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14.

Doﬂﬁ@o.ﬁ _N_G,.Omm the Culture War
Divide: Two Case Studies

Lene Arnett Jensen

On the basis of an analysis of public debates pertaining to issues
such' as abortion, sexuality, and family policy, the sociologist
James Davison Hunter (1991, 1994) argues that contemporary
America is experiencing a “culture war.”’ The culture war pits
groups that tend toward “orthodoxy”’ against groups that tend
toward “‘progressivism.”” Tt is cultural in the sense that the two

to humans ‘cw a transcendent authority, whereas those who are
progressivist emphasize humap agency in understanding and
formulating mora) precepts. It is a war in the sense that the
two’sides often engage in acrimonious exchanges.

In my research, I have found that the public division
pointed out by Hunter between orthodox and progressivist out-
looks also finds expression in ordinary Americans’ moral evalu-
ations and reasoning (Jensen, 19973, '1998), In-depth
interviews and questionnaires have shown that fundamentalist
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Baptists Qo@ammobmbm the orthodox side) and mainline Bap-
tists (representing the progressivist side) are markedly divided
in their moral evaluations and reasoning on issues such as di-
vorce and abortion. This division has been found within groups
of young, midlife, and older adults.

The present aim is to explore the appeal of orthodoxy and
progressivism, as well as the rejection of these worldviews. A
phenomenological account will be given of two conversion ex-
periences: one from orthodoxy to progressivism, and the other
from progressivism to orthodoxy. Following sociologists such
as Travisano (1970) and Heirich (1977), a conversion experi-
ence is understood as a radical change in identity and
worldview. In McGuire’s (1982) words, a conversion is a “trans-
formation of self concurrent with a redefinition of one’s central
meaning system”” (p. 49).

Here, the converts were two men. One was a highly conser-
vative Southern Baptist minister who left his Jjob and orthodox
worldview behind. He now describes himself as “liberal,”” and
is enrolled in a clinical psychology program. The other man
was a self-described “‘atheist” with “‘rather liberal”’ views who
went from trying to prove Christians wrong.to himself adopting
an orthodox worldview. He is now a member of a fundamental-
ist Baptist church. This chapter will provide an account of the
men’s conversion experiences in their own words—what the
anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1983) calls “experience-near”
concepts. Their accounts will also be related to the theories
and observations of social scientists regarding religion, the cul-
ture war, and conversion experiences—what Geertz calls “expe-
rience-distant”’ concepts.

THE CULTURE WAR
James Davison Hunter’s Analysis

Before turning to the two case studies in leaps of faith, I will
review the literature on America’s culture war. Hunter (1991,
1994) has examined the opposing political alliances that have
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been forged on a wide variety of current issues in American
society, including Eom@@nimwibm to abortion, sexuality, fam-
ily policy, and the content of education and media (see also
Bellah, 1987: -Jensen, 1995; Neuhaus, 1990; Wuthnow, 1988,
1989). He has also examined the moral and political discourse
of public figures. On the basis of his analyses, Hunter argues

autonomy. Hunter suggests that American people and groups

are divided in terms of what he calls “the impulse toward ortho-

doxy” versus “‘the impulse toward progressivism” (p. 43).
Briefly described, those who are orthodox share a commit-

In the orthodox view, this Rmsmnn:ana authority originated a

Protestants look to the Old and New Testaments). However
all orthodox regard moral precepts as given to humans by a
transcendent being, and they regard these precepts as sufficient
for all times and circumstances. Accordingly, moral precepts
ocmg not to be-altered to accommodate societa] changes, or
new human ::amnmﬁd&smmv or individual differences. Rather,
individuals and societies ought to adapt themselves in accor-
dance with the moral Précepts ordained by the transcendent
authority. , . ,

In contrast to the orthodox, progressivists stress the impor-
tance of human agency in understanding and formulating
moral precepts. They reject the view that a transcendent au-
thority directly reveals iself and its will to humans. Instead
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moral (and spiritual) truths are expressed by humans. Progres-
sivists vary in the basis on which they arrive at ‘moral precepts.
Some progressivists draw upon scientific evidence about the
human condition. As pointed out by Hunter (1991), this ap-
proach'is derived from the intellectual tradition of Enlighten-
ment naturalism. Other progressivists draw-upon their personal
experiences. This approach is derived from the intellectual tra-
dition of Enlightenment. subjectivism. However, progressivists
unite in a focus upon human understanding and formulation
of moral precepts. Progressivists also unite in regarding moral
precepts as changeable, because human and individual under-
standings evolve and societal circumstances change.

