Muslims. In London's
East End, where pressure to observe Islamic dress codes used to
result from parental influence, now 'demands for a stricter Is lamic
dress code come main ly from peers'.n-14

A new M u s l i m ident i ty is being forged among the young female
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members of Britain's Islamic community, whether imposed or enthu-
siastically embraced. In the East End, teenagers with Turkish, Bengali
and Middle Eastern backgrounds form a generation of Muslims whose
religious approach differs from the traditional practices of their parents.
They find their parents too immersed in cultural traditions and detached
from the global Islamic community. The parents are often ignorant of
Islamic doctrine, whereas these young Muslims analyse the Koran,
attend discussions on religious topics and dream of the ideal Islamic
state . . . For most girls the hijab is a symbol of this new awareness. A
group of seven girls at college recently decided to adopt the stricter dress
code, some in the face of parental opposition. 'My mother was
appalled'. It turns out that they have hardly a free moment between
fund-raising, meetings of the Islamic society and educating other girls.'^

From some of these descriptions and quotations it is possible to
identify some of the critical antecedents and manifestations of an
intra-religious conversion-like experience: nominal belief in the
tenets of Islam turning into a critical quest for 'Truth'; the decision
to 'do something about it' by making changes to outward identity
as well as inner identity as a visible marker of transformation (such
as changes in dress); a concern to 'educate' others; the cognitive
search for meaning in the face of societal problems, and so on. To
say that some of these young Muslims are simply becoming 'more
observant' undermines the impact of their new-found commitment
and the intensity of their search. But a note of caution should be
added here. The revival of interest in Islam by many young
Muslims is certainly not typical of all of them. Paul Vallely and
Andrew Brown, writing about young Muslims in Britain in The
Independent note that 'for every child who returns home with a
belief in a revitalised form of Islam, another drifts into the moral
relativism of contemporary Western values'.16 But having made this
qualif icat ion, let us move on to examine some reasons why some
young Muslims are turning to their faith with renewed vigour by
examining three factors that can be associated with the socio-
structural position of young Muslims.
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The socio-structural position of young Muslims in Britain

The current resurgence of Islam among young British Muslims could
have been predicted soon after the arr ival of their elderly relatives in
the 1950s and 1960s. This section wi l l examine why there are three
part icular historical socio-structural circumstances which have made
the renewed commitment of many young Muslims to Islam almost
inevitable: (a) the change from a communal ly defined to an
ind iv idua l ly defined sense of identi ty; (b) the structural situation of
young Musl ims as a minor i ty group who, whether i n d i v i d u a l l y or
communally are aware of racism and anti-Muslim prejudice; and, (c)
the fact that they constitute membership of a third generation, twice
removed from the migration experiences of their elder relatives.

G E N E R A T I O N A L CHANGES IN IDENTITY

For many Muslim youth in British society, their origins lie in the
different countries that constitute the Indian subcontinent. Their
parent and grandparents migrated par t icular ly from Pakistan, Ind ia ,
and Bangladesh, to Bri ta in between the 1950s and 1970s. By now
there are well-established Musl im communit ies in those towns and
cities which could offer employment to the first generation migrants,
such as Bradford, London, Bi rmingham, Glasgow, the Lancashire
mill towns, and Manchester. The his tory of some of these commu-
nities is well documented, so 1 shall not repeat the f indings of earl ier
work here,17 save to remind the reader that most migrants were from
poor rura l areas, few had any formal education, and many were
il l i terate. Their p r imary motive for migration was the prospect of
wealth and prosperity through employment in unskil led and semi-
skilled occupations in the wake of the post-Second World War
expansion of manufac tur ing indus t ry .

The world-view and ident i ty of this f i rs t group of migrants had a
number of characteristics that appear to contrast sharply when
compared to the current young generation. For them, ident i ty was
based upon belonging to a communi ty , or more especially the
biraderi; a complex network of k i n s h i p ties. Many of th is
generation remained, and for those who are s t i l l a l ive they cont inue
to remain, strongly attached to the absolute value of their previous
ident i ty gained from their vi l lage lives in Pakistan, I n d i a , and so on.
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This has meant the importation into Britain of communally defined
concepts of social honour and reputation, as well as the behaviour
patterns to support such notions. In her study of Mirpuris in
Bradford and Mirpur (a district in Azad Kashmir), Verity Saifullah-
Khan writes:

The concept of an individual self apart from a family, kin and village is
beyond comprehension. Personality is less important that status, and
individualism as we know it is neither highly cherished nor desirable. A
man or woman in Pakistani society must be conceptualised as existing in
a complex network of rights and duties which extend from the central
core or his immediate family to a wide set of kin relationships. He, or
she, is not an individual agent acting on his own behalf but exists only in
relation to family and kin.18

Identity, to the extent that it is a meaningful concept to this first
generation, was unquestioned, taken-for-granted, and ascribed to
them as a consequence of belonging to a communal network of
family ties, especially among female members. So too their religious
identity as Muslims was in general ascribed, assumed, unquestioned,
and deeply embedded and justified by cultural traditions.

