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ABSTRACT & KEY WORDS

Religious experience is a narrative reality, witileertainly relates to doctrines and ritualssit i
embodied by the stories people tell which expreesiteaning of conversion as understood by
the converts themselves. In order to enter thisatige world we must engage the actual stories
told by converts, making space for their narrati@eshey make meaning of their experiences
and thus open windows on the emic perspective. Bome this happens through stories that are
largely thematic—expressing conversion in mainlg ametaphor. Other times, narratives may
touch on many different ideas, allowing us to discgrious internal structures, such as some of

the factors leading to conversion.

Nevertheless, as important as these narrativesh@gare only part of the picture because
religious conversion always takes place in confélxerefore, if we are to properly understand
the deeply personal experience we call conversiermust frame it within the social, cultural
and historical currents swirling around that exgece. The conversions in this study are rooted
in the religious history of Central Asia, particdjaethe seventy-odd years of Soviet rule. By the
end of that era, it is probably more appropriatthtok in terms of localizedlam, rather than a
universal religion based on the text of the QuNuwt. only so, but the once proudly distinct
Muslim peoples, now living under Russian rule, badome enculturated into Russian patterns
of life, thought, and worldview, a process referte@sRussification something which had
profound effects on the way some of them have éxpeed conversion away from their natal

religion.



This study examines both of these aspects, fiesttimtextual and then the personal, through the
stories of thirty-six Muslims who converted to faih Christ in post-Soviet Central Asia. By
exploring the deeply personal and the broadly cdué together, this study offers a clear view

of the meaning of religious conversion, in a histal; social, and religious context.

Key Words:

Central Asia, post-SovieRussification religious conversion, Narrative Inquiry, Islanontext,

Grounded Theory, qualitative research, Social Gansvism,

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

To my dearest wife Linda. Your love and encouragarhas helped me become much more than

I would have ever been on my own. In every way, soare in this accomplishment.



Table of Contents

O ] o 18 ox 1 o] o PRSPPI 1
1.1 CONVEISION ..ntitiie e e e et e e e et et e et e e e e eee 2
1.2 CONEEXE oot e e e 4
1.2.1 Geographic Context ...... ..o 5
1.2.2 Religious Historical Context ............ccoovevieiinveiiennnen .
1.2.3 Cultural Context .......ccoeieiiieiieie e e e 16
1.3RUSSIFICAION. ... oo 19
1.4 Problem Statement ..........ooo i 25
1.5 Statement of Purpose and Research Question ...................... 26
1.6 Research Approach ........c.cooiiiiiiiiii e, 27
1.7 The RESEAICNEr ... e 28
1.8 ASSUMIPLIONS .. iniitiie e e e e et e e e et e e e e e e e eaas 32
1.9 Rationale and SignificancCe ...........cccoovii i i e 33
2. Literature REVIEW ... ...t e e e e e e e e e e 37
2.1 Literature Related to Religious ConversioGeneral ................... 37
2.2.1 Philosophical ... 38
2.2.2.S0CI0l0gICAl ... . i 46
2.2.3 Anthropological ..........coovii i 53
2.2 Literature Related to Muslim Conversions tei§tfanity ................ 62

2.3 Literature Related to the Context of Islanpast-Soviet Central Asia.. 70
2.4 Located this Research Vis-a-vis the Literature......................... 78

3. MethOdOoIOgY ....e e e 80



3.1 Theoretical Paradigm ..........coooiuiiiiiiii i e 81

3.2 Qualitative Research Approach ...........cccocoiiiiiiiiiiiic i, 83
3.2.1 Analytical Approaches ..o 38
3.2.2 Research Sample ... 89
3.2.3 Data Collection Methods ..........coooiiiiiiiiiiii e, 95
3.2.4 Data Analysis Methods ..., 99
3.3 Ethical Considerations ............c.ooviiie i e e 02
3.4 Reliability and Validity ..........coooiiiiiiiii Q4
3.5 Limitations of StUAY .......c.oiii i 106
3.6 Summary of Methodology .......cooviiiiiii i 107
4. Findings and Analysis RelatedRaissification.................cccoceeviiiiiininnns 110
4.1 A More Grounded Picture Blussification..................ccoevevieinne 110
4.2 Metaphysical Location of JESISS ...........c.ccvviiiiiiiiie i, 116
43 ATextual Faith ... 125
A4 AGENCY oo e e e e e e e e e 132
4.4.1 RUSSIAN AGQENCY ...ttt e e e e e e e e e e 137
4.4.2 Agency by Muslim Background Converts .................. 141
5. Findings and Analysis — Miscellaneous ..............cooii i, 148
5.1 Conversion as Spiritual Migration ..............cccccoeiiiiiiiiiimanns 148
5.1.1 PUSh FACLOIS ....oueieie it e e e 149
5.1.2 PUl FACIOIS ...uiii it e e e e e e e e e 156

5.2 The Three Languages of Conversion ..............ccocevvvvvevvs wununn. 167
5.2.1 Language Of JOINING ....ovviiri it e e ne e e 168

5.2.2 Language of REJECHING . ..vvviivi i e 174

Vi



5.2.3 Language of BelieViNg .......c.oviiiiiiiiie i e, 178

5.3 Conversion as non-Linear Movement .............ccccovviiieiiiininnss 186
B. CONCIUSIONS ...t e e e e e e e e e e e e e 193

6.1 The Research Question Revisited ............ccooeiiiiiiii i v 193

6.2 CoNtrDULIONS ... .. 197

6.3 Directions for Further Research .........cccoovoviiiiiii i i 199

6.4 Personal Reflections ...........c.ooiii i 200
Bibliography ..., 201
Maps
Map Of CeNral ASIAL ... e e e e e e 6
Tables
Table of study partiCipants ..o 92

Vii



Chapter 1- Introduction

This study will investigate the conversion narrasivof Muslims in post-Soviet Central
Asia who have converted to Christ. This is a gatilie research project which also places a
major emphasis on the context in which these cawes are taking place. The qualitative
aspect of the research will use Grounded TheoryNardative Inquiry as the analytical
frameworK. The aspect of the thesis that explores contextaéiens is rooted in Social

Constructivism which posits that phenomena can balproperly understood in their context. This

points us toward the title.

Taken together, the title and subtitle of my thesigheir job without being too fancy;
they frame the topic, describe the content, and giwcture to how that content will be
explored. Also, you will note that | chose to subguthe topics and content into the subtitle so
the title proper would be focused on theoreticahfing. Thus the first two words of the title
point to two very significant abstractions—conversand context—that will give us access to
the meanings | want to explore in this thesis. Haad, the most logical way to begin is to delve
into each of these concepts as a means of setengroundwork for the rest of the thesis; first

we will look at conversion, and then at the varidimensions of the study’s context.

! A detailed explanation of Grounded Theory and Narrative Inquiry, and why | have chosen to use them, is found in
chapter 3, Methodology.

2 Obviously this leaves out a key term in the title, “narratives.” However, since issues related to the use of
narratives is primarily a methodological concern, | will reserve that discussion until chapter three, Methodology.
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1.1 Conversion

As long as there have been organized religionglpdwave, for various reasons, shifted
allegiances from one deity to another, or in thégoee of narrative studies, between different
supernatural metanarratives. Sometimes this shiéital and complete, a dramatic break like the
quintessential Christian conversion story of thegtfe Padl the narrative that Christian
theologians and scholars have traditionally conediéypical, even normative, of Christian
conversion (Segal, 1990; Kim, 2008). For others,gkperience of conversion is better described
as a long process of rewriting their personal ismeamore of a revision of a story rather than a
completely new one. Modern scholarship widely rexpes this complexity; consequently many
models have been proposed to understand it (Buék&dazer 2003; Hefner 1993; Rambo
1993; Stark & Finke 2000). Due to this complexagy formal definition of conversion is
problematic at best. Nevertheless, in order fooedwo be useful, it must have some degree of
shared meaning between writer and audience, s b&gin by constructing the parts of a

working definition, and then move on to related stauncts.

Many attempts have been made to succinctly destrdeomplexity of religious
conversion in the century or so since scholars ffiaflected on it apart from theology proger,
three of which most resonate with me. The earbéshese is from Arthur Nock, who called
conversion “a deliberate turning from indiffererarefrom an earlier form of piety to another, a

turning that implies a consciousness that a gteatge is involved, that the old is wrong and the

*> The conversion of the apostle Paul is found in Acts chapter nine, and retold by him in chapters twenty-two and
twenty-six.
* See chapter two, Literature Review.



new is right” (1933, p. 7). A much newer and evasr@rconcise definition that | find quite
insightful comes from anthropologist Diane AustireBs who said that conversion was “a form
of passage, a turning from and to, that is neislyacretism nor absolute breach (2003, p.1). And
finally, Roger Lohamann offers a slightly non-comfidst definition that resonates with my
research when Lohamann suggests that religiousecsion is best understood as “taking on a

relationship with new supernatural beings” (20031%7).

There are several reasons why | have chosen tthese three definitions for framing the
term conversion, but primarily it is because thay At important elements which will emerge
over the course of this paper. Specifically ithege points that resonate with my research;
Nock’s “turning from indifference or other form pfety,” and “consciousness that a great
change is involved;” Austin-Broos’ “turning from @no™ and “neither syncretism nor absolute
breech;” and Lohamann’s “relationship with new supéural beings.” Despite deficiencies in
each of these thrgd am content for them to loosely work togethesasewhat of a working
definition. Nevertheless, given that my thesisisted in a Grounded Theory approach to data
further consideration of the meaning of conversigihbe saved until chapter four, Findings and

Analysis when | will explore the meanings that egeefrom the interviews.

However, there is one philosophical concern tlshtduld address before moving on.
Some scholars have contested the very userfersiorin regard to the religious experiences of

non-Western peoples. For example, philosopher Martison contends that conversion should

> The phrase “a turning from and to” was originally used by Rodney Stark (1993, pp. 2-3).

® If taken individually, each of these definitions has problems; Nock is overly influenced by the theology of his day,
leaving no room for continuity between old and new, Austin-Broos is too vague and lacks religious substance in her
definition, and Lohamann’s quote is within in a context that is condescending toward people of faith.

" The implications of using Grounded Theory will be dealt with in chapter three on methodology.
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not be used as an instrument of critical analystabse it is not appropriate to all cultures and
religions (1992). | concede there is a measureuth in this claim, but | believe it is overstated,
particularly in this case. This thesis will exammeéigious movement across severely contested
lines, between Islam and Christianity, religionshaa long history of enmity between them.

Thus it is hard to imagine a better word to degcriitbvement between these camps.
Furthermore, | find Saudi Arabian born anthropodbdialal Asad’s position on the matter more
convincing than Morrison. Asad states that whilest@mers from Christian societies may at
times confuse concepts when using the teomversionn non-western contexts, it is still a valid
term to help approach “the narratives by which pefpave] apprehended and described a
radical change in the significance of their livés996 p. 266). With that said, we can move on to

the matter of context.

1.2 Context

After trying to understand the nebulous conceptaleconversion, it might seem that
defining “post-Soviet Central Asia” would be eabyfau contraire the region and its peoples
are somewhat of an enigma. Or in the words of neyfl Dr. Morgan Liu, Central Asia is “the
most curiously over-determined yet understudiedbregf the world... [at the] confluence of the
far more scrutinized Middle East, China, Russia South Asia” (2011, p.2). This dearth of
knowledge presents us with a problem and | wouldi@that understanding this context is
immensely important to understanding the conversamnatives | have gathered. Therefore |

will explore the context of these conversions, Muslliving in post-Soviet Central Asia, at



some depth and within a framework of three intesilog concerns—geographic, religious

history, and cultural.

1.2.1 Geographic Context

This is the easiest of the three to deal with beeageography is the most concrete aspect of
context | will address, and from this perspectiyp®st-Soviet Central Asia” is relatively easy to
delimit. The region is sometimes referred to asfitleeCARS, the states of Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekiseach of which gained their independence
at the break-up of the Soviet Union in Decembet381. This research will focus on former
Muslims living in only three of these countries—I&ihstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan (see

map on next page).
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Map 1: Central Asia (Nations Online Proje@f2)

Secondly, physical geography plays an importamhetomes neglected role in human
affairs, and in this case, the fact that theseethmintries have contiguous territories plays an
important role in how to delimit my study populatiorhe Pamir Mountains to the South of this
troika and the Qyzylqum Desert to the West, cuttiizdpekistan in half, have long been
formidable boundaries to significant, sustainedriattion between cultures. Thus people in
these three countries have had more interactios, gheater commonality with each other, more

than they have with those of the other Central Asepublics.



So, by limiting my study population in this wayyvas able to gain a wide sample, across
ethnic lines, while avoiding the complications whinight arise by drawing study participants
from the entirety of Central Asia. If, for exampldyad included participants from Tajikistan in
the study, | would have been faced with integrathrar slightly different historical context as
Persian peoples and Shia Muslimsto the analysis. This creates a fitting traosifpoint for

discussing the historical aspect that frames thidys

1.2.2 Religious Historical Context

The history of Central Asia is fascinating sincesitilled with empires, wars and the
famous Silk Road which for centuries was the oimllg between China and the rest of the world.
However, it is not thgeneralsweep of history that is our concern in this theSince it
concerns the context of the conversions studi¢dignthesis, it is theeligious history of Central
Asia that is important—vitally important. | wouliké to briefly return to an earlier quote from
Diane Austin-Broos that conversion was “a turnirgnf and to” (2003, p.1). It seems to me that
most conversion studies so emphasize the exper@nuaening itself, anu uie rengivus sysiein
which a person turn® that they tend to forget there is also somethiey have turnettom.
Therefore, although | will attempt to limit the geoof this section as best | can, | must give it

some space to unfold because the issuéuohihg from” can cover quite a bit of breadth.

Before the arrival of Islam, the regions of ourdsavere known as Bactria and Soghdia.
The religious milieu was a mixture of ZoroastrianjsChristianity, Buddhism, and indigenous

forms of animism. And while Islam arrived early thvthe Arab armies in the mid-eight century,

® More on this below in sections on Religious Historical Context, and Cultural Context.
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it remained primarily the religion of the rulingaslses through the Umayyad and, Abbasid
Caliphates (Moffett 2009). Even with these earlyshitu overlords, the older Christian
communities remained important elements of theialis landscape. This is evidenced by the
fact that some cities thought of today as centetslamic civilization, such as Samargand and
Bukhara, were, during the early Islamic era, “mptidgians” of the Syriatic Church, implying

large numbers of Christians existed in and arohedé cities (Latourette 2003, p.323).

Then, in the early thirteenth century, the scowfhe earth arrived in the region—the
Mongol armies led by Genghis Khan. The slaughtdrdastruction inflicted in the region by his
horde became proverbial. The Arab historian IbAthir called it a “tremendous disaster such as
had never happened before, and which struck théewinarld, though the Muslims above all. If
anyone were to say that at no time since the omeati man by the great God had the world

experienced anything like it, he would only beitgjlthe truth” (cited in Spuler 1972, p. 30).

Much more could be said, but to the point, while damage inflicted by the Mongol
armies was brutal, it was quite temporary. Witleissl than one hundred years the great Mongol
empire was crumbling in Central Asia and soon thekit successors to the Khan converted to
Islam, thus causing it to regain status as thgiozliof the ruling elites (Khalid 2007). In thedat
fourteenth century Timur, a Turkic prince who useglriage to tap into the enormous charisma
resident in Genghisid line, began to establishva empire centered in what is today the
Ferghanna valley of Uzbekistan. His efforts woulglate a new high point in Islamic culture and
eventually Central Asia would become a new cerftéslamic civilization. A contemporary,

Mirza Qazvini, described Bukhara, the second dityimur’'s empire, as comparable to the very



seat of the Caliphate, Baghdad, “adorned with tighness of the light of doctors and jurists,”

and “embellished with the rarest of high attainrs&tited in Juvaini 1958).

During this period of Islamic resurgence it appehet the only other significant
religious community in the region was the Chrissiadind although they were in in decline, they
still had a visible public role. This is evidendagthe fact that Nestorian Christians were able to
operate a training college for clergy in Centrai@d the Turko-Mongolian language, at least
as late as 1340 (Dickens 2001, p. 16). Howeventeredly the Timurid rulers brought the long
Christian presence in the region to an end andetien became, thoroughly and completely
Islamic. It is also believed that it was on accoafrthe Timurid rulers that the narfi@rkistan
came to be used for the region. Specifically, the pf Central Asia pertinent to this thesis was
calledWest Turkistano differentiate it from the portion of the Turkiomelands that were
intermittently under Chinese overlord&ast TurkistanThus, despite the rise and fall of small
kingdoms in some of the oasis citi®éest Turkistarms the name by which the region would be
known even after Soviet authorities began carvinupiinto ethnically-linked administrative

areas (Adler 1946).

After its zenith during the Timurid dynasty, IslamCentral Asia began a slow process
of calcification. The reasons are many, but twernmated points stand out. One, because of the

generous grants to mosques, madfasasl Sufi hospices during the Timurid era, wasf° in

® In Modern usage, a madrasa is an institution of higher learning where the Islamic sciences are taught, as opposed
to and elementary school of the ordinary type (Pedersen 1986, p. 1123).