“As should be clear, Hunter’s categories of orthodoxy and
progressivism are broad and a caveat is necessary. While Ameri-
can culture might show a marked division between impulses
toward orthodoxy and progressivism, this should not be taken
to mean that all political groups—let alone all individual
Americans—can be classified neatly into two camps. The cate-
gories describe two general types, and it is recognized that
some groups and individuals possess characteristics of each.

Ordinary Americans and the Culture War

In his writings, Hunter (1991, 1994) primarily focuses upon
the views of publicly active figures and groups who are ortho-
dox and progressivist. He does not analyze the moral reasoning
of ordinary Americans who might tend toward orthodoxy and
progressivism, respectively. In research with ordinary Ameri-
cans, I have found that they also give voice to orthodox and
progressivist moral outlooks (Jensen, 1997a, 1998). Next, I will
provide a brief description of this research.

An interview study and a questionnaire study were carried
out with fundamentalist Baptists, representing the orthodox

side, and mainline Baptists, representing the progressivist side.

! The interview study included 40 participants and the questionnaire study included
120 participants, with equal numbers in each group. The fundamentalist Baptists attended
independent Baptist churches that self-identify as “‘fundamentalist.”” The mainline Bap-
tists attended a church that has a dual affiliation with the American. Baptist Churches/
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Progressivist views  is occurring within traditio
(1991, 1994) describes it

Results of the two studies showed that the orthodox and
@aomnmm.mm&mn groups were markedly different in their moral
evaluations of such practicesas suicide, divorce, and abortion,
Orthodox participants .were generally more likely to evaluate
@:.wmo practices as morally wrong compared to progressivist par-
ticipants. . ,

The orthodox and progressivist groups also differed mark-
edly in their moral reasoning. The participants’ reasoning was
analyzed in terms of Richard Shweder’s (1990) three ethics of
autonomy, community, and divinity. These three ethics entail
.Q&,nwnca conceptions of the moral agent. Briefly, moral reason.-
Ing within the ethic of autonomy.centers on the individual’s
.E.mra and well-being, Within the ethic of community, the focus
1S on persons’ obligations and relations to members of their
social groups, such as family and nation. The focus of the ethic
of divinity is a person’s adherence to sacred ‘guidelines and
quest to connect with the divine. :

In both the interview and questionnaire studjes progres-

Emm on the moral reasoning of orthodox and progressivist par-
ticlpants were consistent withip groups of young, midlife, and

thought. The orthodox and progressivist groups differed mark-
edly in their mora] evaluations of right and wrong, and in their
moral Treasoning. Orthodox participants Iepeatedly empha-
sized divine guidelines in explaining their mora] views. In their

USA and the Southern
as historic.

‘Baptist Convention. The latter, affiliation, however, is regarded
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view, God provides human beings with moral precepts. These
precepts are given to humans in order that we may to the best
of our abilities fulfill God’s ‘purposes for us. In the orthodox
view, the moral precepts should serve to structure communal
life and the lives of individuals. God has indicated that such
practices as divorce, abortion, and ending one’s life are morally
wrong, except in a few particular circumstances. If individuals
and communities allow these practices, they are defying God’s
will. Rather, individuals and communities ought to adhere to
the divinely ordained moral precepts.

The progressivist participants focused considerably less on
God’s word, will, or agency in human affairs and the lives of
individuals. Instead, they focused more upon the choices that
we must make in life. In explaining the basis upon which
choices are made, progressivists often referred to how individu-
als have the right to make choices. They also often referred to
the outcomes of choices: For example, they considered whether
the choices are useful and whether they lead to happiness for
the self (and for others). The progressivists, then, emphasized
that each individual to a large extent is free to make autono-
mous choices. Thus the progressivist participants were less will-
ing to demand adherence to moral codes than the orthodox
adults because they gave more consideration to individual incli-
nations. For example, they were less willing to set limits on the
extent to which individuals might divorce, or have an abortion,
or commit suicide. . S

Different Morals, Different Worldviews

As I have argued elsewhere, the division in moral evaluations
and reasoning between the orthodox and progressivist groups
has its basis in their different and more comprehensive
worldviews (Jensen, 1997b). Typically, a worldview provides an
account of what it means to be human, the nature of reality,
and the reasons and remedies for human suffering (Walsh &
Middleton, 1984; see also Berger, 1967; Luckmann, 1963).
Briefly, the orthodox participants’ moral reasoning is
based upon a worldview that regards humans as created by God,

Conversions/Culture War 369

subject to God's authority, and striving to be in the presence
of God in the next world. According to the orthodox worldview,
we are living in a increasingly corrupt world where the inherent
human propensity for sinful behavior is not kept properly in
check. To overcome this state of affairs, we ought to follow
God’s guidelines. If we do this, according to the orthodox
worldview, human suffering is alleviated in this world and we
gain entry to God’s heavenly realm.