Such a communally and traditionally defined world-view and
identity contrasts with the outlook and self-perceptions of the young
generation of British Muslims, many of whom are twice-removed
from the migration experience. They are looking to the future as a
way of organizing the present, contrary to their grandparents who
used their experiences of the past to structure life in the present. It is
a matter of contrast between the first generation identity based upon
'who we were', compared to the identity of the third generation
orientated around 'who we want to be'. For increasing numbers of
this young generation the answer to the question, 'Who do we want
to be?' is derived from an Islamic heritage. But for many the question
is far more personal. It is more a matter of ,'Who do / want to be?'
Simply the change of one word in this question betrays the fact that
young Muslims in Britain now have a much stronger sense of
personal, individual identity compared to their migrant relatives.
And one thing is for sure, conversion of any type in modern Western
society appears to rely upon a strong sense of 'self, and an
individualized sense of personality. The cognitive quest that often
precedes conversion is a uniquely interior, self-orientated personal
journey. The intra-faith conversions typical of young Muslims to
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Islam would not he possible without the more i n d i v i d u a l l y ,
orientated identity that many have adopted since the migration of
their elderly relatives.19-20

What might he termed the politicisation of Muslims, a worldwide
phenomena in Islam hut especially prevalent in diaspora populations in
North America and Europe, has led to a heightened sense of identi ty
heing felt through the a f f i rma t ion of dis t inct ive Is lamic practices.
Another way of expressing this is as 'the Is lamisat ion of the self and the
use of I s l amic symbols to provide ident i ty on a personal level.'1

MEMBERSHIP OF A MINORITY GROUP

The part icular experience of being members of a minori ty fai th
group also appears to underpin the quest for, and the commitment
to, a renewed Islamic identi ty among Muslim youth in Britain, not to
mention the racial and an t i -Musl im prejudice that can accompany
this minori ty position. In the face of these pressures, whether
experienced personally or communal ly , Rohit Barot notes that 'for a
group which is defined as being both different and inferior and
denied opportunities to assume identi ty and status relevant to the
mainstream of the metropolitan society, self-conception and self-
esteem may increasingly focus on religious belief and practices'.21

The ti t le of a paper by Dr Zaki Badawi, Director of the Musl im
College in London says it all : 'Ingrained racism brings Muslim youth
back to Islam'.2^ The experience of being part of a minor i ty group
can sharpen the contours of identity, especially when combined with
hosti l i ty and prejudice from the wider society. Young Muslims are
part of Western society which at one and the same time seems to
'embrace them as part of itself and to exclude them on account of
their "otherness"'.24 All this makes many of them ask the question,
'How am I relevantly different? ' , and for some it is a sense of ident i ty
as Muslims, perhaps at times only a latent identity, that marks them
out. As a consequence a new and stronger sense of religious identity
begins to come to the fore, and in some the processes of identity
renewal, through int ra-fa i th conversion, can be identified: the
disruption to existing social relationships, new confrontations with
the self, and 'the buttressing of established forms of inclusiveness or
the emergence of new expressions of exclusiveness and separate-
ness'.25 A Birmingham-based psychiatrist regards the popular i ty of
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radical groups like Hizb ut Tahrir as appealing to young Muslims
for the sense of identity that they can bring through its exclusiveness:
'the radical groups function as clubs, providing support, friendship.
They give them an identity which British society hasn't'26 on account
of their 'otherness' as members of a minority Muslim community in
a non-Muslim society.

'WHAT THE SON WISHES TO FORGET ...'

Though somewhat dated now, the classic text Protestant Catholic
Jew by Will Herberg notes the pervasiveness of religious self-
identification in America, and the particular impact of what he calls
the 'dialectic of "third generation interest" \27 He suggests that there
is something particular about the experience of being a member of a
third generation, twice removed from the experience of mass
migration, that explains the 'return to religion' among this
generation in particular. So significant was this generation for
Herberg that he dedicates his book thus: 'to the Third Generation
upon whose "return" so much of the future of religion in America
depends'. But what light does the 'dialectic of third generation
interest' throw upon the situation of young Muslims in Britain, many
of whom are themselves members of a third generation? Herberg
offers some clues:

The third generation, coming into its own with the cessation of mass
immigration, tried to recover its 'heritage' so as to vie itself some sort of
'name' or context of self-identification and social location in the larger
society. 'What the son wishes to forget' — so runs 'Hansen's Law' — 'the
grandson wishes to remember'. But what he can remember is obviously
not his grandfather's foreign language, or even his grandfather's foreign
culture; it is rather his grandfather's religion ... This religion he now
remembers in a form sui tably 'Americanized' and yet in a curious way
also 'retraditionalized'.28

Herberg identifies here some of the dynamics involved in the third
generation British Muslim 'return' to Islam: the primacy of religious
associations and affiliations as a way of finding identity, and the
return to the original sources of the faith (retraditionalization).29 But
he also goes on to note that this 'return' is also part and parcel of
other wider social processes at work such as 'the collapse of all
secular securities in the historical crisis of our time, the quest for a
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recovery of meaning in l i fe , (and) the new search for inwardness and
personal authentici ty amid the collectivistic heteronomies of the
present-day world'.'0 The third generation ' return to religion'
therefore cannot be isolated from the processes at work in modern
society at large.

The modern search for meaning

The apparent problem of the 'meaninglessness' that characterizes
modern society has been well documented by several generations of
social theorists. Far more could be said about this in relation to young
Muslims than space permits here. But for young Muslims this
'meaninglessness' and confusion might be expressed through questions
of identity: 'Who am I? Pakistani, British, Musl im? What makes me
different?'.^1 However, the concern with questions of identity and
meaning appears to be a part icularly late twentieth-century interest,
and certainly not peculiar to young British Muslims. They are,
however, inevitably encompassed by this wider concern with questions
of identity, arising mainly from the consequences of modernity. The
perplexity of young Muslims with questions of identity represents in
microcosm a process of human self-understanding that appears to be
going on at a much broader level.

It is terms such as contradiction, f l u i d i t y , m u l t i p l i c i t y which come most
readi ly to mind when conceptualising the contemporary experience of
modernity . . . Contemporary cul ture represents a rupture with the past,
throwing previous assumptions to the wind, unde rmin ing accepted ideas
.. . Each one of us, as individual 'subjects of modernity' struggles to
come to terms with and resolve the tension. Usual ly we try to do th is by
constructing a stable self which can make sense of and integrate the
various forces imping ing upon us . . .;>2

For some young Muslims, their project of constructing a 'stable
self is resting upon their religious identi ty. The sense of communi ty
that Islam provides is offering a context in which to begin the
bui ld ing process. For them, the Islamic way of l i fe provides a
framework to f u l f i l their part icular search for meaning:

Islam is presented as an ideological movement confronted with the
ideology of the West and of capitalist secular society. Whereas the latter
is said by Muslims to have lost its moral signposts, they claim that Islam
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proposes a sense of purpose with moral precepts .. . To the overriding
selfish individualism of the West is contrasted Muslim collective
responsibility."

Young Muslims are looking towards the stability that comes from
religious identification as a basis for their self-perception. The tenets
of Islam are regarded as more enduring when compared to the
transience, and increasingly, the irrelevance of nationalistic ties34 as
sources of identity, especially when combined with the constantly
shifting trends of modern life itself.

But though modern society offers young Muslims the freedom to
explore, for the more committed and militant members they run into
a problem, as yet unresolved. They have noticed that

the society which harbours hermeneutists, as it harbours so much else, is
pervaded by pluralism, doubt, half-heartedness and an inability to take
its own erstwhile faith literally and practise it to the full. They are not
quite clear whether they despise it for its tolerance, or rebuke it for not
being tolerant enough, notably of their own intransigence: they are liable
to be pervaded by both these sentiments at once.35

This paradox is particularly being played out in the debate about
Muslims in British schools, and the calls for separate Islamic
schools.36

Some inherent characteristics of Islam

There appears to be something particular to Islam as a faith that is
drawing young Muslims towards a stronger attachment to their
religion. In view of all that has been said above about the problems
of meaninglessness, the plurality of values, and the fragmented
nature of modern Western society, Islam is offering to its youth a
counterbalancing and complete package of 'alternative' values and
meanings, combined with a sense of community and belonging.
Many Muslims describe Islam as 'a way of life' encompassing as it
does nearly every aspect of human life; from worship and spiritual
life to economic and political life; from the way one washes to the
way one treats others. Furthermore, the central tenets of Islam are
non-negotiable 'Truths', and few Muslims would entertain doubts
about the conviction that 'There is no God but Allah and
Muhammad is His Messenger'. In other words, Islam is offering a
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sense of cognitive and s p i r i t u a l secur i ty as a result of its
'completeness' as a way of life and due to the fact that it has drawn
boundaries around what may be questioned and developed, and
what remains timeless and ul t imate . This is proving to be enduringly
attractive for young Musl ims as they negotiate questions of ident i ty
in British society. As Jessica Jacobson found in her study of young
Pakistani Muslims in Britain, even the less observant Muslims
remained convinced of the t ru th of I s lam. One respondent
commented:

Everything I've been told about the religion has been true. There's not
been something that I've thought about as being wrong, because when
somebody tells you something right, you know it's right. You might not
want it to be right, and you'd hate it if it was right, but s t i l l it 's right.3 '

She interprets statements such as these by viewing the conservatism
of Islam, often criticized as a failure to take up the challenge of
progressive reform, as paradoxically one of its strengths. 'For in this
society, where almost everything is open to question, it may seem all
the more appealing or even essential to turn for meaning in l ife to a
religion whose foundations have not pandered or succumbed to
liberal attack.'58

One of the ways in which the revival of interest in Islam might be
attributed to something par t icular to the fai th itself, as opposed
simply to socio-structural and /o r personal factors, can be seen from
the fact that young Hindus and Sikhs in Bri ta in , who share the same
kind of social and historical background as their Muslim counter-
parts, do not apparently seem to be turning with similar enthusiasm
nor to the same extent, to the religious traditions of their heritage.
Though the numbers of Hindus and Sikhs in Bri ta in are much
smaller (even when combined together) compared to the numbers of
Muslims, we do not see the younger members of the Hindu and Sikh
communities making radical recommitments to their faiths in the
way that has typified some young Muslims.39

Another reason for the in t ra- fa i th conversion of young Muslims,
particular to the nature of Islam itself (though not on philosophical
grounds), is the fact that for various reasons it has been the subject
of worldwide attention. Numerous events have seen Musl ims
coming to the public defence of Islam. The Rushdie a f fa i r meant
that the non-negotiable truths of Islam had to be defended and
otherwise 'passive' Muslims came out of their communities to defend
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their faith; the Gulf War meant that the historic and sacred spaces of
Islam had to be protected; the atrocities faced by the minority
Muslim community in Bosnia reminded the Islamic community in
Britain that it was their 'brothers' and 'sisters' in another European
minority situation facing persecution and bloodshed. All these events
have sharpened the identity of Muslims worldwide, but especially
within minority contexts.

The impact of external events - from Iran and the Salman Rushdie affair,
Saddam and the Gulf War, to the persecution of Muslims in Bosnia - has
prompted an emotional identification with the idea of what it means to be
a Muslim. Many of those so aroused have begun a more serious
exploration of the faith and have begun to practise. The result is an
Islamic revival. The rising Islamophobia ... has provoked an emotional
response in non-practising Muslims, and from this reinforced sense of
Islam as a cultural if not a religious identity many have begun to explore
their faith. Many of those who are reviving their faith are those born in
this country. The seriousness of many young people is a reaction against
what they see as the nominalism of their parents' religious practice.40

Conclusion

As I suggested earlier in this chapter, in many ways the process of
intra-faith conversion among young Muslims in Britain is to some
extent a reflection in microcosm of the resurgence of Islam on a
worldwide scale. In localized communities, perhaps in the East End
of London, or in certain parts of Bradford or Birmingham, this might
be regarded as a communal intra-faith renewal, thus lessening the
particularly individual significance of the process. Given that the
central practices of Islam have profound social as well as personal
dimensions, this process of revival among young British Muslims
could be seen as a reflection of Islam's community-orientated aspects
and its space-time location in modern Western society. But this
would be to undermine the personal implications of Islam, and the
fact that the response to the message of Islam has to be made by
individuals. Though whole communities respond to the muezzin's
call to prayer, and while congregational worship has important
communal implications, the response and involvement in both
require the will and initiative of the individual.

By way of conclusion to his study of native British converts to
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Islam, Al l Kose suggests that religious conversion does not arise due
to one single influence, hut the 'mutua l interaction of various forces
that make a person sensitive to conversion'.41 In the case of Bri t ish
Muslims, their 'sensit ivity ' towards Is lam and the process of
renewing their religious identity may rely not only upon the most
typical antecedents of conversion (the cognitive quest; emotional
traumas; loss of earlier heliefs), but also upon circumstances that are
extremely particular to their social situation as third generation
members of a minor i ty communi ty in Western society, combined
with some characteristics unique to Is lam.

Young Muslims in Britain are inheritors of two generations of
experience of l iving in 'submission to Al lah ' ( Is lam) in this country.
As a legacy of the migration of their parents and grandparents, they
are placed in a social setting which enables new understandings of
how Islam can contribute to the sacralization of identity. They draw
upon a precarious balance between what is old and what is new;
reaction and innovation. But in many ways the whole of Islam rests
upon balance (wasat], par t icular ly when this touches upon the
relationship between this world and the next.
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