% The wagqf was a tax-free property endowment that could be established for pious benefit or public utility. Some
examples of the beneficiaries of wagfs are mosques, schools and graveyards (pious); or bridges, poor houses, and
public drinking fountains (public). The key determining factor in those established for public benefit was that the

9



Central Asia became a powerful and wealthy institutThis caused a systematic impulse to
protect the existing power structures by limitirgg@ss to the original textual sources of
authority, the Quran and the Hadiths. And nexty dvee as fewer and fewer individuals had
access to these sources of authority, other colédgtheld cultural artifacts became Islamic
identity markers. In other words, ancestors, hgsdand lifecycle events slowly took the place
of knowledge and adherence to Islamic doctrinesa(ildi2007). As decades turned to centuries,
Islam in Central Asia became a collection of folkwand life-cycle rituals for the majority of
the people, rather than a set of doctrines andipesdR’0i 1995, p. 83). The result was that
even prior to the Soviet era, Central Asian Islaad hecome a meta-ethnic construction, similar

to the designatiofurkic.

A fascinating insight into this worldview and consition of the meaning of Islam comes
from an official history written for the Khan of Krarazini' in the early nineteenth century. This
massive volume begins with the biblical Adam arehtleads to Noah’s grandson named Turk—
the progenitor of all Turkic peoples—and from thémeugh their collective national history. In
this account the Turkic peoples appear to haveyawaen Muslims; it makes no mention of
Arabia or the arrival of Islam in Central Asia (Marand Agahi c. 1928). What is remarkable is
that not even the Prophet Muhammad appears iwvéngson of Islamic history! Islam is

presented as if it were virtually synonymous withatvit means to be Turkic. Thus, for the

beneficiaries were all Muslims or that the Muslim population of a given area collectively have the right to use the
utility (Peters 2002, p.60).

" Khwarazim was first the name of an administrative region under the Abbasid Caliphate, but by this time was only
a small oasis kingdom, located on what is today to border between Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan.
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majority of Central Asians, Islam had beconwdni ** (spelled without the capital), or perhaps
“local Islam.” The religion brought to the regiog Arabs had become subsumed into local
identity and changed into just another part offtbekic genealogical heritage. The importance
of this cannot be overstated because it demonstitad¢ ISlam as a civilizational force and
universalizing religion was already in full-scatdreat before the arrival of the Russians and

later the Bolsheviks.

Into this retreating Islam entered the Russiansi4ode-Soviets who, soon after
solidifying their political control began a massattack against religious structures and sacred
spaces. The institution @fagfwas ended and all their properties confiscated gunes,
madrasas, and shrines were destroyed or closedfiitial Muslim Spiritual Administration for
Kazakhstan and Central Asia was established whaglk the government a significant level of
control over the few mosques, madrasas and clethiash were allowed to remain (Hiro 1994 &
Louw 2007). The result of this limited access tggbal sacred spaces was the further
weakening of the root of Islamic knowledge and‘tbag-term transformation of religious

culture” (Khalid 2007, p. 82).

It is worth noting that the “transformation of igibus culture” which Khalid notes was
not isolated to the Muslims who came under RusSmariét rule. After the collapse of the
Ottoman Empire, there was a discernible trend tdwlae secularization of life in many Muslim
lands (Ro’i 1995). However, since in Central Asis tprocess was driven by outsiders, i.e. the

Russians, the secularization of life was much ncorgested by Muslim communities. Open

2 Abdul el-Zein has made a strong case that there are many “islams” observable if one approaches Islam
anthropologically rather than essentially (1977).
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resistance such as the nationdiashmach{meaning “bandit” in Uzbek) in the early 1920s
(Hiro, 1995) are not of concern here, but more ipagerms of resistance are since they have an
impact on the way Islam developed in the regionugh the Soviet era. This passive resistance
to Soviet ideology seems to have taken two didyirditferent paths, both of which have their

roots in Central Asia’s pre-Russian past.

The first group who passively contested the Soviempaign against Islam were those
who became known as tigadmichilar, or traditionalists (Murphy 1992, p. 191). Thesadims
maintained their identity primarily by clinging tbeir cultural practices, which they
reinterpreted as being Islamic. For example, Polalaies thakalym or the brideprice
traditionally practiced by all Central Asian cukgt was considered to be an essential feature of
Islam (1992, p. 55). But since the Soviet state adely promoting ethnic identity as a

necessary evil, cultural expressions of Islam vmertetreated as threats to state poter.

The second source of this passive resistance wasrklocally asJadidchilar, or
reformers (Murphy 1992, p. 191). Thadid movement wanted to modernize Central Asian
Islam, to free it from its backward ethnically aried stagnation (Ro’i 1995). What Muslims
called reform, odadid, Soviet authorities dubbed “parallel Islam” includaty and all activities
of Soviet Muslims which took place beyond the cohtf the Soviet Spiritual Directorates. This
unauthorized version of the faith was propagated bpwly developed network of itinerate
clerics and unauthorized, underground mosquesiarmgesprayer rooms. At its most basic, this

was little more than small groups in homes condiggtirayers, but in some places it included all

'3 See section below on Cultural Context.
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the religious services a devout Muslim family migleed though the cycles of life (Myer 2012,
p. 187). “Parallel Islam” seems to have come todtitention of Soviet authorities first in the
1960s (Ro’i 1995), but became a major concerneatithe of the Khomeini revolution in Iran
(Wimbash 1986, p. 227-228). There is significantlemce that extensive underground Islamic
societies existed even after several decades @&rgment repression. In the mid-1980s, a study
by the Soviet Academy of Social Sciences found “garatively extensive practice of [Islamic]
traditions, festivals and rites among all socio-dgraphic groups of population” (Ro’i 1995, pp.
13-14). Yet in testimony to the impact of the awmligious purges, that same study also found
that these unofficial Islamic “religious leadergihgtle or no religious training,” and that they

“clearly based their leadership role on folk prees’ (bid p. 15).

By now it is obvious that the generally accepteslwthat Islam was decimated by the
militant Atheism of the Soviet Union is not com@igtaccurate. Certainly the Soviet state
exerted enormous pressure on the Muslim commumitlydue to what had already happened, |
believe Khalid’s description of a community trarrsfed is more accurate. Other than a
destruction of physical sacred spaces, this pregmumarily acted to accelerate existing trends.
Specifically, this refers to the migration of retigs identity away from scriptural sources and
toward ethnic ones, causing religion to become ewere of a “localslam” In other words,
while Muslims in Central Asia will always contint@ share certain normative features with their
coreligionists in other areas of the world, dingdiefore, during, and after the Soviet era, the
term Muslim is best understood in Central Asia aseta-ethnic identity, similar to the

designation “Turkic” (Khalid 2007).
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With this in mind | find it fascinating that somecsal scientists are already writing about
the “Russian-Soviet parenthesis” in Central Asiauflelle, 2005, 41). In other words, some view
the combined Russian-Soviet impact on Central Asibittle more than a parenthesis in a

sentence, important because it somewhat interthptarger flow, but not critical to meaning.

This also points toward the status of Islam in @@rAsia since the collapse of control
from Moscow in 1991. It is my contention that ferderstanding conversions in the region, there
is no need to specifically assess Islam in the-Bosiet era in order to understand the religious
context of my research. Yes there has been a @ralibn of mosque building in the post-Soviet
era, and indeed more people are publically pagtang in Islamic ritual, but that nicely sums up
the degree to which things have changed becauke vel of practice, the majority of the

Muslim population fits the profile | have previoyglainted.

A survey done in 2011-2012 by the Pew forum forigkeh in Public Life serves as a
nice illustration of this point. It showed that fmost Central Asians, Islam is still more an aspect
of their ethnic identity rather than a religiouagtice. As it concerns Muslims in the three states
connected to this study, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstad,dzbekistan, below are some of the results

that are representative of their level of religipuactice:

e On average, how often to you attend the mosqu€dtatandJumahPrayet*?
64% answered seldom or never

» Outside of attending religious services, how oflenyou pray?

58% answered seldom or never

¥ salat refers to the five-times-a-day, daily prayers, and Jumah are Friday prayers.
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» Do you fast during the holy month of Ramadan?
84% answered NO

* How often do you read or listen to the Quran?
56% answered a few times a year or never
Or in the words of one visiting Turkish scholar piost-Soviet Central Asia “there are

Islamic sentiments and feelings, but they lack tmewledge" (Kimmage 2005).

But that raises important questions such as, “Witiie meaning of all this religious
history?” And “What does ‘being a Muslim’ mean tperson whose worldview has been shaped
by the religio-historical context above?” To begie must lay a bit of groundwork because
even the term “Muslim” has a wide spectrum of thHduwagssociated with it. On one end of the
scale is the essentialist view made famous by Edl8aid, “Islam does not develop, and neither
do Muslims; they merely are” (1979; p. 317). Ifstistatic view of Islam, so common in religious
studies, is combined with essential Islam’s ortlaagr then a Muslim is preeminently someone
who practices the fundamentals of the religionstdrh (Denny 1993). On the other end of the
scale would be the classical anthropological apgrad someone like Clifford Geertz who
would tell us that a Muslim is someone whose “systef significance-beliefs, rites,

meaningful objects” (1968, p. 95) has been shagddlamic thought.

By this time it should be clear that | thoroughigaree with the essentialist view since it
presents Islam as some kind of decontextualizelobgilmonolith. On the other hand, while | lean
toward the anthropological view, given the histaricontext | have detailed above, that too is

not a perfect fit. The classical view of anthrogplas that there are core symbols in all religions
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which are the building blocks, in this case, olsglamic worldview (Ortner 1984, p. 130). But as
we have seen, over a very long period of time thieeausal Islamic “core symbols” were
overtaken by cultural symbols that are not necédgsanted in essential Islam, and community
belonging as markers of one’s identity as a MusBythe end of the Soviet era, for vast
majority of the indigenous population in Centraigd$eing a Muslim had very little to do with
classic Islam, it meant being part of a commurhit saw itself as Muslim, not individual
knowledge of sacred material or regular practickskaimic rituals. Therefore, for the purposes of
this thesis, a Muslim is anyone who understandsélihas part of the Muslim community, or in
the case of converts, anyone who claims to have pag of such a community in the past. This
means my use of the term “Muslim” will be a sels@mation, anyone who described

themselves as a “former Muslim” or “Muslim convextill be referred to as such.

1.2.3 Cultural Context

The third and final aspect of context that | wiskekplore is the cultural one. For the
majority of research done in post-Soviet CentrabAhe cultural issue has been framed by
ethnicity, yet | have deliberately chosen to cubas ethnic categories. There are two main
reasons for this. First, it seems to me that sohoeioresearch objectivity has been hijacked by a

priori decision about the contours of ethnicity in thgioa, one that is rooted in Soviet era

policy.

It may sound strange to some that the Soviet Uaperated with a “positive
discrimination” policy toward minorities (Martin PQ), but many aspects of state ideology were

negotiated based on ethnic identity. This posidigerimination was developed through an
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elaborate discourse within the various Soviet acegle of sciences concerning “ethnogenesis,”
that is how peoples came into being with a shattedtity. Linguists were instructed to construct
distinct ‘literary languages’ for these peopledisat the political leadership could highlight the
differences between peoples who previously had fimocemmon than what distinguished them
from each other. Historians painted the picturspgcific peoples existing through many
centuries, more or less unchanged on the sameQam these identities became accepted by
the political system, they were propagated botkheystate publishing system and by hiring
decisions within the newly minted republics. Aspecifically concerns Central Asia, the end
result was that despite the many imprecisions efeéd@thnography, an eponymous people
became wedded to a territory (Laruelle 2008) amdipced what are commonly referred to as
the “titular nationalities” of the region, i.e. tik@zakh, Kyrgyz, Uzbek, etc., those ethnic groups
that gained Soviet Republican status. The ensutegdks of SSR stattigave the impression
that the region was already organized in sometkimgar to the Westphalian nation-state
model. Thus at the collapse of the Soviet Unisegmed a rather “natural” transition for the

international community to recognize the indepewdarf these ethnically—derived states.

Yet it is easy to forget that these seemingly priofied ethnicitiescumtitular nationalities
are rooted in dubious Soviet-constructed ethnimhsgraphies which were constructed as part
of a Soviet effort to create national identitieatttvould undermine the pan-Turkic and pan-
Islamic ideas (Shnirelman 2010). As recently asl®@0s there were only three recognized
‘indigenous nationalities” Uzbeks, Kirghiz (sic)damurkmen (Atkin 1992). Not only this, but a

large study in the 1970s showed that ethnic idewtés fluid in the Soviet Union, particularly

1> SSR — Soviet Socialist Republic.
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with people shifting toward titular nationalitiegch as Bashkirs becoming Tatars and Uyghurs
becoming Uzbeks and Kazakhs (Anderson and Silv@BY1€oncerning this fluidity, one

Uyghur businessman explained to me:

In the past, Uyghurs lived with the Uzbeks in teeghana Valley and they all
lived like one people...Then, when Stalin startetidee conflict with the
Chinese, he tried to divide the Uyghurs as sepaaatenmigrants from China.
When people were standing in bread lines, theiaffigould ask ‘are you Uyghur
or Uzbek?’ If the person answered “Uzbek” theytipoee or four loaves of bread.
If they answered “Uyghur” they got only one. So@ople learned it was better to
be Uzbek, not Uyghur, although they had neveryeahtbught about the
difference before (Kyrgizmanov, S. 2005).

However, on this point | wish to be clear. | ant amuing that the national identities
which are usually part of ethnographic researclgdas Central Asia lack historical grounding.
My point is that ethnicity has long been fluid ier@ral Asia, and as such it is a weak foundation
for research design. And because of this weaktigssendency in Central Asian studies to
frame almost all phenomenon, including religiousvarsion, along ethnic lines has probably

caused important insights to be missed, insiglasithope to capture by specificatipt using

ethnicity as either a category of data collectioamalysis.

Now, as a means of transition, | would very brigfluch back on the concern that Soviet
authorities had with larger, or “pan-* identitiesdause this quite ironically brings us to the
second reason | feel we must move beyond ethnicibyr study of conversion in the region

Russification

18



1.3 Russification

One of the reasons that ethnic identity has beehn adocal lens for studies in Central
Asia is that it is located on the opposite enchefgpectrum from the discredited “new Soviet
man” dogma. In the luxury of hindsight, some scholave dismissed this major goal of Soviet
policy as an ideological fantasy (Kaganovsky, 2004)s dismissal seems to be corroborated
because “the new Soviet man,” in the sense ofiigadlanimal, has now splintered into many
different republics. Yet this is another place vehee must be careful lest we allow the
geopolitical to overshadow our thinking about Cah#sia. For even if there is no political
entity attached to “the new Soviet man,” there @sticertainly a meta-identity in the region that
shares some of its contours, that is the commosdyg term—ussifiedMuslims. Usually
Russificatiorrefers to the process of linguistic and culturaimdation that many non-Russians
experienced in the Soviet Union (Bennigsen 1960arter to properly understand what a
russifiedidentity is and why it is important in a studyaanversion, we should look briefly at

both the linguistic and cultural assimilation thag involved.

To begin, we must remember that while “enforcedgmibe too strong of a word,
linguistic assimilation in the Soviet Union was @ostrictly voluntary process. The use of
Russian by non-Russian peoples was encouragedpettific social, economic, and political
aims in mind. First, Soviet authorities theorizbdttlanguage was the actual location of ethnic
consciousness, thus linguistic assimilation woaktllto deep ethnic changes (Kholmogorow
1970, cited in Silver 1974). Also, the CommunisttpdCPSU) promoted Russian proficiency as

the “inter-ethnic bond which could hold a Sovietlthethnic society together” (Matusziewicz,
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2010, p. 213). However, in order to understanceffects of linguistic assimilation, Silver points
out that it is useful to distinguish the two fulects of language in a setting where there is contact
between ethnic groups; a vehicle of communicatimhasymbol of identity. When language is
acting as a vehicle of interethnic communicatidpeitomes a conduit whereby ttber moves
closer, a function that relates to cultural asstioh which | will examine shortly. Silver’s

second function of language is as a symbol of etbncultural identity—one belongs when one
can speak the language. Thus a Central Asian wtenie bilingual with Russian could not only
communicate with Russians, but they would quitersdly feel at ease in social settings that

their mono-lingual coreligionists would not (SilvE974). Over time, this very practical outcome
of bilingualism would cause an identity shift, esipdly in an imperial context where the

authorities were actively promoting a new visiortted ideal man.

The other aspect &ussificationthat we should examine is cultural assimilationisTis
perhaps best understood by means of two commoaxperiences in the Soviet era, post-
secondary education and Soviet military servicéh@dgh some argue for one or the other being
the more powerful influence, | see no reason tasgp them here because they seem to have
very similar contours in the way the affected iagrformation of Central Asians. Both required
a young Muslim to leave their natal home and livekistudy in a mixed-ethnic setting. Both
required the rapid development of Russian proficyend finally, both forced them to eat in
common dining halls where they would unwittinglyaalon Islamic dietary regulations (Khalid
2007 & Benningsen and Lemercier-Quelquejay 196@hsitlering the importance most
Muslims have historically placed on dietary regolias, and the emotional value of food, and the

issues of ritual purity involved, it would seemnb@ that this last factor would have the deepest
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impact of the three on a Muslim’s sense of idenfityis is more a topic for psychological

research, therefore | can only speculate here.

| find it quite interesting that the issues raigethe literature are the very things that
have come up in conversations with Central Asidimiatheir experiences with Russians. One
friend, (not a part of this study) described hisse in the Soviet army during the late 1970s. |

asked him how it changed him:

“l was 17 when | went to the Russian army. Theyt sasfar up North into
Russia somewhere. | could barely speak any Rudsi#as cold and alone. | had
to quickly learn to understand and speak Russisnitave because there was no
one to translate into Uzbek for me in drill campey worked us from early
morning until late evening. When they said you daedt, you ran to the dining
hall and ate whatever it was they had. | had nea&rn pork in my life, but when

you are that hungry you don’t ask questions abdatws in the food.