In contrast, progressivist moral reasoning is based upon
quite a different worldview. This worldview focuses upon this
world, and upon individual rights and communal needs within
it. It holds that every human being has considerable rights to
self-determination and self-expression. What limits these rights
are the responsibilities to others that come from living in soci-
ety. In this world, human suffering is alleviated and progress
occurs when we institute practices that respect individual rights
and reduce social injustices,

TWO CASE STUDIES

Given the marked differences between the two worldviews, con-
versions from orthodoxy to progressivism and from progressiv-
ism to orthodoxy are striking  experiences. They are also
experiences that may. offer insights into the appeal as well as
the rejection of the worldviews. In the following, a case study
in each of these two kinds of conversion experiences will be pre-
sented.

The case studies here are drawn from my interview study
with mainline and fundamentalist Baptists (Jensen, 1998). As
described above, participants in this study were asked to re-
spond to general moral practices such as divorce and abortion.
They were also asked to describe a memorable personal moral
experience. In response to this request, two men recounted
their conversion experiences.? Table 14.1 provides a demo-
graphic sketch of the two men.

?It might be noted that only 25% of the orthodox interviewees indicated that they
had grown up attending a fundamentalist or evangelical church. Among the progressivist
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TABLE 14.1
Demographic Profiles of John and Kyle

From Orth, to Prog.

From Prog. to Orth.

Name John Scott-Warner Kyle Schultz

Childhood Religion Southern Baptist None

Present Religion Mainline Baptist Fundamentalist Baptist
Age 45 38

Race Caucasian Caucasian

Marital Status Married Married

No. of Children 0 5

Education Postcollege Postcollege

Occupation Ph.D. Student Professor in Mathematics

Salary $36,000-50,000 Above $50,000

John Scott-Warner® grew up the son of a conservative
Southern Baptist minister, and at the age of 23 became a South-
ern Baptist minister himself. However, in 1988 at the age of
37, he had become so dissatisfied with his position and the
views that he was expected to preach that he decided to leave
his job. Instead, he entered a Ph.D. program in clinical psychol-
ogy. In the years that followed, John proceeded to leave his
orthodox worldview further and further behind, He withdrew
his membership from the Southern Baptist Convention and
instead became a member of a mainline Baptist church. Today,
he describes himself as “liberal”” and liberated. In John’s own
words: “I identify so much with women’s issues because I was
kept in my place for such as long time. T was oppressed. . ..
I'm one of the Virginia Slims commercials: “You've come a long
way baby!” »’

Kyle Schultz has also experienced quite a change in his
worldview, albeit a very different one. He describes it in the
following way: “It’s an amazing transformation. Because I was
not only an atheist, I was also rather liberal. Now I'm a Christian
and somewhat conservative. So the majority of my views have

interviewees, 80% indicated that they had grown up attending a mainline Protestant
church.

® The names of the participants have been changed in order to protect their confi-
dentiality. However, the names used here were chosen so as to resemble the men’s own
names in key respects, This was done in recognition of the fact that naming practices
often reflect an underlying worldview. For example, in line with their own names, a
biblical name was chosen for John but not for Kyle. Also, a hyphenated last name was
chosen for John but not for Kyle.
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changed a great deal.” Kyle’s mother came from a Mormon
background and his father from an Episcopalian one. However,
the family did not attend church when Kyle grew up and his
parents wanted their children to decide independently upon
their worldviews and spiritual beliefs. Explaining his parents’
philosophy, Kyle said, “[They] didn’t want to impose anything
on us whatsoever. . .. The way I was raised was that everyone
has their own choice and [that] you should be Um&nw:v\ free to
do anything you want. [We had] no religious training whatso-
ever.”” However, in the course of what Kyle estimates to be g
12-year process beginning shortly after. college, he adopted an
orthodox worldview. Today at age 38, Kyle is a member of a
Baptist church that selfidentifies as fundamentalist, and he and
his wife are home schooling their five children in an effort to
ensure that the children embrace the orthodox worldview.

Caveats

I have chosen to an.m:._ovb and Kyle’s conversion experiences
because they speak to the appeal of orthodoxy and progressiv-
ism as well as their rejection. However, before proceeding, sev-
eral caveats are necessary. First, John and Kyle’s experiences
may provide insights into the phenomena of conversion, ortho-
doxy, and progressivism. As with all case studies, however, their
experiences cannot easily be generalized. In many respects,
John and Kyle’s conversions may be unique. When their individ-
ual accounts overlap with more general social science findings
pertaining to conversion and religion, this will be pointed out.

Second, the two case studies detajled here pertain to per-
sons whose conversion experiences have occurred within the
specific religious and philosophical traditions of Baptism and
atheism. Their conversions are described as switches from or-
thodoxy to progressivism and vice versa in line with Hunter’s
(1991) evidence that the commonalities within progressivist
and orthodox outlooks (respectively) carry across different reli-
gious denominations and philosophical traditions. However, it
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religious and philosophical traditions, o

Third, the cas¢, studies are limited to two men, It 1s possible
that women and men differ in their conversion €xperiences,
as well as in Srm.ﬁ_ﬂrnv\ find attractive or objectionable about
orthodoxy and progressivism. Recent research has examined
the appeal of Orthodox Judaism to women who came from

cEoL T

Sociologists have urged that conversions not be regarded as

s”" (Heirich, 1977, p. 677) or as o “fringe”’
phenomenon Aﬂnﬂ_ & Rudy, 1983, p. mv‘. but rather as a funda-

T.SB onsonoxio v«omqmmm?.man John’s
Account :

Let us now. turn to the. two conversion €xperiences, m,nm_EEusm
with John’s account, John’s conversion was cxtended and grad-
ual. He described it as ‘3 decision that I made over a long term.
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It wasn’t very quickly done.” Key events in John’s conversion
occurred many years apart. He resigned his position as a South-
ern Baptist minister in 1988 at the age of 87, but only 6 years
later at the age of 43 did he withdraw his membership from
the Southern. Baptist Convention. Only by then did he entirely
dissociate his views and identity from the Southern Baptist com.
munity. Only by then had he finally come to the view that, “I
am not one-of these people. I can’t in any way endorse what
they’re saying.” S S |

“The' extended nature of John'’s' conversion sets it apart
from the mystical conversions that was the primary focus of
scholars such as §_Em8 James ,ﬁmcm\powmv“ Edwin Starbuck
(1911), and E.. T. Clark (1929) in the earlier part of this cen-
tury. These conversions occurred suddenly and often dramat;-
cally in persons who experienced a loss of contro] and a sense
of being subject to forces outside of themselves. Instead, John’s
conversion fits better with John Lofland and Norman Sko-
novd’s (1981) notion of an “experimental’’ conversion. This

see Davidman [1991]; Straus [1979]).

Since John'’s conversion took place over an extended pe-
riod of time and involved several different events, it may be
helpful to preview the key themes of John’s account before
turning to his own words. John began by describing his initia]
discontent with his Job as a minister, Then followed an event
that was w?oﬁw:o\ his resignation from his Job. In the course
of the next 6 years, John increasingly dissociated himself from
the Southern Baptist Convention on matters of faith, morality,
and politics until another pivotal issue led him to withdraw his
membership from the convention. John ended his account by
assessing his conversion as a process that has been conducive
to his psychological health and sense of freedom. However, he
also pointed out that his conversion has had negative conse-

quences in that he has experienced an éstrangement from his
family and some of his friends,
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Discontent and Tension

As just mentioned, John began by describing how he had be-
- cOme increasingly discontented with his job as a minister. His

discontent went hand in hand with strong emotional tension.
John explained:

I grew up as a Southern Baptist and was a Southern Baptist
~ minister. . .. I grew up in a minister’s family. What I realized
[was that] I lived in a glass house growing up,.and I chose to
live in a glass house even [as an adult] ~—always exposed to public
view. What I realized was [that] living in a glass house is a very
tentative kind of arrangement. It’s very bounded and the free-
doms are very, very limited.... In essence, I was really dis-
covering that I couldn’t have my own views, I could have them
privately but I couldn’t have them any other place, except in
very limited ways. So, that began to be a very troubling thought.
And I realized that personally and psychologically, it was
very limiting as well. Because I kept feeling caged up and lim-
ited. Not that I wanted to g0 out and (laugh) paint the town
red or anything, it’s just that I felt constricted. I felt this noose
tied around my neck.