After two years | came home. Because | now hadlskelder] and spoke good
Russian | got a job at the large pump and pipefgcit lunch we had a dining
hall where all the employees ate. | still did nsk guestions about what kind of

meat was in food.

So, | have never bought pork to eat, never eat@nhome, but before | really
didn’t think about it. In those days it didn’t mattt food was food” (Sayid A.
2006).

Here we see a snapshot of how theories abouttitegses drussificatiorook in real

life, here is how the culture of one young Musliramthanged. These two things, service in the

Soviet military and post-secondary education, weaitershed events for countless Central
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Asians like my friend above. Uzbeks, Tatars, Kasakhyghurs, etc. left home as peasants, but
returned after a few years as Soviet citizens.iBgygtudying, and eating side-by-side with the

other, Russians, Ukranians, Koreans, etc., helped gefardifferent identity.

The combination of linguistic and cultural assirida produced a common sense of
citizenship and shared experiences. However, lecmhthey did not create a completely shared
identity with Russians, something which might belied by the termrussifiedMuslim.” The
commonality that many Muslims in the former SoVetion feel toward Russians must be
understood as a genuine coexistence of their Islamd/or ethnic identities within a new Soviet
one (Khalid 2007), not as a complete loss or subsyif their Islamic identity in the Soviet
one. This is because the assimilation factors we kaplored, i.e. the power of continued shared
cultural space with other Muslims, such as faminmbers, community obligations, as well as
other minor ones we have not explored, would ngehmeen enough to fully assimilate a Central
Asian into Russian culture. This experience of bitiag two cultural spaces created a distinctly
new cultural identity—a hybrid identity—thressifiedMuslim. And this is why the concept of
Russifications so important as part of the context of the essions in this study. But before

delving into that, | think it would be expedientl&y some groundwork.

When a person develops a hybrid identity, sevarags happen. Important to this study
is that it allows a person to maintain an idertitgmeland” while simultaneously building a
social capital in a new identity “location.” In ghsituation, theussifiedMuslim kept a sense of
belonging to the Islamic community while building i@entity in Soviet

social/political/economic space, thus acquiringesns of social mobility. However, it is
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important that we understand hybridization as ntlba@ a pragmatic strategy for personal or
family advancement. The bifurcation of identityalso a way of resolving internal-external
conflict for peoples living under colonial rule (Ve 2000). Rather than suppressing the tension
of cultural ambiguity, this fusing of identity reewd the choice between social worlds
unnecessary becauseitablesa person to carry markers of both Muslim and Rusilentity at
the same time, and without any sense of contradicReople with hybrid identities culturally
inhabit “an ambiguous third space... with differeattgral identities brought into dialogue with

each other” (Barnett 2008, p. 3).

This is precisely where the importance of undeditagRussificationcan be seen in this
study of conversion. What Barnett calls an “ambigaithird space” | would argue is in fact a
new culture, or at the very least a significaniffedent sub-culture. Because it is a different
cultural background it has a huge impact on howpfeeexperience religious conversion. In
other words, the Uzbeks, Kyrgyz, Kazakhs and otivs participated in my study were
significantly different from their ethnic coreligiests in Northern Afghanistan or Northwest
China, even though they share not only ethnic idebtt live in close geographic proximity.
Nor are they simply bilingual people who could #fere access information about the Christian
religion in the Russian language. But these ar@lpasho inhabit an overlapping, yet
nonetheless different, cultural space. They are Ineesnof a meta- identity that goes beyond both
their ethnic and Islamic ones. They are very sptiy russifiedMuslims who have converted

to Christ.
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To bring the matter context to a conclusion, ti& fnajor contextual consideration has
to do with the religious history of the region. Disemany factors, for the majority of the
population in Central Asia, being a Muslim hadditb do with classic Islam, it means being part
of a community that is Muslim. The identity as ag¥ion which most study participants held
prior to conversiolf had very little to do with individual knowledge sdicred texts or the regular
practice of Islamic rituals. Or, in the words of@d Muslim friend in Almaty, Kazakhstan who

said a Muslim is anyone “one who nursed at a Mublieast.”

Secondly, concerning cultural identity, the indiges ethnic identities we are familiar
with are, to a certain degree, political artifaatsl have long been quite fluid. Thus | have argued
that we need to move beyond the categories of Kezadyrgyz, or Uzbeks in our social
analysis. Also, as it concerns cultural context,ithpact ofRussificationis such that is has
created in a new hybrid identity—assifiedMuslim. Thus | would contend that we must
consider the study participants as members oftendisulture, or at least a distinct subculture as
russifiedMuslims. It follows that analysis of conversionsach a context must differ
significantly from studies of people who have t&# classical practice of one religion to join

another.

Finally, despite my best efforts to thoroughly ecgle the context in which this study is
immersed, we should keep in mind that no analymimsaven begin to mirror the variety and

complexity of a real world context (Isichei 197The best we can do is consider contextual

'® There were a few participants who were much more observant than the majority, and those cases will be noted
and dealt with as needed in chapter four.
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factors with all due diligence, all the while renmtaeming that religious conversion will always

be, to some extent, a mystery.

1.4 Problem Statement

Since the break-up of the Soviet Union a little entiran 20 years ago, significant
numbers of Muslims living Central Asia have lefeithancestral religion and converted to faith
in Christ’. Protestant Christian missionaries view these@enes for the global expansion of
their faith, while Islamic and political leadersmbeince these as subversive, even pseudo-
religious financial frauds (Noor 2012). But somewehbeyond the heated rhetoric and inflated
egos of those on the periphery of the phenomeseif,itit the core there are people who are
making weighty choices about what they believeaitd whom they will identify. There has
been very little research into these conversiond,rene that | can find which was both rooted
in the actual narratives of converts and gave geronsideration to the specific socio-religious

context. This brings us to the purpose of thistand the research question that will guide it.

v Typically these conversions fit into the larger theological framework of Protestant Christianity. However, since
few of the study participants used that framework as a self-descriptor, | will refrain from doing so until chapter
four concerning findings and analysis.
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1.5 Statement of Purpose and Research Questions

The purpose of this study is two-fold. One, to feahat the personal narratives of
Muslim converts to Christ in a post-Soviet, Centaian context tell us about emic
understandings of conversion. And two, how contabdactors may have influenced the way
these conversions are experienced. In order toexhis in the widest possible way, my

research has been guided by the following questions

* What is religious conversion?

* What kind ofislam'® are converts turninfjom in Central Asia?

* What is a fussifiedMuslim” and how might this influence subsequentarsion to
Christ?

* What can we learn about the meaning of their peiscomversion experiences from the
content of these narrativés

* What insights about the nature of conversion itsaif be found in the stories of converts

in Central Asia?

Or to state the research idea as one succinctignest

What do the conversion narratives of Muslim corsréot Christ in post-Soviet Central

Asia tell us about the way they understand themveosion, the contextual influences on

their conversions, and the nature of religious epsion itself?

¥ The use of lower-case i in “islam” signifies local expressions of the religion as opposed to “Islam” capitalized to
denote its universal characteristics and expression.

% Content analysis is only one of several different approaches to narrative inquiry. The rational for this choice will
be explained in chapter 3, Methodology.
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1.6 Research Approach

This investigation represents what could be call@dulti-case study of conversions. In-
depth interviews were the primary method of fiekdedcollection. | began the interview process
by conducting two pilot interviews which | usedfilter questions and shape the approach to
conducting the interviews which | would eventualke. In the end, the information obtained
from thirty-six individual interviews formed the &ia for the findings of this study. The
interviews were conducted in either Russian or Bhgtepending on the choice of the

participant. They were taped, recorded, and trémsgiverbatim.

This data was later coded using an open codebavklaped according to actual content
of the interviews, yet guided by the study’s cortaapframework. Finally the data was analyzed
in several ways. One, | examined the occurren@®dés across different interviews to weigh
possibilities for generalization. Two, commonly oging codes were operationally defined by
interview extracts. Three, the coded material wedyaed in light of the contextual matters laid
out in chapter one. Four, theories were developad the interview data that both explained
and illustrated the finding8.These four steps were not exactly sequentialpagth there is a
certain logic and flow to the way they are presertieove. In practice they would be better
described as recursive, that is, they were repeatddverlapped as necessary to best derive

meaning from the data.

This approach has helped me avoid a common protiianDaniel Varisco deals with in

his booklslam ObscuredHe argues that much ethnographic writing aboutrglgeoples is

*The specifics of coding, analysis, and theory development are covered in chapter three, Methodology.
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filled with researchergelling what Muslims say or do, and contain vettyel of whatMuslims
themselves actually say or do (2005). Thus in titk ¢his produces new theory that is not so
much derived from the participants as it is from tbsearcher’s perceptions of them. My
approach has, | believe, produced findings andribeonore rooted in the actual words and

meaning constructions of study participants thamynobservations and ideas.

1.7 The Researcher

Although I have focused on deriving meaning andstmicting theory from the words of
study participants, it is still true that “the raseher is the instrument in qualitative inquiry”
(Patton 2002, p. 566). This does not mean thaakscience findings are completely subjective
and thus not as valid as those obtained with inat@rtools such as microscopes or algorithms.
However it does mean that the background and petrgpeof the social science researcher are
likely to exert a more obvious imprint on theirdings than in other disciplines. With this in

mind, it seems appropriate to describe my own backgl which led to this particular thesis.

My family and | lived in post-Soviet Central Asia and off for twelve years, 1997-
2009, about half of that time in the country of Kilastan and half in Kyrgyzstan. During this
time | had a number of different jobs, ranging froaommunity development worker in small
NGOs to being an assistant professor at the Ametitaversity of Central Asia. My interest in
cultural studies was kindled soon after we movedlinaty, Kazakhstan where | found the

encounter with non-Western peoples, particularist{@oviet Muslims, fascinating. Working at a
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local NGO required me to quickly learn Russian eagularly interact with local people, and due
to the nature of that work, most of our interacsiovere intheir context not mine. This caused

me to develop a keen interest in local cultureoAé&sarly in our sojourn in Almaty, | met Dr.
William Clark, a cultural anthropologist who hadegp many years in the region. We spent many
hours discussing culture, religion, and other tegis my family attempted to become

acculturated to the region.

This confluence of factors stirred in me a lateggice to do what | later came to know as
participant observation, and so | began doing madrethnographic interviews as a hobby,
writing them up for my own pleasure. EventuallyClark challenged me to formalize my study
of Central Asian culture by under taking an M.Aarfr William Carey International University,

in Pasadena CA, where he served as an adjunaidtmtiand became my academic mentor.

Later my family moved to Kyrgyzstan, where | workked another NGO, but this time
specifically for ethnographic research and relatasulting. Through that organization |
conducted three ethnographic studies: a two-yegegrabout the long-distance Muslim traders
who link NW China and the Ferghanna valley, thet nexstudy the concepts of marriage held by
Muslims in Kyrgyzstan, and a short ethnography abow Muslim converts to Christianity

view expatriate Christians.

During more than fifteen years of involvement im@al Asia, | have observed, first
hand, enormous change in the region. One sphereaoige that has held my keen interest is the
shifting religious environment. | have watched itslstruggle to resurge among the largely

nominal Muslim population, as well as seen a sigaift number of Muslims who have
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converted to various forms of Christianity. Withegt interest | have observed the impact across
social, cultural, and political domains as these teligions have jostled for adherents. This
eventually developed into a desire to understaasgeitonversions better. This naturally led to

my research questions and the topic of my thesis.

As for my current research activities, in addittorthis thesis, | am a Senior Research

Associate with Fruitful Practice Research. Thia mollaborative research team that is studying

the “best practices” of Christian NGO workers imigas parts of the developing world and then
developing training based on those findings. Mg liavolves qualitative research design, field
data collection, analysis, and training. Since 20DB8ve worked alongside several researchers
from different disciplines, and this has had adaagd very positive impact on my own

development as a researcher.

Finally, to be forthright about possible biaseshduld state that | am a devout
Evangelical Christian. My family’s involvement ire@tral Asia has always been “missional,”
that is we have always made decisions around avadue of taking the message of Jesus to the
people with whom we live and work. Nevertheledsave spent many years deliberately trying
to develop the academic objectivity and identitygereconcerning topics that are of great
personal importance. However, in this particuladgt it seemed that many people needed to
affirm my Christian identity, or categorize me imvay they were comfortable with, before they
would participate in the interviews. Kathryn Kraficountered a similar response in her study of

Arab converts:
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“Converts would not accept anyone who claimed ta beutral researcher; if they were
to talk to me, | had to be “for” them; otherwisleey would conclude that | was “against”
them. This helps to explain why many of them chodeelieve that | was more than just

an academic researcher” (p.56).

This confirms what Raymond Lee found concerning @sgarch with highly stigmatized
populations—that the researcher needs an identitghaclearly establishes thdiona fidesas a
person with whom participants can interact safely without reserve (1993, p.67). Therefore, it
is fair to say that it would have been impossibladcess this particular study population without
having a clear Christian identity. On the otherdhahseemed important to some participants
that | was conducting truly academic researchstrattly acting as a “missionary.” It seems the
many participants viewed me as both an insaferan outsider to the world of Christian
mission. | believe this was due to three factong,d have carefully cultivated an academic
identity over the years with some of these indigidyutwo, my formal interviews were
conducted some years after | had lived in the regad three, the way in which | conducted the

interviews was specifically designed to projecsinisider/outsider image.

Finally, | would assert that there is no inheresritcadiction to being an evangelical
Christian and conducting high quality academic aese Having strong beliefs, even to the
extent of sharing them with others, is neither walisor exclusively Christian. Over the years |
lived in Central Asia | worked with Christians, Minss, Atheists and Agnostics. Many of these

were as committed to their “faith” or worldview bam to mine. These individuals ranged from
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an American anthropologist who was a dedicatedgmafor of the LGBT worldvie®; to

devout members of the Muslims Dawa movement, terdvangelical Christians like myself.
Ultimately, the question is not whether an acadesaithave a personal faith and still do
professional research; but whether or not he cantaia objectivity in his work. | take pride in
the fact that | have spent years developing thigytn separate my personal feelings from my
work, thus | am persuaded my faith does not inwaay distort my research findings, but in fact

facilitated this research.

1.8 Assumptions

As with all research, there are fundamental pressitipns from which my work flows.
Based on my personal background, experiences autagc training, this research will reflect
the following basic assumptions. First, althoughwarsion is a distinctly religious issue, it is not
the exclusive domain of theology. Moreover, becaungaim is to develop emic understandings
and grounded theories, | believe the disciplineArhropology and Sociology, rather than of
Divinity, are better positioned to wrestle with ttopic. Secondly, although | have argued that
Muslim conversions to Christ in Central Asia arerg place in a fairly unique context, they are
still products of a highly interconnected world.€féfore | do not expect the experiences of
conversion in this study to be so different asalbifto the classic Orientalist trap of painting
them as thether. Recognizing the peculiarities of context is difiet than radicalizing it. And

finally, I assume that all the personal storiegstiavith me are true. | did not cross-check them

2t (LGBT) Lesbian-Gay-Bisexual-Transgender.
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nor did | approach them with significant skepticisfhis does not mean | consider every fact
and detail of each story to be precise, rather haserting that none of the study participants

were attempting to deceive me or intentionally esesenting their experierite

1.9 Rationale and Significance

Although the Soviet Union has been dissolved forentban two decades, our social
science knowledge of its soft underbelly in Centrsila is still woefully lacking. This lack of
depth has often caused the Muslims of the regidretassociated with the ongoing turmoil in
Afghanistan of Pakistan due to geographic proxiraitg the appellation -stan. Alternately, and
just as incorrectly, despite the fact that Muslimke-up the vast majority of the population in
Central Asia, they are often summarily lumped thgewith Russians because of misperceptions
about the Soviet Union. Despite the small meastiteith that exists in all over-generalizations,

these both point toward a need for more in-deptiesscience research in the region.

Another rationale for more diverse social reseanclthe region comes from the over-
emphasis that has been placed on one academiplgisciThere have been an abundance of
books, articles, and studies about the possiblpaiizal consequences of these “Muslim”
states gaining their independence at the end dbtlveet era. We could spend a great deal of
time speculating on why this is so, but the antblogist Gabriele Rasuly-Paleczek has observed

that on the level of the individual researcher,pgditical studies are in vogue in Central Asia

*? see further discussion in chapter three, Methodology, under the discussion about recollection and fact.
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because they mainly rely on quantitative and méarel data, thus do not require long-term

field work in a difficult and perhaps politicallyngtable environment (2005, p.3).

My own experiences in Central Asia reflect thisegssnent. For example, | distinctly
remember meeting a “visiting scholar” at the AmanidJniversity of Central Asia in Bishkek,
Kyrgyzstan. He was visiting for three months toaaet research, funded by the US Defence
Department, on Kyrgyz propensities toward commuwityence. As we exchanged research
notes, he was quite surprised that | had alreagy lin Kyrgyzstan for about three years and was
planning to spend a couple more “in the field” gaithg different ethnographic data. He then
leaned over the table in the library and quietlg tne he “couldn’t imagine living in a hole like
this” for so long. | did not find his attitude suiging because not long before this encounter, a
friend who teaches in the Central Asian studiesadeapent of a major American university told
me, “if any research project requires more than@mths in the field, it was a very hard sell in
this department.” With a prevalence of such atgsydt is no wonder that Central Asian studies

suffer from a lack of research produced from thegteerm fieldwork of social scientists.