John’s description fits with the sociological theory that discon-
tent and acute tension are key elements in the onset of the
conversion process (Lofland & Stark, 1965). Sociologists study-
ing conversions to such different worldviews as Orthodox Juda-
ism (Davidman, 1991 ; Kaufman, 1991) and the Alcoholics
Anonymous 12-step program (Greil & Rudy, 1983) have de-
scribed stress and tension as important initial incentives toward
conversion. However, Heirich (1977) has argued that converts
may not experience more stress than nonconverts, When com-
paring a group of Catholics who converted to Pentecostalism
and a control group of Catholics who did not convert, reports
of stress-producing circumstances were high in both groups but
did not distinguish them, Still, even if converts do not have
mmore stress-producing circumstances in their lives than non-
converts, they may respond to the circumstances by experienc-
ing more tension and discontent (Lofland & Stark, 1965)
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A Pivotal Event

John’s discontent with his Job culminated with the occurrence
of what he describes as a ““pivotal” event:

The pivotal event, I think, in all of this was a Very strange staff
meeting where I worked [at the state headquarters of the South-
ern Baptist Convention]. ... One. of the employees had just
been promoted 10 a new position. [After his promotion, some-
one] had gone to the executive director who was the head of
the staff {and had] said: “Did you know that this man that we’ve
Just given this job to . . . goes with his wife to [X City] and that
they go to bars and they actually dancein these bars.” So, at this
Very strange- staff meeting all ‘of this came to light. This man
[who had just been promoted] basically had agreed that he had

ing, and certainly dancing were all wrong. And, I saw this little
-parade come out, . ... this man keeping his job (laughs) by basi-
cally saying, *‘if it means my job, I.won’t do it any more.”” Be-
cause I couldn’t imagine him agreeing to do it for any other
reason. Because obviously, he didn’t see it as being harmful or
wrong. And yet, he had to do it in order to remain in the good
graces of the organization. So that had some jarring effect on
me right there, but I think it had much stronger effects later
on. I see it now as a pivotal event. I just felt myself personally
constricted and [I] had to do something to get out of that very
constricting environment.

m,ozoﬁsm this event, John “‘shifted out of that denominational
work and into counseling.” He had become interested in clini-
cal work through his wife’s influence. According to John, she
worked as a clinician and “enjoyed it very, very much. And I
saw it as a very, very interesting and desirable option,”’
John’s mention of his wife’s influence and encouragement
conforms to the observation that social support is often crucial
to conversion experiences. Sometimes converts actively seek
out encouragement, support, and affirmation of the changes
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they are undergoing (Straus, 1979). Organizations also often
seek to promote conversions to their worldview by assigning
mentors or guides to persons who are in the process of con-
verting (Beckford, 1978; Davidman, 1991 ; Greil & Rudy, 1983).
The attempt by organizations to foster a supportive and loving
environment has been referred to as a “hooking”’ technique
by Lofland (1978). When converts find themselves almost ex-
clusively surrounded and supported by persons who are en-
couraging their conversion, Lofland (1978) describes the
situation as one of “encapsulation.”’

Increasing Dissociation from the Old Worldview

In spite of having given up his position as a minister, John still
sought to maintain some ties to the Southern Baptist Conven-
tion. However, over time “there were issues. . . that led me
[to] say: ‘I will not be a Southern Baptist anymore, and I will
hever ever be associated [with them] again.’ ” Thus John in-
creasingly dissociated himself from his old worldview on issues
of faith, morality, and politics. This dissociation came to a head
over the stance of the Southern Baptist Convention toward gays
and lesbians. John explained,