But the dearth of a robust social science knowlasigaly one indicator pointing toward
the importance of undertaking a new research irtr@efsia. Just as important, but concerning
a very different domain of knowledge, is the fdwttthis study will also add to our
understanding of conversion to Christ in the Mushorld. Although some research on this
phenomenon has been done; Barnett 2008, Greendég Reaft 2009, and Radford 2011 to
name a few, there are still serious gaps in ounkedge because of the diversity of religious

practice and local historical experience acrosddlaenic world. Furthermore, Radford’s study
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isolates ethnic identity as the primary unit oflgaes, something | have already argued against
extensively. The nature of Islam in Central Asiaswach that for many Muslims their
enculturation into Russian/Soviet Culture Rurssification hyphenated their identity, making

them participants of a distinct sub-culture.

I will now offer one final rationale for this reseh. The majority of studies on religious
conversion, ones that have produced new theorimst @onversion, where conducted in the
West (I will use the term “West” or “Western” tofee to the United States and much of Europe,
as well as other English-speaking countries thathildren of the Enlightenment). This means
their contexts are liberal social environments whadividualistic assumptions about human
choices have made a clear imprint on theory devedoy. Clearly this is not the environment of
Central Asia where conformity to tradition is of amuhigher value (Poliakov 1992 & Ro’i
1995). A brief personal anecdote will help illuseréhe chasm between the typical Westerner

(myself) and a Central Asian.

Several years ago | was trying to learn local prosén the Ferghana valley, so | asked a
good Muslim friend if he could tell me some that father or grandfathers taught him. After
narrating several, he told one that | did not ustderd. The words seemed familiar but I could
not tie them together with meaning. After sevettdrapts he finally explained it to me and this
is basically what he said: “Live your life in thets son. Life is best lived in the rut where it is
safe.” That proverb is the polar opposite of an Aoaa cultural maxim | grew-up with, “get out
of the rut!” When he told me that this precept gadled his life | had a personal moment of

epiphany. Despite spending countless hours devedapclose friendship with this man and
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others like him, | suddenly understood how veryagtbe distance between the worldviews that
governed our lives. And it is a graphic remindexttifiil want to understand Muslim conversions
to Christ in post-Soviet Central Asia, | cannoyreh theories generated in the West, but must

attempt to enter their world and draw from thatteah And such is what | have done.
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Chapter 2 - Literature Review

Overview

It would be hard to overstate the importance ofliteeature review in the writing of a
thesis because “a researcher cannot perform signtfresearch without first understanding the
literature in the field” (Boote & Bile, 2005 p. 3loomberg and Volpe contend that the chief
purpose of reviewing the literature goes deepar thaveying what has already been written on
the topic; rather it is to help the researcher ttgva robust knowledge of it (2008 p.47). If my
topic were only concerned with one central poim, structure of this review would be quite
simple. However, my thesis forms an intersectiodifféerent domains of knowledge, and as
such requires a more complicated literature rex@gucture. In the hope of at least making this
complexity manageable, | will organize my reviewoithree broad fields, religious conversion
in general, conversion of Muslims to Christianityparticular, and thislam of post-Soviet

Central Asia.

2.1 Literature Related to Religious Conversion in @neral

The literature on religious conversion is wide, abtimes feels more like a patchwork
quilt than a coherent whole. However, one way Weamight bring some structure to this

cacophony of thought is to think of it as a continu This would range from esoteric works such
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as William James’ classivarieties of Religious Experiencen the one end, to something like

the Hefner's anthropological studgpnversion to Christianity1993), on the other.

philosophical/esoteric Concrete
[ 4 @

Therefore, | will use this simple continuum asaniework to explore the literature on
religious conversion, beginning with an exploratanmportant works in the field of conversion
studies that are highly esoteric in nature, themingpleft to right toward the more concrete

works.

2.2.1 Philosophical

First | would like to consider one of the most adst books on religion that | have ever
encountered, a relatively recent offerifitpe Study of Religion in a New Ky Jeppe Jensen
(2003). In all the 454 pages of text, there isaneingle example of a living religious experience
examined. Despite my own inclination away from #yigroach to understanding conversion,
and that the book is not about convergien se | found this book had much of value with

regards to my study.

For example, although it was surprising in suchghlly philosophical work, the author
insists that the only thing we really can say alyeligjious experiences is that which is talked

about by the participants (pp. 305-306), becausgoes reality is inherently a narrative
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construction. Whether it is a Native American sharpassing along his stories to the tribal
youth, or the first century Christian evangelistdating their memoirs of Jesus, the religious
world is more narrative than it is tangible. Whaleme would argue that this is true for all of life,
this is particularly so for the realm of religiordause it does not exist in the physical sphette, bu
only in a construction of shared realtyand that reality is shared through words (pp. 452)4
This dovetails nicely with the basic premise of Brded Theory, one of the analytical
approaches | will use in this stiélyJensen goes on to assert that the only reasbretiggon is
accessible at all is because, at one level, itsemantic phenomenonibfd) i.e. disclosed by
words. Therefore, while the spiritual verities thatievers profess to experience are beyond the
reach of systematic inquiry, because they are dithreugh words, the analysis of them is not.
This is not a trivial point and ties strongly iritee other analytical approach | am using,

Narrative Inquiry”.

The author goes on to point out that when we statigious phenomena, we must
demarcate between religious beliefs or experieandghe act of systematic analysis. If the
researcher does not keep these clearly separakesinmnd, he is susceptible to two particular
mistakes. He either attempts to apply logic andmatity to “other worldly” entities and
experiences, or assumes that understanding retigigperience is just as inaccessible as the
spiritual “realities” the narratives express. Jerseautionary note on this point could help
explain why religious studies has taken a “nareativn” in the past few decades, a trend of

which my own thesis is a part. Since religious eignee is a shared, semantic experience, then

2 Grounded Theory will be explored in depth in chapter three.
2 My use of Narrative Inquiry will be explained in chapter three.
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it is only logical that the best way to access thethrough narratives. So in a strange way, a
highly philosophical book lik&he Study of Religion in a New Kegs provided extensive

support for the concrete, narrative approach | takke in my thesis.

The next book | would considerhe Varieties of Religious Experienayg William James
(1902), is sometimes cited as the starting poirthefmodern study of religion, as opposed to
theology (Alexander, 1980 p. 192). The book is Haseseries of lectures James gave at the
University of Edinburgh and is a regular featuréhe literature reviews of many studies on
religion and religious experience. As withe Study of Religion in a New Kdgmes is not
writing specifically about conversion; nevertheldss does have quite a bit to say on the subject

with two chapters exclusively addressing it.

Despite my placement of this work on the philosophend of the scale, James does cite
the religious experiences of many people, somergjth. Nevertheless, his ideas and thoughts
seem much more derived from his own personal musmnidpe topics covered rather than actual
analysis of the experiences cited. This is probdhbky to James’ exclusive focus on the
psychology of religion, to the neglect of other eggehes that help explain religious

phenomenon.

Furthermore, James’s writings seem strangely cdictiary at times. In what eventually
becomes a text full of narratives, the author isdis the introduction that abstractions are the
best way to understand religious experience (p.HOvever, this contradiction is the book’s
saving grace. If it were not for James’ lengthwtigins of actual accounts of personal religious

experiences, his work would have been little déferfrom much of the highly theoretical work
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written before it, and therefore so abstruse dsetalmost worthless. In fact, it is perhaps his
greatest contribution to the development of theidime of religious studies in that he helped to
shift the focus from the institutional or colleaielement of religion to the individual and his

experience(s) (Nielsen, 1998).

As mentioned earlier, the book contains two chapberconversion, and these are, in my
opinion, perhaps the best part of the book. Amahgrahings, in these chapters, James argues
that despite a long Protestant preference for @wtaeding conversion as a dramatic event, there
is plenty of reason to believe otherwise. Even lmrairsseem to be examples of instantaneous,
dramatic religious conversions, James says itti@montradiction to view it as a much larger

process involving all of a person’s faculties (pp4-195).

On this subject in particular, James seems to bauggled. Perhaps he was trying to
articulate ideas and concepts before their timmrbahere were sufficient supporting writings in

the academic universe to help him properly expldnat he began.

As one might expect of any 100-year-old “classicits field, there have been many
critiques ofVarieties of Religious Experiencand of James’ thinking in general. Only a
sampling is possible here. For example, one wk#+ariticism from the feminist perspective is
that James’ work is wholly a “male’s eye view” efigious experience full of “Victorian
paternalism” (Thistlethwaithe, 1994 pp. 1039-1040)other, and in my view more substantial,
critique is from Toni Morrison (1993 pp. 63 & 12&ho observes that not only does James
completely ignore African-American religion, but &lso uses “dark” or “darkness”

metaphorically for the “sick soul” in ways that@tgly suggest a racial dimension.
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All'in all, I was a bit disappointed by James’ boBlerhaps it was due to the datedness of
the material, or maybe | was disappointed by tlepe@mphasis on the psychology of religion,
a topic outside my interest. Possibly it was singhlg to the under-developed state of the
discipline at the time James was writing; the stafigeligion was just emerging out from under
the shadows of Christian theology proper. For whateeason, | am not alone in my
disappointment wittvarieties of Religious Experiendebelieve Dittes summed it up nicely
when he wrote about the way posterity has treaeted. He is “revered in the first chapter of a

textbook, then ignored in the substance of the ¢gdrook” (1973 pp. 328-329).

It is impossible to review the more philosophicatlef the spectrum in conversion
studies without the spotlight falling d#nderstanding Religious Conversibg Lewis Rambo
(1993). Rambo is considered one of the premiekémsin the realm of conversion and this is

largely due to the treatment of the topic in thoéuwne.

One of the first issues that Rambo tackles head-tre question of voice. When trying
to understand a conversion between any two relggiso defines the experience? Do
missionaries, whether directly or indirectly invet;, have that right, or does the rejected
religious establishment? Or do the converts themsedwn the right to their experience?
Certainly both the etic and emic perspective igadfie, but Rambo makes a strong case that the
decisionpriori, even before examining the phenomenon, must be twecspective will direct
the research?” Then, he goes on to argue that 4imeeonverts themselves assimilate the faith

in the categories relevant to them” (p. 5), theceparspective is the most compelling of the two.
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Not only are Rambo’s arguments strong, but als@imphasis is strong support for the

methodological choices which | will delineate iragter 3.

Rambo goes on to propose a holistic model of camerthat offers a framework for
exploring a wide range of questions and issuesa@li® conversion. He states that while no
model can encompass the entire terrain of converthere are at least four essential
components: cultural, social, personal, and religisystems, with each carrying a varied weight
in each particular conversion (pp. 7-8). He alsmfsoout that in the past, scholars from each
particular discipline tended to give undue weighttteir field’s point of view when analyzing
conversion. However, since Religious Studies islestic human science, relishing insights from

several different disciplines, Rambo reminds uscalle more careful in our analysis.

Rambo’s holistic model leads us to what he is pestmest known for, a sequential stage
model of conversion. He sees the process spirbicy and forth between the following stages:
context, crisis, quest, encounter, interaction, mitment, and consequences. However, rather
than exploring the stages in this review, | wiltis on the implications of this model—that
conversion is more of a process than an event.i$lmsportant because Christian theologians
and scholars have traditionally considered Paukilen and emotional conversion as typical, or
even normative, of Christian conversion (Segal,01993) (Kim, 2008 p. 196) (Harran, 1983 pp.

30-31).

For me, one of the most helpful parts of Rambo’skwe the chapter on context. The
author emphasizes the importance of context inraéways, such as when he writes, “Context

is more than a first stage that is passed thraughthe total environment in which conversion
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transpires” (p. 20). Everything that happens todbwvert happens in a particular context or
environment. Rambo delineates two kinds of conteetcro and micro, the first being elements
such as the historical, social, political settiagd the latter being the “more immediate world of

a person’s family, friends, and ethnic group” (B).2

Notwithstanding, Rambo has had his critics. Heldes®s accused of oversimplifying
complex issues and having a limited mono-cultueatpective (Blanchard, 1994 p. 738). While
| disagree with the first, | must agree with thes®l. As for oversimplification, from the outset
it was clear that Rambo’s purpose was to paintvamvoew of the subject of conversion, not
offer an in-depth explanation of all possible the®and concepts. Therefore, we might say that
what Blanchard called “over simplificationib{d) would be better seen as conciseness, and in
that light, it is a virtue not a vice. However,ragarding Rambo as having a mono-cultural
perspective, that is also clear, particularly wherattempts to universalize certain aspects of the
human condition which are clearly rooted in a JuBéaistian worldview, for example, when he

observes that a common theme is that conversiattsdsom a sense of guilt (p. 161).

That criticism aside, it would be difficult to ovestimate the importance of Rambo to
the study of religious conversion. In my opinidmderstanding Religious Conversitowers
over other philosophical works in the field becaits$elps the reader consider many varied

aspects of conversion without being overly abstoactbtuse.

Before leaving the more philosophical end of thecsum, | should at least briefly
explain why I will not review works such as tRemitive Mentalityfrom Levy-Bruhl (1923), or

The Elementary Forms of Religious L Emile Durkheim (2008, but originally published i
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1915), nor anything by Marx. These are certainlgantant, and highly philosophical, works on
religious belief, but | will not include them in nmgview for two reasons. One, it is difficult to
find among these early theorists any serious reédleonconversion They speculated on many
aspects of religion—Totemism, witchcraft, and Fetisn to name a few—but conversion was

not among them.

However, another reason | have chosen to neglesetivorks has to do with my
philosophical approach to religion in general. Rarpbinted out that, “If we are to be
phenomenologically true to the experiences angti@momena of conversion, we must take the
religious sphere seriously... Taking religion serlgwoes not require belief, but it does imply
respect” (1993 p. 11). Yet Levy-Bruhl, DurkheimndaMarx are great examples of doing just the
opposite. As Evens-Prichard pointed out, “The pessshose writing has been most influential
[on the subject of ‘primitive religion’] have beanthe time they wrote as agnostics or
atheists...Religious belief was to these anthropstegibsurd” (1965 p. 15). Today there is
growing scholarly consensus on this point. Repitasiee of this is where Bateson et al wrote,
“To be blunt, some psychologists [of an earliel] @ave tried to conduct smear campaigns
against religion in the guise of science” (1993%). Furthermore, “while it is not necessary that
social scientists who want to understand religiemddigious, it is necessary that they be able to
sufficiently suspend their unbelief so as to ga@ims sense of the phenomenology of faith and
worship” (p. 21). In light of this demonstrate@sij | feel no compulsion to review such

theorists, even if they have been historically eesgd in the field.
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2.2.2. Sociological

With that said, | am ready to move to the rightrof hypothetical spectrum, away from

purely psychological and philosophical studies onversion.

Philosophical/Esoteric Concrete
[ 4 @

v

Here, somewhere between the esoteric writing oe3aon Jensen, and hard-grounded
anthropological writings lik&’he Anthropology of Religious ConversimnBuckser and Glazier
(2003), is where we encounter the more Sociologicaks on the topic. This is the appropriate
place to look at a paradigm shifting article byddlofland and Rodney Stark, “Becoming a
World-Saver: A Theory of Conversion to a Deviantdpective” which appeared in 1965. This
article not only helped launch a new way of thimkabout religious conversion, but it also
launched the careers of its two authors, both afiwhave subsequently written important work

on the topic which | will review shortly.

Lofland and Stark studied conversions to a smallenarian cult that was based on the
West Coast of the United States, and this studyimesumental in launching the study of “New
Religious Movements” (NRMs) in the United Statesnething that | unexpectedly found
important to my own study They conducted interviews with several convents fiom that

data extrapolated new theories about why peopleerbfrom one religious worldview to

> The relationship between NRMs in the US and Muslim conversions to Christ in Central Asia will be explored in
chapter four.

46



another (p. 862). Several of their key findingséiaignificance to my own thesis; these | will

very briefly summarize.

First, Lofland and Stark posit that converts mustpive some kind of enduring tension
prior to interest in conversion (pp. 864-865). Selly, Lofland and Stark also point out the
importance of what they call “seekership,” theaeparticipation of converts in their own
conversion. And while, like all the observationghe article, their concept of “seekership” is
based on a very Western conversion environmengdtiee role of the convert has been well-

attested to by others in cross-cultural conversamwell (Sanneh, 1989) (Walls, 2008).

Lastly, Lofland and Stark address the issue oftfe bonds,” in two directions, bonds
within the new convert community, and bonds witbsth on the outside. The former involves a
deep, positive, emotional attraction to otherdimgroup (p. 871), and the latter refers to a lack
of affective emotional attachments with those al&the new group (p. 872). The idea of
affective bonds seems to be a better, emic wagadunting for Durkheim’s analysis of religion

as primarily a social construct.

Despite these useful insights, the obvious linotadiof Lofland and Stark’s work is
three-fold; a) the study population was exclusivélgstern, b) the conversions take place in a
pluralistic Western social setting, and c) theywaated to a small, minor religious cult. The
authors acknowledge this limitation, yet argue thatr terms are general enough to function as
a starting point for the study of other types afiwersion (p. 875). While | found much that is
useful in the models put forth by Stark or Finkedaese of the context of my own study, | can

easily imagine settings so vastly different froraitlresearch context that their theories would
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hardly be an appropriate starting place for inquigvertheless, this article fills an important
place in the move toward a more sociological anttirapological understanding of conversion,

something both of these writers advance in theur&iwritings.