[In] getting away from that Southern Baptist background, I
think the pivotal point came . , [when] a decision was made at
the national level . . . that they would break ties with any church
that either ordained a gay or lesbian person, or endorsed a
union between . . . gay and lesbian people. I think it had been
building with me for a long time. Because it seemed like every
politically oriented decision that was made at that national level
Just grated against me—totally! They were all restrictive, oppres-
sive, and notions of no choice. ... [It] culminated for me in
the gay and lesbian issue. . . . It was just a matter of saying, “‘I
am not one of these people. I can’t in any way endorse what
they’re saying.”” And yvet, I don’t have a disdain for those people.
I just have a disdain for—uh—I Jjust can’t tolerate being a part
of that kind of attitude. So for me that’s been a real moral
decision: It’s not right for me to be a part of that.
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At this point, it would seem that John had experienced a
thorough transformation of his worldview and his identity.
Most sociologists define such a complete transformation as a
conversion (e.g., Heirich, 1977; McGuire, 1982; Travisano,
1970). However, Robert Balch (1980) has argued that some
converts only act like believers. They use the prescribed lan-
guage and engage in the prescribed behaviors, but have not
experienced sweeping changes in their beliefs and personality.
In the case of John, however, he described his conversion as
a comprehensive transformation of his worldview and sense
of self.

He regarded this transformation as a moral one. Many
social science analyses of conversions include descriptions of
converts framing their experience in moral terms. But the
moral dimension of conversions has seldom been made explicit
in the literature. A recent exception is Debra Kaufman'’s ( 1991)
account of non-Orthodox women'’s embrace of Orthodox Juda-
ism. She argues that their conversions represent a quest to
“‘make moral sense of their lives” (p. 7). Greil and Rudy (1983)
have also described how conversions to the worldview of Alco-
holics Anonymous involves “‘taking moral inventories” (p. 19).
It is possible that the present case studies highlight the moral
dimension of conversions because the accounts were presented
in the context of an interview pertaining to morality. Still, it
may be useful in future research on conversions to explore
their moral meaning in more detail.

Costs and Benefits

John ended his account of his conversion by assessing its costs
and benefits. He explained that he has become estranged from
his family and some of his friends.

[My decision] has [had] a lot of implications for me, because
my parents basically don’t know too much about . . . my strug-
gle. I'm not sure that they're ready to hear that now, or maybe
ever will be, You know, I've kind of moved away from a whole set
of friends, although I still have some friends—a very few—who I
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feel like I can talk openly with. . . . Some of the early contacts I
had with former minister friends, Jjust talking more openly than
I'd ever talked before about issues, it scared the living daylights
out of them (laughs). ... A lot of people that we know, it’s too
difficult for them.

Many social scientists have described the estrangement from
family and friends that accompanies conversions (e.g., Ammer-
man, 1987; Davidman, 1991; Kaufman, 1991). The convert’s
new ways of behaving and thinking make it difficult to interact
with family and friends who maintain the old worldview. There
is often a mutual distrust or outright disdain. One could de-
scribe this estrangement between the convert and her old com-
munity as the flip side of encapsulation. It is not only that the
convert is embraced by a new community, it is also that an old
community is left behind. The former experience is often joy-
ful, but the latter can be very painful.

While John regretted his loss of intimacy with family and
friends, he rejoiced in his new sense of freedom, He described
how he felt liberated behaviorally and mentally.

There certainly were constrictions about how a person is to act.
One of the ironies of all of this—it’s kind of amusing to me—is
that my wife and I have really enjoyed taking dancing lessons
(laughs).... One of the ministers that I knew in semi-
nary ... jok[ed] about pulling the shades down, turning the
music on, and dancing. That’s the kind of thing that people
have to live by. There’s Just a restriction on behavior. But there
was also a restriction on thought. . . . It somewhat stifled my de-
velopment mentally, psychologically. It kept me in my place. . . .
I was oppressed. 1 felt depressed.

John’s understanding of the positive side of his conversion is
framed in a progressivist discourse. Like many of the other
members of his current church community who were inter-
viewed for the study described above (Jensen, 1998), John
makes frequent use of an ethic of autonomy. Thus, in ex-
plaining why his conversion has been for the better, John indi-
cates that it has led to an improvement in his psychological
health, allowed him more freedom of expression, and in-
creased his opportunity for self-development. From this new
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progressivist stance, John regards his old worldview as confining
and constricting.

From Progressivism to Orthodoxy: Kyle’s
Account

Asisto be expected, Kyle Schultz’s :zamaﬁms&:m of the virtues
and vices of orthodoxy and progressivism differs markedly from
John'’s. But many aspects of Kyle’s conversion resemble John’s:
Kyle’s conversion also spanned many years; its onset was
marked by increasing disillusionment with the old worldview;
social support was crucial to Kyle’s identity and worldview trans.
formation as were certain pivotal events; and Kyle regards his
conversion to the new worldview as a source of relief.

As with John, Kyle’s conversion in many ways conforms
to Lofland and Skonovd’s (1981) concept of an experimental
conversion. Thus Kyle’s identity transformation was gradual.
With some sense of regret, he explained “early on after I be-
came a Christian . . . I always felt I had been cheated or maybe
I didn’t do it right, because I didn’t have a dramatic conversion.
Lots of people can tell you the exact day and the time. I can’t
do that. It was a much more slow and gradual process.” In
fact, Kyle’s conversion occurred over a long time period. He
estimates that the ‘“‘whole process . .. probably took 12 years.”’

In addition to its experimental quality, Kyle’s conversion
included elements of other types of conversions, As in mystical
conversions (Clark, 1929; James, 1902/1936; Starbuck, 1911),
Kyle had the sense of being subject to forces outside himself
He said, ‘‘at times I think I see God’s providence and His hand
in directing me to the point where I could make the decision
for Him.”” Kyle’s notion that his conversion was divinely preor-
dained fits well with the empbhasis upon God’s will and agency
within the orthodox worldview. In her study of conversions to
Orthodox Judaism, Lynn Davidman ( 1991) also reported fre-
quent references to preordination.

Kyle’s conversion, furthermore, includes elements of what
Lofland and Skonovd (1981) term an “‘intellectual conver-
sion,”” where the person independently seeks out information
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about the new worldview from sources such as books and televi-
sion. As will be described in more detail shortly, Kyle recounted
how his conversion followed his decision to read the Bible and
literature pertaining to biblical times. Lofland and Skonovd
argue that intellectual conversions mostly are a recent phenom-
enon resulting from the increasingly privatized nature of con-
temporary religion (Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, &
Tipton, 1985; Berger, 1967; Luckmann, 1963). Thus, Kyle ini-
tially read the Bible and related literature on his own rather
than in the company of others.

Disillusionment and Discovery

Kyle’s disillusionment with atheism and discovery of fundamen-
talism began in the context of his reading the Bible, Initially,
he read the Bible not for religious inspiration but in order to
prove to his Christian acquaintances how wrong they were.

I'd always claimed to be an atheist, as early as I can remem-
ber.. .. I could see no reason why there had to be a God. [
tended to always enjoy the sciences and mathematics, so it was
easy to say: “Well, man can do all this stuff, so there is really no
place for a God.” But growing up I had run into a variety of
[Christians], and most of them I had put off. But the thing that
struck me was [that] I can say there’s no God, but now they say
there is a God. So when I argue[d] with them, they kept bring-
ing up this Bible, . .. and I felt [that] in order to debate them
appropriately and to show them that they were wrong, then [
had to know what they were talking about.

So I'started studying the Bible to find out all the little things
[ could to trip them up, and make them look foolish, and to
show them that they were absolutely wrong. And so early on |
was able to find some little things here and there. . . . But then
there was a guy, I guess when I was in high school, [who] knew
the [Bible] inside and out, and I couldn’t trip him up. . .. No
matter what, he went back to the basic fact that it [was] his faith.
So [I said to myself]:. “Well, now I need some historical proof
that this is not true. I can’t argue with people using the Bible
because that’s all based on faith, They either believe it or they
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don’t. So I need to find some historical proof to show that the
Bible’s obviously in error,”

~ And as I started trying to find things to show the Bible was
In error, I could never find them, | kept trying to find evidence

and the evidence I had kept pointing to the fact that this was
true,

Kyle’s account focuses upon his discovery of what was to
Umnogn his new worldview. Compared to John, he is less overt
about his disillusionment and  discontent with hjs old

Kyle also likened his experience with his old worldview to the
frustrations of “‘paddling upstream,”” Apparently, he was begin-

ning to feel exhausted and exasperated with his attempts to
find truth in atheism and falsity in faith.

Social Support

During this time I had met Susan, and Susan was already a
Christian, And she introduced me to her pastor, and I started
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talking to him. He was such a neat guy. He accepted me where
IT'was...., We’d have lots of discussions. And then on things I
really thought should make a difference to Christians, things
like abortion, evolution [and] a'variety of different topics, he
would say, “that’s between you and God.” He said, “really the
only concern I hafve] is whether you are going to believe in
Christ as your Savior or not. "Cause I'm worried about your
eternal soul.” He said: “Once I have that taken care of, then
I'll leave it up to God to convince You one way or the other on
all these other aspects. They’re minor as far as 'm concerned.”