Moving on to some of the future writings, the naRwdney Stark has become closely
associated with the theory of “rational choice'téfigion. His earliest attempts to develop it
were inA Theory of Religiowith William Sims Brainbridge (1987). However, tedr
thoroughly revised and enlarged on these theami@sts of Faith: Explaining the Human Side of
Religionwritten with Roger Finke (2000). This second vokuhas since become a landmark in

the field of conversion studies; therefore, | wal/iew the later.

In Acts of Faith Stark and Finke begin by acknowledging that scieragot access the
supernatural side of religion, yet this does ngipsut the reductionist theories, which explain
religion as only a projection of society. Since sa@not verify or discredit the supernatural
claims of religion, the best thing we can do istalyze the observable, human side of faith,

leaving questions of its veracity to the believers.

And on the topic of religious believers themseh&srk and Finke devote a significant
amount space to making the case that there isngetany room in the discipline for disrespect
towards religious people and what they believe yTdtearly demonstrate that many in the
earlier generation of theorists, such as FreudxMard Malinowski, did everything within their
considerable power to try to label religious peasdackward, primitive, ignorant, or even
psychologically unbalanced (pp. 3-9). And as | dgieeviously, Stark and Finke are not the

only ones to recognize this.
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Stark and Finke’s book is organized around a sefipsopositions about religious faith
and definitions of key terms. These are used téa@xjpnd expound on several different domains
of religions behavior, individual conversion, grogligious dynamics, even the relationships
between religions and the societies in which threyeanbedded. In a work such as this, it is hard
to isolate which theories or propositions are kégwever | will attempt to focus my review on
the following three: assigning religious reasonsrédigious behaviors, rational choice theory,

and the theory of religious economies.

First, inActs of Faiththe authors argue that religious behaviors haweagpily religious
causes. Despite both being sociologists, Stark=amce reprimand their colleagues for
constantly trying to uncover the “real” reasonsrigigious phenomena, reasons that are
invariably social in nature; i.e. war, financialpdessions, or overpopulation (p. 33). In arguing
for “religious causes,” the authors are saying thatdoctrines of a religious group, as they are
widely understood and taught, are causative irtiogldo conversion, whereas the previous
understanding proposed they were associative. mpkdations of this are quite significant. If,
as Stark and Finke maintain, the beliefs of a grangpthe main cause of conversions to that
group, then it follows that the most fundamentalezs of religion is its conceptualization of the
supernatural. One example of this is found on pP® where the authors theorize that to the
degree that a religion teaches that its god(sjediable, then to that degree will people be

willing to wait until the afterlife to receive thraieward (p. 96-99).

Next we see how these authors shape the ideaelitabus choices are rational choices.

Until the 1970s and 80s, most social scientisteda#d a Durkheimian concept that explained
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religious conversion as the product of ideologaggbeal and general deviance. However the
theory of “Rational Choice” in religions has forcadanajor rethinking of how we understand
conversion. Stake and Finke produced what is nawnonly referred to as Rational Choice
(RC) theory. This is the idea that when makinggielis decision$’ people “weigh the
anticipated rewards of a choice against its ardteigh costs” (pp. 44-45). Driving the rational
choice theory is a fundamental assumption of metlogcal individualism. In other words,
social macro problems have to be solved at thd t#vadividual choices, individuals who act
purposefully, if we are to make sense of sociolalggthenomena (Bremmer, van Bekkum, and
Molendijk, 2006 p. 15). Stark and Finke contend tlespite the only recent application to
religious behavior, using rational models to explaiman behavior have long dominated the
social sciences because it is possible to faslombre powerful theories using this proposition

than without it (bid).

However, RC has not been without its critics. StBugce (1999 pp. 121-125) argues that
Rational Choice is fundamentally flawed becauseds to rationalize supernatural experiences,
something the convert or religious adherent do¢snoo feels required to do, in order to justify
their faith. Kathryn Kraft (2007 p.83) also conteRC somewhat along the same line, or more
specifically because she says it represents aelmieus appraisal of a decidedly religious
experience, thus rendering it incapable of discerine actual reasons for conversion or faith.

Not only does RC have its critics, but there ase #hose building upon it, such as “Preferences,

% RC theory has been applied to many areas of life, but in this paper | will use it exclusively as Stark and Finke did,
to refer to religious matters.
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Constraints, and Choices in Religious Markets” layren E. Sherkat and John Wilson. (1995).

However, space does not permit me to delve in®lif@rature here.

One final theory from Stark and Finke that | wéfer to in my own research is what they
have called “religious economies” or the “econonatseligion” (p.200-210). In the past, most
theorists maintained that religious change occudrgglto changing preferences in the individual
or the society at large. Stark and Finke contast #mnd argue that the demand side of a religious
economy that is quite stable, rather it is chamgelse supply sidghat sets-up the kind of
religious changes we call conversion. This is ingairbecause it places critical importance in
changing contextual factors, something that | haateout to understand through this research. |
find this very helpful, however | do offer thisigue. If taken too far, the theory of “economics
of religion” places too much emphasis on those wiaée up the supply side, i.e. foreign
missionary agents, and paints the convert intcsaipa position. While this does not appear to
have been Stark and Finke’s intent, it is certaamyerror to be avoided in approaching this

theory.

Moving on, it is worth looking at further work bye8k’s original writing partner, John
Loftand, who, together with Normon Skonovd, prodliaevery significant article, “Conversion
Motifs” (1981). In this article, the authors contewith the same general trajectory as Lofland
and Stark began with their landmakinerican Sociological Reviearticle in 1965, but with

important refinements.

Lofland and Skonovd assert that the wide differsnnghe way different theorists have

conceptualized conversion is more than simply feifice in the theoretical positions of
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researchers, but are artifacts of the actual diffees in the experiences of converts. They
attempt to bring some order to the chaos by progpoan integrated model that accounts for both
the subjective side of the converts experienceedsas a more etic perspective, which a
researcher often needs to take in order to maksesgiwhat they have studied. The results are
what Lofland and Skonovd call their six major metf conversion: Intellectual, Mystical,
Experimental, Affectional, Revivalist, and Coerciidnese are differentiated through a five point
metric: degree of social pressure, temporal dunatevel of affective arousal, affective content,
and the belief-participation sequence of the canvdrese variants attempt to account for a
range of factors, focusing on the “intellectualygical, and emotional” dynamics that are present
during the conversion process. Each of these mstiiell developed, making the overall

schema accessible as an analytical grid for o#s®archers.

Aside from the six motifs, which are the main throfsthe article, another point the
authors make in the article is about how to acctamthe “conversion molding.” One problem
that researchers face is that converts may shapestbries to the accepted norms of the group
which they have joined. While there is no way tiellectually eliminate this problem, Loftland
and Skonovd state that it is minimized when we ustded that the conversion experience is
always shaped by expectations of what conversisapposedo be like. Thus it is natural for a
convert to sort out the “raw reality” of their exjgnce in a way that fits with the paradigmatic
accounts of their new group. Therefore, while tbeversion narratives we actually access are

shaped and filtered, they are still substantiatiguaate.
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2.2.3 Anthropological

Now | consider that it is time to again move along original continuum. Until now |
have called it a movement from the philosophical esoteric to the concrete. However, as has
by now become obvious, a better way of labelinglittlg mental device would be as a
movement from psychological studies on converdimspciological, and finally to
anthropological.

Psychological Sociological Anthropgileal
° °

>

The primary reason for this move away from phildsoal speculations is that | wish to
take the actual beliefs of religious adherentsosisty; and | find this most closely adheres with
anthropological perspectives. It seems to me thiecause anthropology has a tradition of
placing higher value on the emic perspective thamother academic disciplines. The discipline
of anthropology offers a prodigious amount of mateabout religious conversion; therefore, my
choices of what to include or exclude were difficirt the, end | chose three edited volumes and

two fairly recent dissertations that were quitephal

| shall begin by looking at Robert Hefne€®nversion to Christianity: Historical and
Anthropological Perspectives on a Great Transfoliora(1993). This book by Hefner is a
classic among studies on the conversion proceissedates to Christianity. Although its
contributors speak to various aspects of religmurs/ersion across disciplinary boundaries,

including anthropologists, sociologists, historiagaisd theologians, the focus is on the historical
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and anthropological. Hefner draws on conversioreneltscattered across several continents,
and while the subject is always converdioChristianity, it is about conversidrom many
different religions. As it pertains to my own theghere are a few areas of importance in

Hefner’s work.

First, the author combines the core ideas behiack®ind Finke’s “Rational Choice” and
“religious economies” theories (2000), althoughré@ches them by slightly different paths. As a
parallel to Rational Choice theory, Hefner arguneg with certain qualifications, Max Weber
was right, traditional religions (ethnic religiorfg)l when challenged by world religions such as
Christianity because “traditional religions aregameal in their approach to problems of
meaning,” whereas world religions offer “compreheasesponses to the ethical, emotional, and
intellectual challenges of human life” (p. 7). Tramversion to Christianity can be a thoroughly
rational choice when one faces an increasingly ¢exnporld that their previous religion does
not adequately explain. Then in a slightly diffdresy of explaining the core of “religious
economies,” Hefner addresses the issue of religionsersion in intercultural encounters. He
contends that when “a society is brought into ccintath a larger political-economic order,
institutions once vital for its subsistence” areenfabolished or subverted. And when this
happens, a “religion that promises a new measudegofty and access to the values and rewards
of the larger society may find a ready followingarg people previously committed to local
ways” (pp. 26-27). This | found a powerful explaoatof the situation in Central Asia when the
Soviet order (including local islam) was crumblizgd a new internationalist one (including

globalized Christianity) was intruding.
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Another insight that | found important comes fronater chapter, again written by the
editor of the volume, on Christian conversion ind\im Java. After identifying several factors in
the local context, Hefner seems to almost stumpéaisomething that has much wider
implications than the Javanese context. Througérirgws with younger local converts, he
discovered that Christianity was presented to threendeeply personal form, and that “such
ritually unmediated, individualized religiosity had precedence in traditional village religion”
(p. 116). Although he does not make this applicatibis easy to see how this religiously
inspired independence of thought could be verwaeititre in the context of globalization and

expanding choices beyond their traditional world.

Another very important work on my short listlise Anthropology of Religious
Conversiorby Andrew Buckser and Stephen D. Glazier (200B)s Work is the compilation of
several anthropologists’ covering current methodigial, philosophical, and practical concerns
of those studying religious conversion; howeveesthare embedded in case studies rather than
explored as theories. Therefore, it was most hetpfaee what some of the theories look like in

field practice.

Although the entire book was excellent, it wastwoeading if only for page one of the
introduction, where contributor Diane Austin-Braaféers one of the best, most succinct
definitions of conversion | have yet to see. SHis caligious conversion “a form of passage, a
‘turning from and to’ that is neither syncretisnr absolute breach” (p. 1). Austin-Broos goes on
to elaborate that rather than a simple voidingheffiast self, conversion is a passage that often

involves reorienting of new practices, while attéimg to stay within the same national culture.
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This “neither syncretism nor absolute breach” soal tantalizing hint of why world
Christianity’ has become one of the world’s largest “transnatiarilieus” rather than simply

another colonizing process (p. 3).

Another contributor, Robert Anderson, raises thiatahat the term ‘conversion’ itself is
culture bound, the product of Abramic faiths, tpessibly valid in other contexts (p. 124). If
Anderson’s idea is properly qualified, it is bottcarate and important. Since Islam offers no
paradigm for switching to another faith other tlagostasy, a decidedly negative image, then it
is unsurprising that converts often attempt tohir experiences into the accepted paradigm of
their new faith community, thus supporting the agilon of Loftland and Skonovd’s ideas
(1981) to my research context. But further implimas of this fascinating topic must wait until

later in this paper.

To continue the review dafhe Anthropology of Religious Conversibmould look at a
chapter by Roger Lohamann. This author theorizaisaththe core of much religion is “a sense of
social relationship with imaginatysupernatural beings (p. 119). Thus religious cosiva is
perhaps best understood as “taking on a relatipngith new supernatural beings,” and that
acceptance of new beliefs or dogmas is “often arsgary consequence” (pp. 117-118). Taking
into account the concerns about Lohamann’s peya atibove, | generally agree with his analysis

except that he goes too far when asserting thatersion is also the “abandonment of one set of

%’ Lamin Sanneh (2003) uses “world Christianity” to refer to a multi-cultural expression of Christianity on the world
stage, as opposed to “global Christianity,” which he uses to refer to those expressions of the same faith which are
fundamentally rooted in the traditions and denominations of the Western missionary experience.

%% See review of “Apostasy” by Ibn Warraq later in this chapter.

2 strongly object to the author’s use of the term ‘imaginary’ here, as not only is it out of place as an etic
perspective in an article proposing to present the emic, but it also has the feeling of being used as a pejorative in
this case.
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relationships...and their replacement with a new(set19). He would have done well to read
Austin-Broos introduction to the volume becauseafatonment” and “replacement” are far too

strong of words to accurately describe the sotiahges in many, if not most conversions.

And finally, | would reviewReligious Conversion in India: Modes, Motivatioargd
Meaningsedited by Rowena Robinson and Sathianathan C{2€K#83). Robinson and Clarke’s
work is different from the two previous becauskds a geographic focus, the Indian sub-
continent, and delves deeply into the cultural laistbrical issues that form the context of

conversions there.

Unlike many other anthropological works, Robinsad &larke start by offering theory
that will frame the more field-grounded chaptetsian the volume. They theorize that all
religious conversions entail, at the least, “threerlocking and interdependent dominant
symbols: God, world, and human beings (p. 3). Tdars/ersion can be explained as the
experience of a person revisiting and remixingeéhedlements, so that their relationships are
more acceptable to the convert than they were bdfud). There are several benefits of this
tripartite conversion model. One, it is quite sihaforward and unpretentious, in some ways
reminding the reader of Lewis Rambo’s “four ess#rdomponents of conversion” (1993).
Another value in the Robinson-Clarke model is thhelps move conversion to Christ away
from the stereotypical “Damascus road” experierfceaul of Tarsus, and places it in a broader
family of human experiences. The editors remark‘tt@nversion is a range of possibilities”

including both the dramatic as well as the morelgah (p. 8).
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In a later chapter, Clarke looks very specificaltyconversion to Christianity. He makes
several observations that may play a role in myyaig She notes that sometimes when groups
of people chose to relate to their pre-conversjonislic world differently, it may be due to
issues of status and power that they previously tiadid not have, as the case may be. For
example, high caste Hindu converts to Christiaoftgn bring symbols of Brahmic Hinduism

into their new faith, whereas Dalits [outcastes] &nibals do not (pp. 289-290).

Also, Clarke agrees with others | have alreadyawed such as Austin-Broos (2003), or
Hefner (1993) when she describes how the Christieuverts in Goa mediated their new faith
through accommodation of their previous one, argbtiation with the demands of the new,
rather than simply eliminating their indigenous wdy. 314). This would predict the likelihood
that we will also see such accommodation and natiyani in Central Asia, a situation where

missionaries have had far less political and Ipgater.

And finally, Clarke deals with the case of Inddalits, andout castewhich have
traditionally been considered Hindu, but are ma@usately described as Animists, practicing
various, related ethnic religions. In this case,dlthor outlines how conversion for this group
was clearly part of a collective effort to locateeif in a different symbolic universe, one that di
not justify and support the oppression its peopgtefas an outcaste community according to the
Hindu worldview (pp. 337-338). The relevance oktpoint is that there are several ways in

which Central Asians might see conversion to Climist similar fashion, as an attempt to define
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themselves with different symbols thus changing thersonal valu&. The author also points
out through the conversion of the Dalits that wenddl to avoid the “Orientalist’s pitfall which
accentuates the agency of the western agents, atmilonial or missionary, and devalues the

instrumentality of the native subjects [convertegmselves” (p. 336).

In order to wrap-up this lengthy section on antletogical literature on conversion in
general, | will discuss two fairly recent PhD digagons that | found particularly helpfud,
Religious Paradigm Shift for Adult Spaniards in Tenversion Process to Evangelical
Christianity by Jeffrey Turnbough (2004), afrsonal Transformation and Religious Faith: A
Narrative Approach to Conversion Bjizabeth E. Dufault-Hunter (2005). | will begintivi

Turnbough.

Turnbough associates the conversion process fori&pa to a paradigm shift, a change
in their worldview. After exploring definitions dhe term “worldview,” he draws on the work of
Thomas Kuhn (1996) that makes religious converaimmdogous to the kind of paradigm shift
that happens during scientific revolutions. He fggg that such paradigm shifts happen when at
least two criteria are met: issues arise, or avegeized, which cause anxiety because the
existing paradigm cannot answer them; and secotitye must appear a new paradigm that
holds the promise of doing so. It is quite easyde how this might apply to religious

conversion.

** Two points of clarification are in order. First, whereas Clarke documents that the Dalits having made this move
collectively, | am not suggesting the same has or will happen collectively in Central Asia. Secondly, at this point this
is pure speculation; therefore, | will not give any greater details until and unless the interviews themselves support
this theory.
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Also, Turnbough contends that Spain is a perfeatrgte of a situation where religious
practice is low, yet religious pluralism is ordg jure because the majority of the population
refuses to accept pluralism as social reality. &fwee, the paradigm of a particular religious
belief becomes the dominant social paradigm as Wels guaranteeing a context of hostility and
even persecution for those who would dare to cdr{perl50). He goes even further by asserting
that in a society with low levels of religious obsance, the only logical explanation for strong
negative social reactions against conversion isthiey are seen not as individual actions or
beliefs but as shifts against the prevailing payadisomething typically associated with high

resistance (p. 201).

Finally, although on the surface, Turnbough’s reseaoncerns religious conversion in a
very different environment than my own, a deepadireg points to important similarities that
make this an important work for me to review. Eamlyhe research he notes that although Spain
offers legal protection for religious conversianisistill a country marked by a “homogeneous
culture in which one predominant religion existatlan which it is “socially and culturally
unacceptable to convert, especially to a drasyichfferent religion.” | found it fascinating that
the author concluded that conversions from Isla@hdstianity closely paralleled his own

observations in Spain, an eerie echo of the comtfexty own study, which I will explore later.

The next thesis that | found very insightful comgeg the general topic of conversion
was by Elizabeth E. Dufault-Huntd?ersonal Transformation and Religious Faith: A Naive
Approach to Conversio(2005) | found Ms. Dufault-Hunter’s research particulanyeresting

because while it was located worlds away from my,0uos Angeles verses Central Asia, it

60



shares a close methodological similarity to the@ad values that inform my own research. The
work is the product of in-depth interviews with Anoan converts to the Nation of Islam. Her
entire approach is shaped around a commitmentdar@ed Research and narrative review
methodology for many reasons, not least of whidbeisause through narrative we can discover
the living beliefs and practices that make up mieh, rather than “beliefs [which] can be so

disembodied” by other methods of religious/ethieslearch (pp. 20-21).

The author argues that due to its “inherently stbnature, religious conversion must be
read through a narrative lens” (p. vii), and latethe thesis, makes a strong case for this
assertion. The author contends that narrative egmus understand the motivations behind a
person’s conversion (p. 96), that it shows us heappe make meaning of their religious
identities (p. 97), and that it may even be thal\key to understanding the difference between
cognitive statements about religion and the liviaith of convertsipid). Default-Hunter
contends that rather than “demythologizing faiththiDurkheim, we need to engage in more
narrative inquiry of religion because it helps uslerstand the power of a person’s story.
Through narrative, conversion becomes more thaeradhe to new social norms; it is
transformed into the rewriting of a person’s owargt(p. 155-158). Case in point, the alternate
African-American narrative offered by the nationlslhm became the basis of a completely new
personal narrative for converts. They discardedragnal narrative of “bitches, whores and
niggers” (p. 155) for a metanarrative in which llpeople were “once [a] great people—the
source of all civilization” (p. 154). Default-Humtsuggests that whether outsiders consider a
religious metanarrative to be myth, spiritualizadh, or factual history, it has the power,

through conversion, to become woven into the cdfevewn story. Perhaps this is the essence of
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religious conversion? Certainly it will be most biell in understanding conversion stories from

Central Asia.

2.2 Literature Related to Muslim Conversions to Chrstianity

There is a growing corpus of studies about Muskmversions to Christianity, the
majority of which are written from a Christian mmsary perspective. While “missionary
research” is by nature sectarian, not all of dusrly prejudiced. | found a number of well-
written, scholarly works that are most suitablerfor purposes. That said, the first work | will
review is a book with obvious biasagainstChristianity*, Leaving Islam: Apostates Speak Out
by Ibn Warrig (2003). Despite his general disddialbthings religious, the author offers
important insights into Muslim conversions to Chasity, embedded in a much larger work

concerning conversioimom Islamto almost anything else.

Perhaps the book’s most significant contributiothis discussion is a stark reminder that
in order to build an emic understanding of comar&iom Islam, we must set-aside the values-
neutral, relativistic framework that is common ireS%ern academia. In the Islamic world, a
person does not choose a faith in the way he cagpelitical party or profession. Rather,

conversion from Islam is, first and foremost, ahad@postasy.

There are, of course, several implications of viejngonversion this way, but a very

important one is only hinted at in the book. Sinoaversion is apostasy—not choice—then it is

3 Warrig’s general anti-religious bias is of little consequence to the points that | will review; therefore, | will not
delineate or rebut any of his views.
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a moral issue, and morality is usually dealt wigtsbciety not government. Regrettably, Warriq
all but ignores this important distinction. For exae, the antagonists who pressure converts to
return to Islam or engage in outright persecuti@reever clearly identified by Warriq, thus
giving the impression that Muslim society and Isiagovernments are synonymous in this
regard. While that may have been true in times lmsf?, it is patently untrue in the 21

Century. Furthermore, by projecting a unary retagtip between society and state, Warriq
distorts perceptions about the ramifications ofvewsion from Islam, thus distorting our ideas of

conversion itself.

This is part and parcel of a larger issue, tleving Islanpaints a picture of conversion
that is clearly polemical. If someone were to rédatriq alone to understand conversion from
Islam, they would deduce that there is an almostensal death penalty for apostasy, despite the
fact that there is “a great variety of ‘Muslim veg” on the matter of human rights (Bielefeldt,
1995 p. 587). Furthermorkgaving Islanmseems to ignore the reality that the Islamic wesld
changing in profound and unpredictable ways, aat‘thany Muslims are reconsidering the
doctrine of apostasy (Peters & DeVries, 1977 p. @B)ile Muslim authorities, in several
countries, have often ruled that known Communistsapostates, public opinion has never sided
with them (Peters & DeVries, 1977 pp. 21-22). Thais¢ toward the reality in Post-Soviet
Central Asia that the “punishment” for apostassnisch more a social, rather than judicial,

matter.

*2 This does not mean that | necessarily agree with Warrig’s view of the relationship between state and society in
the Islamic past; that is well beyond the scope of this thesis.
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Nevertheless, despite its flaws, Warrig's work elwvorth reading, particularly because
it gives a great deal of attention to the actualds®f apostates, not just the analysis of them.
This raises an important point. Despite the faat thost scholars classify Islam as a religion of
orthopraxy, i.e. correct practice, apostasy appweangten be verbal and confessional, not
behavioral (pp. 16 & 28). This could have significanplications in the way converts tell their

stories.

Another insightful book dealing with Muslim convinss isFrom the Straight Path to
the Narrow Wayedited by my good friend David Greenlee (2005) s®election is a significant
contribution to understanding the context, meanamgi methods of conversion that are currently
part of the interaction between Christian missiand Muslim peoples. Aside from case studies
and a few highly theological chapters, the booksiedh several issues of interest for scholars
of religious studies. These range from the trams&dion of worldview and identity continuity, to
factors leading to conversion among Central Asiarslivhs—uwritten by a Central Asian convert

no less.

For example, Paul Hiebert looks at the interachietween religious conversion and
worldview. He maintains that even in those casesre/honversion seems swift or sudden, at the
worldview level it is more of a gradual shift ouene as the person finds that a new belief

system answers their critical questions better thaim natal one. (pp. 27-28).

In another chapter, Greenlee and contributor Rmkeloutline several lenses through
which we often view conversion, including psychabad;, behavioral, sociological, and cultural

(pp. 38-49). The importance of this discussionasthe individual lenses, nor the

64



comprehensiveness of the list, but rather thatthez multiple lenses through which we can

view conversion, and each of them plays a parhofesstanding the conversion experience.

Another contributor, Mary McVicker, writes aboutpggunatural experiences of women
converts. Without dismissing the claim of actugleswnatural occurrences, she focuses on these
reports as “multisensory” experiences (p.129). &igeies that the combination of physical
sensations and certain behavioral experiences witifeother converts, can sometimes be the
trigger to conversion because these are formsxgfegential knowledge,” which is the preferred
learning style of South Asian women (pp. 132-13%hile it should be noted that like Warriq's
Leaving IslamGreenlee’s volume has an agend@aut thankfully it is lacking the animus that

seeps through Warriq's work.

Now | will shift my attention to some of the recaademic works that make up the
small, but growing body of dissertations and thdsssg written on the topic of Muslim
conversions to Christ. To begin, | will examine dhat seems to be one of the first PhD
dissertations written on this topiChristian Conversion From Islafi996) written by the same

David Greenlee reviewed above, as he studied Musdimversions in Morocco.

Greenlee found that several of the converts heviewwed were, at least initially, more
attracted to the foreignness of the Christian nggs#laan to the message itself (pp. 109-121).
This is likely explained by the relationship betweagobalization Christianity in post-colonial

environments (van der Veer, 1996 pp. 6-7), andieoties about how people who are

> In Greenlee’s work, conversion to Christianity is clearly the goal. On the other hand, Warriq seems to want
Muslims to convert to anything else, although arguably he would greatly prefer that conversion be to some form
of secular humanism.
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dissatisfied with their culture are more likelylte open to foreign cultural values, including the
radical step of conversion to a competing religigambo, 1993), (Gooren, 2007), (Radford,
2011). Also, Greenlee observed that when a persanhas had little or no prior contact with
Christianity, his conversion is likely to be exmerted as a gradual process, not a crisis point (p.

134-136), although Greenlee seemed to have littieahdata to support this.

And finally, Greenlee offers what he calls “the ibggattern of conversion,” which is the
convert’s interaction with national Christians frensimilar Muslim background (p. 92). | am
very interested to see if Greenlee’s assertion tabe@usignificance of interaction with other

Muslim converts will show-up in the interviews llirgollect.

Moving on, | am most fortunate that one of the dregicademic studies done on this topic
during the past decade was written by a friendaiéague, David Radford, and that his work
has some close parallels to my own research. Réidfaork is entitledReligious Conversion
and the Reconstruction of Ethnic Iden{i®011) Radford conducted a mixed-methods study of
conversion among ethnic Kyrgyz, all living in thé&tular state. His data is drawn from 49

interviews and 427 responses to a survey (p. 76).

The thrust of Radford’s thesis is that converdmghristianity is happening in such a
way among the Kyrgyz that it is challenging theincept of identity (pp. 132-133). With the
Soviet Union in the rearview mirror, many Kyrgyaifal themselves in need of reconstructing
their identity. And although Kyrgyz have usuallynsadered Islam an intrinsic plank of their
ethnic identity (p. 19), for some Kyrgyz, the imgllon of Christianity was an acceptable

innovation (p. 143).
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Another important factor that Radford uncoversisiriasearch is the relationship
between conversion and the seeking of spiritualggote explains that for the majority of
“Muslims” he surveyed, Animism played a significaale in their worldview (p. 141).
Therefore, it is not surprising that a differertgieus message, in this case a version of

Christianity that contained elements of spirituaiver, made quick inroads.

Radford’s work is very contemporary and relevannipown research; nevertheless,
there is clear and major divergence in both outhoatlogy and study populations. Therefore, |

expect that there will be both similarities andhdigant differences in our findings.

Another study that focused on the covert’s idenbiyt this time in the Arab world, is
Community and Identity Among Arabs of a Muslim Bemknd who Choose to Follow A
Christian Faithby Kathryn A. Kraft (2007). As may be surmisedtbg title, the author spends
the majority of her time focusing on the social dimsion of conversion, and by extension, on

one of the major implications of this, the convegersonal identity.

Kraft supports the use of Grounded Theory becdusaries that are common in religious
studies have often “obscured many of the rich agwifscant changes happening in society
around the world that do not fit into the Westeemitic models developed so far (2007 p. 84).
While this is certainly true at one level, it is@lthe location of one of the few flaws | found in
her thinking. Several times Kraft disputes thedisfiof using conversion theories related to
New Religious Movements (NRMs) to understand Musionversions. She is right in
contending that the pluralistic West is a veryeatiéint context from the Islamic world; however,

as David Radford points out, Protestant groupsreéew Religious Movements in Central
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Asia (Radford, 2008 p. 12-13). Therefore theorigshsas those by Lofland and Stark (1965) or

Stark and Finke (2000) are often very insightful.

Kraft found that a number of people in her studst iearned about the Christian faith as
they were attempting to steer a friend or relaéiweay from Christianity. But the more they
studied, the more they became attracted to Chribidiefs (pp. 96-97). This seems to fit with at
least some of the preliminary interviews | havee@onCentral Asia. | am, however, not satisfied
with Kraft’'s conclusions on this matter, as sheléithis pathway to conversion to be primarily
relational, that the antagonists became convedause of the personal connection with the
Christian they were previously trying to dissuadid her argument unconvincing, and hope to

find better explanations in my own data when theesaare similar.

Another study in an Arab context that focused antdy of Muslim converts to Christ
was done by Jens Barnett. While the full dissemtais not available, | was able to find a
conference paper in which he presented his majdirfigs:Conversion’s Consequences:
Identity, Belonging, and Hybridity amongst MuslimilBwers of Christ in the Kingdom of

Jordan(2008)

Perhaps the most important contribution to thelffebm Barnett’s thesis is its focus on
the development of a “hybrid” identity, part Chidst and part Muslim. The author Barnett
reasons this is possible because identities haxazyfboundaries” which enable the person to be

members of two or more groups at one finge. 20). Thus, the cultural “hybrid” lives in airith

** Here Barnett is drawing significantly from Paul Hiebert’s work, particularly “Conversion, Culture, and Cognitive
Categories (1978) and “The Category ‘Christian’ in the Mission Task” (1983).
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space, a place where seemingly irreconcilable @lltlifferences are allowed to dialogue and
even remain in unresolved ambiguity. These allosvdbnvert to anchor his personality to
multiple points, sequentially as well as simultamsyp, thus forming a unique identity
construction (p. 5). Barnett found that convert®wdke this path often use behaviors as a form
of cultural camouflage, one kind when with Chrisiawith whom they share a belief, and one
with Muslims, under whose cultural power they I{(pe 10). However, even Barnett
acknowledges there are limits to “hybridity” (p.1particularly as it concerns the surrounding
community, but their community sees them in sonmgtlwonfirmed by McBrien and Pelkmans

in Central Asia (2008).

A final study that | found helpful is about Musliconversions to Christianity in a tiny
autonomous province of the former Soviet state @brGia,Baptized Georgian: Religious

Conversion to Christianity in Autonomous Ajalig Mathijs Pelkmans (2005).

In this study the author found that the crumblifigtate-sponsored communism allowed
a “flexible space” to emerge in which religious eklmentation could take place (p. 3). As it
became increasingly obvious that the Soviet stielogy has failed them, Muslims became
more and more open to change, not only in the redleconomics, but in all of life’s
interrelated systems, which of course include r@igHowever, to attribute the development of
this conversion “space” completely to the collapE&oviet ideology would be a gross

simplification.

Among many factors Pelkmans’ explores, he notesGhastianity came to be a proxy

for progress in the eyes of many Muslims in Ajg§pa26). There were several reasons for this,
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one being a linkage between higher education amsi@zmity (p. 18). Unfortunately Pelkmans
does not explore the reasons these became linkbd minds of Ajarian Muslims. Also, he
hypothesizes that another important reason folitkage is that both Christianity and modernity
place high value in change, thus Christian conwarkias the potential to become symbolic of

general personal renewal, not just religious chgpg26).

Pelknams was clearly unsatisfied with some of #asons converts gave for their
religious choices (p. 19). For example, some peepjained their choice to become Christian
through reconnecting with historic identities: “de/baptized because the first Georgians were
Christians, so that is our religion,” or matterdarhily solidarity: “everyone else in my family
became Christian, that is how | became convincatiGhristianity is the true religionfl(d).

The fact that these answers perplexed him perledipus more about the assumptions of

Western researchers than it does about the cortherntsselves.

2.3 Literature Related to the Context of Islam in pst-Soviet Central Asia

The final grouping of literature that must be revéel is that which primarily relates to
my thesis in the matter of context. In this sectibthe review, | will briefly survey the literateir
concerning Islam in post-Soviet Central Asia. la tinst few years after the terrorist attacks
known in short as 9/11, there was a sudden flowfidiooks on Central Asia. While most of
these centered on Afghanistan and Pakistan, sontaree into topics farther north.

Representative of thesedhad: The Rise of Militant Islam in Central Adig Ahmed Rashid, a
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respected scholar with solid knowledge of IslarRakistan and Afghanistan, yet who is clearly
out of his depth in the post-Soviet context, wHegegelies on undependable secondhand sources
and demonstrates a very unsophisticated graspwiét3uostory in the region. Thus, Rashid’s
Jihadis distinctly sub-par and not worth reviewing this thesi¥. | have mentioned it only
because it is unfortunately well known. Thankfutlyere are other lesser-known works on
Central Asia that are solid work of qualified acauiles. Unsurprisingly, the first English books

on anything post-Soviet were those written by Rarsscholars, and this is true for Central Asia.

Chronologically, perhaps the first of these isensilated volume by Sergei Poliakov
(with Martha Brill Olcott),Everyday Islam: Religion and Tradition in Centradia(1992).
Poliakov was an anthropologist from Moscow Staté/ersity who studied Central Asian
Muslims for more than three decades. Martha Olgotked to bring a slimmed down version of
his magnum opugo English because she believed it contained éatgwvealth of information...
made accessible to readers of English for thetfirgt” (p. xix). Poliakov reviews his field
observations from many trips to the region and pasicularly concerned with the economic
impact of continued adherence to Islamic pattefideoamong Soviet citizens. A full two-thirds
of the book is devoted to economic topics suchlaaditionalism and the Economic Structure”
(pp. 23-31) or “The Family Budget” (pp. 87-92). RR&bv was particularly interested in the way
Islamic traditions produced “non-rational” econorbe&havior. Ultimately, Poliakov comes to the
sweeping conclusion that the mosque and othen@abgnstitutions in the region are tte

factogovernors of all behavior for Central Asians (p).99

** Rashid is clearly a well-informed scholar of the Afghan-Pakistani region, but is just as clearly out of his depth in
post-Soviet space. He places far too great a weight on shared ancient history and geography, which causes him to
apparently assume that 70+ years of Soviet rule Central Asia was of no greater impact than the brief Soviet
occupation of Afghanistan.
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Although the author gives us a detailed picturéskaim at the transitional moment
between the Soviet Union and the newly indepenskatés, Poliakov’s bias as a Soviet era
scholar is quite strong. A good example of thizlen he writes, “conversations on the subject
[of trade] with a very wide circle of people, suggthat for the majority...a Central Asian and a
speculating profiteérare synonymous” (p. 33). The stature of Poliakewsk is raised by
Martha Olcott’s involvement in the project, notvatanding her criticism of his “caustic critique
of Islamic traditionalism” (p. xxvi). However, thevolvement of a political scientist like Martha
Olcott in an ethnographic work reminds us thatlunost recently, political studies have

dominated studies on post-Soviet Central Asia (RaBaleczek, 2005 p.3).