Nobody had ever approached me that way before, because
I could always get them to argue on the aspects, which really
took away from the central message they were trying to get to
me. So I guess I had never heard what the central message was,
which was for my eternal life. And so he presented it that way,
and tried to give me the evidence he felt would ‘support it:
[About] Christ being the Son of God, and why He died, and
[the] fulfilling of all the prophecies, . .. and so on. So, I just
couldn’t conclude anything other than the fact that that had to
be true. So I went ahead and made that .. .leap of faith. For
me it was more a step than a leap at that point.

To Kyle, as to John, it was important to receive encouragement
and affirmation from persons whom he felt close to and re-
spected. For both men, such Support was offered by their
Spouse or spouse-to-be, among others.

A Pivotal Event

While Kyle now considered himself a Christian in matters of
faith, he still retained ties to his old worldview and identity.
For example, he still maintained his old moral outlook on is-
sues such as abortion for years after he had converted. Ac-
cording to Kyle, it was a pivotal event that finally made him
change his outlook on the issue of abortion.

After I first became a Christian, there were 2 lot of issues I felt:
“Well, I'm really not sure about these. People tell me this is
what God says, but I really don’t know.” ‘And I Just really tried
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not to think about them tog much. Then as you mature as a
Christian you get closer to God, and you study His Word more,
and He reveals more and more things to you.

In terms of abortion, I'd always viewed it like many pro-
choice people do: “Well, it is better to [have an abortion] than
[to] let [the child] grow up and be abused and so on and so

doctor took it and he asked if we wanted to see it. And so, being
scientifically oriented I said, “‘Sure, yeah, I want to see it.”’ He
put it in my hand, and at that point in time when I actually
looked at it, Irealized what that really was. That was my child.
I guess from that pointon . . . it really dawned on me that this
is not just a fetus. This s not just some thing that’s [been]
hanging around in there and becomes viable at some point in
time. This is a child, that died, You know, it made a big enough
impact that from that point on I viewed abortion as wrong. . . .
It would have been our fifth [child]. We actually already had
four. [A] part of me knew [abortion] was wrong, but it had
never really become totally concrete for me untj] that point.

Kyle, like John, described a situation involving a moral issue as

account consistent with his orthodox worldview.

Relief

Kyle did not discuss the costs of his conversion, -as did John.
However, like John, he discussed its positive implications,
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this thing. I could finally accept something that was actually
true.... Now I could just accept what {God] had to give me,
and now the Jjourney was an enjoyable journey. Now it was Jjust
to know Him better, and to use what He is going to give me so
that I-could actually be more of what He wanted me to be.

Kyle frames his account of the positive implications of his con-
version in an orthodox discourse. Like many of the members of

his current church community (Jensen, 1998), he repeatedly
invokes God’s will, Thus Kyle sees his conversion as an opportu-
nity put in his way by God, in order that he may fulfill God’s
purpose for him in this world. From this orthodox stance, Kyle's
old worldview fails to lead.in the direction of truth. Kyle’s con-
ception of the appeal of orthodoxy echoes the observations of
Davidman (1991). and Kaufman (1991) who find that converts
to Orthodox Judaism are attracted to its claims to clear and
absolute truth.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the case studies of John and Kyle show many
similarities in their conversion experiences, and many of these
aspects have also been observed in other social science studies.
Both men experienced discontent and frustration at the onset
of their conversions. The progress of their conversions was sig-
nificantly aided by the social support of persons to whom the
men felt close. Also; both men specified events that were pivotal
to the transformations in their worldviews and identities, and
in both cases these events involved a moral issue. Finally, John
and Kyle agreed that their conversions have afforded them a
sense of relief.

But, of course, John and Kyle’s conversions were also mark-
edly different. John followed a path from orthodoxy to prog-
ressivism, whereas Kyle took the route from progressivism to
orthodoxy. Thus the two men have markedly different under-
standings of the appealing and aversive characteristics of these
two worldviews. To John orthodoxy with its claims to absolute
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truth is confining and constricting, whereas to Kyle it is af
firming and assuring. To Kyle progressivism with its attention
to individual autonomy is subject to the vagaries of time and

m:&iacmﬁammmnomvzrnanmm Houorbg:mmmocanoow refreshing
freedom. , i
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