Another example of early post-Soviet thinking olauts in Central Asia comes in the
form of an edited volume by Dale Eickelm#&tuyssia’s Muslim Frontier€1993) This book is
the result of attempts by US scholars to interattt late- and post-Soviet Russian academics,
with contributing authors from both sides of thdd@/ar divide. And while much of this
volume leans toward geopolitical analysis, it stdhtains work that shed much light on the

religious situation in contemporary Central Asia.

One very insightful chapter is titled “Islam andr@munism: The Experience of
Coexistence,” written by Alexei Malashenko, a spksi in Oriental religions at the Russian
Academy of Sciences in Moscow. The thesis of thapter is best framed by the question, “did
Muslim societies within the former Soviet Unionéaeir religiousity (sic)?” (p. 63).

Malashenko begins by arguing that since “the Baldse—including V.. Lenin—always

* For those unfamiliar with the context of Soviet economics, the term “speculator” was often paired with
“capitalist pig!” during the Soviet era in Central Asia (Hussan A. 2004).
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showed caution in matters concerning the Muslint,Edge pattern was set for successive
Soviet administrations, so that they never broaghgreat a pressure on the Islamic regions as
they could haveilfid). He also contends that the relative geograpbiati®n of Central Asia,

and indigenous kinship structures made it muchérdat the security services to establish the
same kind of control that they exercised elsewkretke country (p. 64). Based on these and
other reasons, Malashenko contends that despaenaiguous official status, “Islam remained
the preserver of spirituality, the framework fowvarldview, and, to a significant extent, the
regulator of relations between people” (p. 66) anttal Asia. Poliakov and Malashenko are
representative of a discernible trend among S@rn@tRussian scholars who see Islam in Central
Asia as undefeated by 70 years of Maxist rule. slsdll later point out, this opinion is strongly

contested.

Another edited volume that attempts to access Russipertise while providing outside
perspective i$luslim Eurasia: Conflicting Legacigsdited by Israeli scholar Yaacov Ro'i. The
best chapters are those written by Ro’i himselftipalarly chapter one, “The Secularization of

Islam in the USSR’s Muslim Areas.”

Ro’i points out that while there was a generaldresward secularization of Muslim
societies after the collapse of the Ottoman Enmgifiter World War |, the process was much
more severe in Central Asia. The reason for this that from the earliest times of the Bolshevik
revolution, Islam in Central Asia was repressedahse it was feared that it would eventually
link-up with pan-Islamic or pan-Turkic movementdsé the process of secularization was

different in Soviet Muslim territories. In nearbyuslim lands such as Turkey, secularization was
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an internal response to a perceived failure ohislaut in Central Asia the grinding down of

Islam’s dominance over life was driven from withdoy ethnically different people (pp. 5-6).

Ro’i suggests that the Soviet authorities must Heen cognizant of the backward,
traditionalist nature of Islam in the region beatlseir strongest attacks were against the
reformers of thddadid movement during the 1930s, since tdadidswanted to modernize
Islam, and that would have thwarted the obvious&alesign to slowly strangle Islam so it
would atrophy and die an apparently natural dgatB), Ro’i maintains that the sophistication
and brutality of the Soviet anti-religious policgrapleted a process begun by traditionalism in
Central Asia. Soviet policy reshaped Islam, astprad in Soviet domains, into little more than a

collection of folk ways and life-cycle rituals (9).

However, Ro'i is clear that this intense Sovietgstge against Islam did not destroy it,
but rather reshaped it, and the author does a jghoaf elucidating the differences between
these two concepts. For example, after arguinglshe was “subdued” by the Soviets, he then
moves into analysis similar to Poliakov (1998) ulggesting that “as a way of life that is
designed to embody certain beliefs and dogmasnlganot by definition, and cannot be, cut off
(sic) from everyday life” (p. 11). Then the author colap significant evidence that extensive
underground Islamic societies existed even aftegrsg decades of government repression. For
example, in the 1960s the Soviet government wag éare that there were six times as many
“unofficial, unregistered Muslim groups, with thewn Imam” as there were official, registered

ones. Then, in the mid-1980s, a study by the Sé&gatdemy of Social Sciences found

¥ Jadid is English shorthand for the usul-/ jadid, a new method of teaching Arabic to children in the local school
system. It became a movement during the early Russian colonial era of Central Asia.
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“comparatively extensive practice of [Islamic] titamhs, festivals and rites among all socio-
demographic groups of population” (pp. 13-14). Wetestimony to the impact of the anti-
religious purges, that same study also found 8latrlic “religious leaders had little or no

religious training, and who clearly based theideahip role on folk practices” (p. 15).

In a chapter on Soviet language policy, Kreindiscdsses an important, yet often
overlooked issue of native language script. Whogi& language policy overwhelmingly
favored native languages until the time of Khrughctp. 195), Soviet authorities changed the
written forms of their native languages from Arabaript, first to Latin, then later to Cyrillic
script (p. 192). This would have profound implicais, not only in helping make the learning of
Russian easier, but also to effectively cut off Mus from textual interaction with the larger
Islamic world. Furthermore, Kreindler points ougthvhile “non-Russian children continued to
receive a great part of their schooling in the raotbngue” the creative side of non-Russian
languages was under assault as “native languagersvand linguists, teachers and actors were
being swept away in purges” (p. 165). While thidaialy was part of larger policy goals to
bring about stagnation of Muslim cultures, Kreindderceptively argues that overall, Soviet

policy first included, but later alienated, many $fims in Soviet lands.

And as a final review in this final section, | widlok at what | consider the most
significant recent book on this topisjam After Communism: Religion and Politics in €ah
Asiaby Adeeb Khalid (2007While this author offers a generally similar pretwf post-Soviet
Islam as does Ro’i, he goes further and argueshkdate Islamic religious knowledge in post-

Soviet Central Asia has much deeper roots thaneSpuiicies. Khalid contends that even
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“before to the Russian conquest, for the bulk efgbpulation, being Muslim meant being part
of a community that saw itself as Muslim. It hatléito do with mastery, by every individual, of
the basic textual sources of Islam” (p. 21). Thiam important point for researchers who, like

myself, have the hyper-individualism of modern Bstantism as a general religious framework.

This leads Khalid to contend that Islam in Cenésiain Islam has always been quite
different from Islam in other areas, which fits lwitis general framework that there is not any
one normative Islam, only localamswhich share certain normative features across dinte
space (p. 23). In this the author seems to be lich @@und and firmly within the
anthropological tradition of Getz. However, | wodleriously question the final destination of
this line of reasoning, in which Khalid maintaihsit “the answer to the question of who speaks
for Islam is that any Muslim may speak on behalistdm” (p. 24). This seems much more
derived from the postmodernist intellectualism @héyican universities that from the worldview

of the Central Asians | have known over the pdstdn years.

In constructing a historical framework for his vieviKhalid highlights the importance of
understanding théadid movement, particularly because they believedIgiain was more a set
of sociopolitical ideas than a religion. Thadidstaught that true Islam was found in direct
access to the scriptural sources of Islam, the Qana hadiths, without the aid of the
commentaries and comments of centuries of schpat¢4). This sounds quite reasonable to
many in the West, particularly since it sharesaiertharacteristics with Protestant Christiafiity

Khalid insightfully reasons that by emphasizing Bicdanguage literacy as a functional skill,

*®n particular, Jadids and Protestants share a focus on source texts and individual interpretation, specifically in
opposition to the teachings of the older, traditional sources of religious authority.
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rather than a sacred activity, thedidswere challenging established patterns of cultural
authority. “Much of the Ulama’s authority restedtieir command of the tradition of
interpretation of the sacred texts of Islam” (p),4Bus when thdadidstaught reading outside of
their control it was almost as dangerous as tréngléhe Bible into English had been in

Reformation era England.

Also, Khalid demonstrates keen perception wherulggests that service in the Soviet
armies during World War Il transformed the indivadlidentities of Muslims across the region.
Like some kind of watershed, Uzbeks, Tatar, andaKhg left home as peasants, but returned
from the war as Soviet citizens. The war becamendral node of pan-Soviet identity and
collective memory, a major aspect of collectiveniity that Muslims shared with non-Muslims
(p. 77). Perhaps this, more than any intentiorfakef of the Soviet authorities, explains the
depth ofSovietizatiorexperienced by Central Asian Muslims of the pastegation. And while it
is likely the later generations may not feel ittguas keenly, public participation in holidays such

as Victory Day (May 9) surely brought their childrend grandchildren into the same orb.

The core of Khalid’s thesis is that the destrucfivee of the Soviet regime’s long-
running attack on Islam was virtually unprecedemteithe history of the religion. “In the history
of Central Asia, the fury of the regime’s attacklsiam and its institutions is comparable
perhaps only to that of Genghis Khan, whose coricpfebe region seven centuries earlier had
caused massive destruction and long-term transt@nsain religious culture,” and while Islam
survived then, as now, it was “transformed in masays.” Most devastating to the religion was

that “the Soviet assault destroyed the means thradgch Islamic knowledge was produced and
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transmitted” (pp. 81-82). To Khalid, the importarafehis can hardly be overstated. This attack
at the root of Islamic knowledge caused a migratibreligious identity from scriptural sources
to ethnic ones. Thus Islam became a meta-ethniggrg, similar to the designation “Turkic,”

rather than a religious tradition that is practioedinderstood (p. 83).

By now it is obvious that Khalid's vietvof Central Asian Islam as a house devastated and
disfigured is dramatically different from that ofdldshenko (1993) or Poliakov (1998) who see
it as unbowed. I find it both interesting and ifgfgl that representative of the two sides of this
debate stand a Muslim scholar from the US and aiRugrom Moscow. Ironically, this reminds
me of a comment of Dale Eickelman, in the closihgpter ofRussia’s Muslim Frontierashere
Mohammad Masud writes about this very topic. Heest¢éhat although the common Muslim
complaint that non-Muslims cannot understand Iglaemce critique it) is weak and self-serving,
the background of the scholar doing the critiquef igital importance, particularly their cultural

literacy, nationality, religious background and lderew (1993 p. 198).

2.4 Locating this ResearchVis-a-vis the Literature

Before going any further it is important to clartipw this study relates to this extensive
body of existing literature. To that | will now turThere are several theories with which | will

extensively interact in this research. To begigudded Theory (GT) (Glasser & Strauss 1967)

% Khalid and Ro’i are in significant agreement about how Islam faired under Communism; however, for three
reasons, | see Khalid as the best representative of this view. One, he explores the situation in much more detail;
two, he carries us into the post-Soviet era; and three, he unpacks the implications of a disfigured Islam in Central
Asia, something that Ro’i does not do.
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has had a large impact on the way | have approdtiedubject. GT states that we should
expect plausible explanations (i.e. theories) téoed in the data itself, thus requiring the
researcher to focus on interpreting the data rdttesr seeking to apply external theories.
However, although Grounded Theory significantlydeathis research, there are limits. For
example, even though | have been careful to plate loefore theory, there are existing theories
that so clearly address the data | have collettatthey cannot be ignored. In particular, Stark
and Finke’s theory of “religious economies” (200€3onates with my data set. This is because
the theory of religious economies posits that cosiees are usually the result in changes on the
“supply side” of religion, i.e. changes in the sBeéligious context, and as | have stressed,
context is critically important to this study. laking this position, | have consciously located thi
project in close conceptual proximity to anthromptal approaches to conversion such as
Hefner (2000), Buckser and Glazier (2003), and Rsdm and Clarke (2003). However, while
the above authors demonstrate an appreciatiomégoe¢ople who actually experienced what is
being discussed and analyzed, they still tend ép kkeir words at a distance; in this | will
significantly diverge. In this study | have useNarative Inquiry approach, which focuses on
generating meaning by carefully analyzing individuaelf-narrativegLieblich, Tuval-Mashiach,
& Zilber, 1998).However, | have also been careful to balance tftis tlve realization that these self-
narratives can only be understood in light of tipeist-Soviet Central Asian context. As regarding
the context, my work is most closely aligned whhttof Adeeb Khalid (2007), who argues
persuasively that thelamwhich Central Asians converted from is a sevel@alized version

which has few of the attributes which we normaBgaciate with the powerful world religion Islam.
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However, even here | will slightly diverge from Kithbecause of what | perceive as a creeping

resurgence of universal Islam in the 4fea

Chapter 3 - Methodology

In order to understand the methodological choidemve made, we must first revisit the
purpose of this study, which are two-fold. Onelegt@mrn what the personal narratives of Muslim
converts to Christ in post-Soviet Central Asia tellabout emic understandings of conversion.
And two, how contextual factors have influencedwhas these conversions are experienced. In
order to explore this in the widest possible way,research has been guided by the following

guestion:

What do the conversion narratives of Muslim corsémtChrist in post-Soviet Central

Asia tell us about the way they understand thaiweesion, the contextual influences on

their conversions, and about the nature of religliconversion itself?

The sensitivity of this question plus the challengéthe field context created a number
of challenges and contributed to the way | develapg methodology for researching this thesis.
In order to explain my methodological choices, ll siart with the structure of this chapter.

First, | will explain my research approach, paradignd rationale. Second, | will explain how |

approached sampling, and thus drew my study pdpalathird, | will deal with matters of

it is quite possible that Khalid misses this point because the phenomena was only in its embryonic stages when
he did his research. However, it is clear that on the ground in Central Asia, universal Islam is on the global menu
people are encountering, just as | have argued Protestant Christianity is.
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research design, looking at both data collectiothouws and data analysis. | will finish this

chapter with sections on ethical considerationgbity of the findings, and study limitations.

3.1 Theoretical Paradigm

This study is based on the theoretical paradigmaliysreferred to as Social
Constructivism. This approach asserts that the hummald is fundamentally different from the
natural, physical world thus requiring a fundaméyifferent approach to its study. Social
Constructivism challenges the traditional ontoloefgmpirical science, that there is a single
reality existing independent of any observer’s pective, with an ontology that asserts multiple,
socially constructed realities which have real eguences because it is through those realities
that people perceive their world (Guba & Lincolr829p. 84). A good example of this theory,

and its rational limits, comes from Michael Crottfien he reasons:

“[A] tree” is clearly a commonly agreed-on categofyplant life in North America. From
an objective point of view we would say there i$yame reality we call a tree.
Nevertheless, it is likely that the term will caxrgry different connotations to people

living in a logging town, an art college, or tresdanner city slum (1998, p.43).

In other words, Social Constructivism concernsititividual’'s knowledge about reality

not the objective structures of reality itself @at2002, p.96).

81



Choosing Social Constructivism as a theoreticedgigm has had several practical
implications for this thesis, but two are perhamstmportant. The first is that | have attempted
to capture several different perceptions abouttyeabithout trying to decide which is true, or
truer. However, since | conducted the research grastudy population who share the same
world view, arussifiedone, their perceptions of reality are very similEnis allowed for
cohesive data analysis and theory development.sifete Social Constructivism does not
require the researcher to harmonize differencgeafeption, this paradigm helped me capture
the details, nuance, and peculiarities that ndyuoaicur in life, thus differentiating one person’s

experience from another’s.

Second, a major tenet of Social Constructivisniad tultural and social phenomena can
only be understood in context (Patton 2002, p. 86-8€mething | was convinced of before |
ever heard the term. Due to living and working sroslturally for many years, | realized that
attention to contextual factors—social, historicaligious, etc.—is critical to any study of
human experience. This is why | have taken the tortboroughly examine the religious
historical context of post-Soviet Central Asiam aonvinced that Muslim conversions to Christ
in this context are different than those takingcplan other contexts, even other post-Colonial
ones, because the logslam of the late Soviet and post-Soviet eras is sigaiftly different

from the local islams practiced elsewhere.

At the same time, conducting this study throughpaedigm of Social Constructivism
kept this study from becoming bogged down wviitthividual religious experiences. Social

Constructivism forces the researcher to balancenthieidual’s construction of reality with the
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understanding that those meanings were generataagthinteraction with others in their social
context, thus the final product is more like a eclive picture than a collection of individual
vignettes. This helps the researcher avoid idiostiecanalysis and ensures the theories they

developed are more likely to be useful beyond teeact study population.

3.2 Qualitative Research Approach

This study will be a strictly qualitative projecased on the personal narratives of
converts. Although quantitative and mixed methoalgettheir place in the social science field, |
believe the goals of this project were best sebyed qualitative approach alone. Although
guantitative studies are most helpful for undemditagn the breadth of phenomenon, that approach
is less than desirable in this case for severalores two of which stand out. First, in order to
conduct a quantitative study, the researcher ysnakds some idea about the size of the total
population from which they are drawing. Howevengcsi this is impossible with a socially
deviant group such as converts to Christ in Muslotieties, even the best quantitative study
would be suspect to some degree as to the tesprdgentativeness. Second, quantitative survey
instruments are by nature etic, that is they prnees@ many things about the responses which
will be given, and these presuppositions are faheresearcher’'s understanding, not the
participants’. Since my stated aim is to discobereémic, or insider, understanding of

conversion, a quantitative study seemed out ofjtiestion.
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3.2.1 Analvtical Approaches

In this subsection, | will explain the two methoalgies that form the basis for my
analysis of the interviews. The first is Groundéwdry (GT), and the second is Narrative
Inquiry (NI). There are several reasons that | reelected to use a combination of Narrative
Inquiry and Grounded Theory. One reason is thabtlggnators of GT, Glaser and Strauss,
considered Narrative Inquiry to be a good complent®their strategy (1967). Secondly, |
believe both of these analytical methods fit nicglthin my chosen research paradigm of Social
Constructivism, since one of its fundamental tegdthat people construct their own version of
reality. Narrative Inquiry provided a means by whicould gain a clear picture of that reality,
while Grounded Theory helped to keep competingrieemr explanations out of the way until a
clear emic understanding had emerged. Now | shexpdbre the meaning of Grounded Theory

and Narrative Inquiry.

Grounded Theory

From the small library of books that have beentemitabout Grounded Theory one might
get the impression that GT is a complicated metlogyotaking many years to master. But
nothing could be further from the truth. Grounddwadry is fundamentally two things; one, a
commitment by the researcher to bring as few presiwed ideas to the data as possible; and

two, the anticipation that plausible hypothese$ eviterge from the data itself.

GT is not a methodologyer se but it is more properly understood as a way ofkimg

about and conceptualizing data (Strauss & Corb8818. 163). Grounded theories are
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generated by inductive logic, as the researcherugtes about how to explain relationships he

is finding between concepts and ideas in the d#ta®s more and more examples arise that fit
the researcher’s speculations, he begins to geresrkdoking for plausible explanations for what
he sees. With the collection of more data and noetl emersion in that set, these explanations
firm in the researcher’s mind, hypotheses emergenates begin to get longer and longer. These
are the earliest conclusions and meaning-makirggprétations appearing to the researcher, the
eventual building blocks of theory, but they arg/@suntested and unready for public view.
Some of these early ideas eventually find enougipat in the data that the researcher can
formalize them into actual theory. Thaifishe researcher has robust critical thinking skéls

good data set, and is willing to spend signifidame immersed in it.

However, the practice of Grounded Thedpges notnean the researcher has absolutely
no idea of what he might find. Rather, a GT apphaaeans that whatever theories the
researcher uses to explain the data will be sutisligrnrooted in that data (Glaser 2003,
Charmaz 2006). This is the “grounded” of Groundeedry. Although the development of
theory requires significant abstraction, in GT ghewust be a clearly traceable path back to the
actual data. Since the data in which | will be ‘ignded” are personal narratives, this leads us to

the second research approach that | have builsthdy upon, Narrative Inquiry.

Narrative Inquiry

The other approach to analysis | have employeldatsdf Narrative Inquiry. This

research methodology has been defined by two tieis$s known theorists in the following way:
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People shape their daily lives by stories of wheythnd others are and as they interpret
their past in terms of these stories. Story, incineent idiom, is a portal through which a
person enters the world and by which their expegeof the world is interpreted and
made personally meaningful. Narrative inquiry, $hiedy of experience as story, then, is
first and foremost a way of thinking about expetierNarrative inquiry as a

methodology entails a view of the phenomenon. (€byi& Clandinin, 2006, p. 375).

Narrative Inquiry is qualitative researahit large, and this is one of the reasons | liketit. |
demands that any ideas, theories, or findings megpdby the researcher truly be rooted in the
actual statements of the study participants, wor@entext, not in our subjective interpretations.
There are many reasons why | chose Narrative Ipguwill explore two in particular, the

narrative turn in social sciences, and the issueeality” in religious conversion.

There has been a noted turn toward personal nagsadis data, as the human sciences
turned away from various Positivist modes of ing@nd meta-narrative approaches (Riessman
1993). Narrative Inquiry, also known as “Narratofogr “Narrative Analysis,” emerged from
Hermeneutic philosophy, which offers a perspediventerpreting texts—religious texts,
newspaper articles, speeches by politicians, alamgform of communication that exists in
written form. Hermeneutics facilitated the movesotial sciences toward Narrative Inquiry by
asserting that all attempts at meaning-makingraezpretations rather than representations of
independent reality (Patton 2003). The differeneviken any and all textual representations,

and those that are properly called “narrativesaguence and consequence. In narratives,
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“events are selected, organized, connected andageal as meaningful” by the storyteller, with

the intention of using these choices to produceningaRiessman 1993, p.1).

Because Narrative Inquiry focuses on human expegigt has gained a wide usage in
fields as diverse as literary theory, anthropoldbggplogy, psychology and education—to name
just a few. The main force of this narrative tusrihie claim that humans are storytelling
organisms; their lives are not only expressedanysbut are in fact shaped by the stories they
tell (Connelly & Clandinin 1990). Or to take it & further, people are not simply characters in
the stories they tell, rather their storage their identity, one that is “created, told, redisend
retold throughout life” (Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach Zilber 1998, p. 7). This is important to
recognize because the opposite seems to have ddigtiee past. As | previously noted, Daniel
Varisco wrote an entire boolslam Obscuredon the issue of Islam’s being misrepresented
because seldom, if ever, do researchers use thal acirds of contemporary Muslims as data.
Varisco argues that much ethnographic writing allslatnic peoples is filled withesearchers
telling about and interpreting what Muslims saydor yet contain very little of whauslims
themselves actually say or do (2005). This prolkkenot isolated to studies about Muslims.
David Yamane argues that the misrepresentatiobéas much more widespread; that
researchers often attempt to explain the meaninigi®br that religious experience without
documenting so much as a single word spoken byarson with that experience (2000). The
result is that in the past scholars often proddbedry which was not so much derived from
those they studied as it was from the researcbernsperceptions of them. By committing
myself to Narrative Inquiry, | have produced fingsnand theories that are more rooted in the

actual words and meaning constructions of studiiggaants than in my observations and ideas.
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A second reason for using Narrative Inquiry is ithaelps us overcome one of the great
problems of researching religious experience—suglerences do not take place in the same
realm as do natural phenomena. This obviously pesesre problems for those wishing to
conduct empirical research. Just how does one @eathe “reality” of something that has
neither mass nor shape? The first step to overapthis vexing problem is for the researcher to
recognize that he cannot study the physical, mamglemotional dimensions of religious
experience in real time—as if conducting a lab expent. However, that does not mean
religious experiences cannot be studied at allidD#amane (2000) argues that although the
experience itself is not accessible, its linguistigresentations are. So while religious conversion
may not be accessible through a phenomenologics) ¥ge can explore narratives about it; and
by doing so learn that experience is meaningfalotaverts. Jeppe Jensen takes this idea a step
further and suggests that the only reason religiogeerience is accessitdeall is because it is
at one level a “semantic phenomenon” (2003, p. .3D&¢ spiritual verities that believers profess
to experience, or hope to in the afterlife, areptynibeyond the reach of systematic, scientific
inquiry. Therefore when studying religious phenomenis critical to demarcate between the
experience itself and the linguistic representatiofithe same. If the researcher is not careful to
do so, he will tend toward one of two mistakes.t@none hand, he may attempt to apply logic
and rationality to “other worldly” entities and exjences, a scientific dead-end. Or conversely,
he sometimes assumes that all things relateditpaet experience are just as inaccessible as the

spiritual “realities” he proposes to express, dretafore avoids the topic altogether.

Thus a narrative approach to understanding corersiwarranted, even required,

because religious reality is an inherently nareatenstruction. Whether it is a Native American
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shaman passing along their stories to the tribathyoor the first century Christian evangelists
dictating their memoirs of Jesus, the religiousld/gg more narrative than it is tangible. While
some would argue this is true for all of life, tiégarticularly so in the realm of religion becaus
religious experiences do not exist in the physspdlere, only in constructions of shared
reality—and that reality is shared through words. Howewartative, unlike the intangible
nature of religion, does not impede thoroughly sitfie study because “narrativity is the

fundamental condition for the human and socialrsms” (Jensen 2003, pg. 452).

3.2.2 Research sample

Gaining access to the stories of Muslim conver@hast had certain difficulties, namely
that of identifying converts, and gaining the cdefice required for them to share their stories.
They are a classic example of a “hidden populdtiastudy population that is “a subset of the
general population whose membership is not realifiynguished or enumerated based on
existing knowledge and/or sampling capabilitiesi¢dél 1990, p.6). Therefore, | have used a
sampling strategy that is common for hidden pojpartat network samplingThis method of
sample selection begins by interviewing a few vgélated people, or insiders, and then asking
them to refer the researcher to others who thag\ueelill have “information rich stories to tell”

(Patton 2003, p. 230).

As a result of my previously living in Central Asidbegan the research process with

connections to several Muslim converts to Chrigthynof whom were willing to both give
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interviews and help me identify others for the safbenever possible | asked for a referral
from those that | interviewed, thus forming a “ctfadf informants which moved away from
immediate relationship with myself and spread myang wider into the general population.
Lee has pointed out that the use of personal caiemsadn this way can be a major advantage
when dealing with highly stigmatized populationsdugse the process works as a referral
system. Such intermediaries vouch for the resedschena fidesvhen they make
recommendationsyhich in turn encourages new people to participatbe study, and critically,

to participate without reserve (1993, p.67).

This approach to sampling would be deficient iruargitative project because it does not
derive its validity from statistical probabilityebry. However, in qualitative research, this is
actually a strength. Rather than simply enumerdérge numbers of cases which might be very
hard to properly analyze at depth, network samgiiayvs the researcher to focus on
information-rich cases which they can reasonabpeekto learn the most from (Abdul-Quader
et. al. 2006). This is based on the premise thatspén this case Muslim converts to Christ, are
better able to locate and recruit other membeestotiden populatiowho have something
worthwhile to sayAlso, as the name implies, network sampling tadsantage of the social
networks in which the study participants are emedd®y drawing participants who are socially
connected, the researcher is more likely to sex socially constructed realities they share,
rather than an artificial one that he construasifisocially disconnected people. Finally, in
dealing with deviant or highly stigmatized popudats, such as is the case in my research,
network sampling is often the only way of gatherangample, and as such must be used while

dealing honestly with its limitations (Lee 19936).
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In the end, this approach to sampling producedta set of thirty-six interviews,
gathered over the course of four trips to CentsibAn 2012 and 2013. As the chart below
shows, the majority of these were conducted in RaSsand they were recorded and later
translated and transcribed into English for thoroagalysis. However, on occasion, the ideas or
topics from a recorded interview resurfaced inrlatsversation with that same person, at a
moment when it was inappropriate or impossibles® tine voice recorder. In such cases, these
additions to the interviews were reconstructedoas ®s possible from field notes, and then

appended it to the interview transcript and notedwch.

Interviews were conducted until | recognized “suéint redundancy” in the responses,
i.e. a point was reached when the patterns of resspbegan to repeat themselves and generate
little or no new information (Schenul and LeComp899). This fits well with Michael Patton’s

view of sample size:

There are no rules for sample size in qualitativpiiry. Sample size depends on what
you want to know, the purpose of the inquiry, whal stake, what will be useful, and
will have credibility, and what can be done wittadable time and resources (2002:

184).

A final note, since the sampling structure of gtisdy relied on referrals from known
converts, it was prudent to track the relationatatice between myself and those interviewed. In
the chart below, “relational distance” is a meaxfrthis referral structure. Level 1 represents a

person whom | already knew and could approachdoeast an interview. Level 2 are those

* Five interviews were conducted in English at the request of the participant.
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referred to me by another, and Level 3 represefuglaer step away, a referral from a level 2
source. The primary reason for tracking this wagaon to what degree the referral system was

successful.

Below is a table of the participants:

Language | Relational | Approx. years
Code | Age Family Status of distance | since

interview conversion

1 | 101F* | Mid 30s | Single English 1 15

2 | 102M Mid-30s | Married w/children | English 1 10+

3 | 103M | 50+ Married w/children  Russian 2 15

4 | 201M | 36 Married w/children|  English 2 15

5 | 202F Mid-20s | Married w/childrery  Russian 3 5

6 | 208M | 42 Married w/children| Russian 3 20

7 | 204M | 40s Married w/children  Russian 3 15

8 | 205M | 40s Married w/children  Russian 3 10

9 | 206M | 50s Married w/childrer  Russian 3 15+

10| 207M | Mid-30s | Married w/children| Russian 3 10

42 .
The endings ‘F’ or ‘M’ on codes denotes female or male.
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11| 208M | 50s Married w/children|  Russian 15+
12 | 301F 30s Married w/children  Russian 10
13 | 302F 50s Married w/childrer  Russian 15
14 | 303M | 40s Married w/children|  Russian 15
15| 304M | 40s Married w/children.  Russian 15
16 | 305M | 60s Married w/children|  Russian 15
17| 306M 40s Married w/children  English 20+
18 | 401M | 70s Married w/children|  Russian 15
19 | 402F 50s Married w/children  Russian 10
20 | 403F 30s Married w/children  Russian 10
21 | 404F 60s Married w/children  Russian 10
22 | 405F 30s Single English 15
23| 406M | 55 Married w/children| Russian 15
24 | 407F 40s Married w/childrer  Russian Unknown
25| 408M | 30s Married w/children,  Russian 10
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26 | 409M | 50s Married w/children|  Russian 2 10
27 | 410F 30s Married w/children  Russian 2 -10
28 | 411M | 50s Married w/children|  Russian 2 10
29| 412F 30s Single Russian 2 Unknown
30| 413F 30s Married w/children  Russian 2 Unknown
31| 414M | 40s Married w/children|  Russian 2 10
32| 415F 30s Married w/children  Russian 1 Unknown
33| 416M | 40s Married w/children|  Russian 2 15
34| 418M | 20s Single Russian 3 5+
35[419M | 30s Married w/children,  Russian 2 10
36 | 420M | 57 Married w/children| Russian 1 15+

As can be seen from the data above, all but tvtbeparticipants had already been
believers in Christ for approximately ten or moeass at the time of their interview. It seemed
that my local informants were only willing for oldenore established believers to be exposed to

the research process.
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3.2.3. Data Collection Methods

Data collection for this study consisted of semirstiured interviews with open-ended
guestions. However, before continuing, | shouldi@ewhat | mean by a semi-structured

interview, and the implications of that for thisidy.

The termsemi-structurednterview conjures up images of something gengechaps a
standardized set of house plans—a certain degre&riability for individual taste—but
otherwise much the same. The structure, or franghthe house is clear and set in advance. The
idea ofstructure however you understand the presemi-modifying it, is the defining
characteristic of this kind of interview. Thentéés the issue afpen-endedjuestionsThis
concept, too, is problematic. Axpen-endedjuestion sounds like a conversationidl de sac
from which escape is possible, but not probablgedéims to me that both of these terms define a
certain type of interview by what it is not - asey, rather than by what it is - a chance for the
study participant to tell their story. So whidemi-structured intervieve technically accurate in
this case, there needs to be a better way to desttre kind of interviews which yielded the data

for this study.

To begin with, | conceived of my interaction withrficipants more as conversations than
as interviews. Not only that, | deliberately kepem as very one-sided conversations for reasons
that will be clear shortly. The differences betweaonversatiorand arintervieware numerous.
For example, interviews have built-in perceptiohpawver. The structure implies that the
interviewer is in control as he asks questions,tahrdnterviewee submits to that power by

answering specifically the questions asked. Orother hand, conversations are two-way streets;
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both parties have control over the direction treket Police officers and potential employers
interview people, friends have conversations. Furtiore, subliminal messages of control and
power are problematic in any research settingttmyt can be lethal in cross-cultural research. If
the study participants sense power in play, it gpaoduces one of two outcomes. One, they
will tell the researcher what they think he wamtdiéar; a common response in contexts of
authoritarian governments like those of post-So@entral Asia. Or, the participants may chaff
at the indignity of feeling controlled by the fageier, which of course quickly destroys any

rapport between researcher and participants.

Another important distinction betweémerviewsandconversationss that when
someone’s responses range widely in an interviewgansider that he is “off topic,” and the
interviewer must return him to the task at hanan¥ersely, in a conversation, much more
latitude is normal, and there are often ribbonthotight that move toward seemingly disparate
subjects. This latitude is critical if the reseancls looking for an emic perspective on a
phenomenon. There is extensive evidence from dggrstience that human memory is not
random, but organized; and this mental structubest revealed in free recall. “When an
individual is asked to recall a story, a pictureyad list, or any event at all, the parts of
elements of that event tend to be reorganizedanntiividual’s report. Cognitive research has
shown that elements of events which are groupesthegin recall can be assumed to be linked
somehow in that individual’s mental structure” (&man, Romney, and Freeman 1987, pg. 313).
Thus, the participant’s own structure of thoughd gerception is best revealed when the
interviewer’s own are the least intrusive, i.e. ithierviews have the minimum structure possible

while still furthering the larger aims of the ressa
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The challenge then becomes for the researcheaymst of the way, so that the
participant’s emic perception can come through. #nslis indeed a challenge. When a
researcher is thoroughly grounded in his fieldtaflg and in his research context, it is quite
common for him tahink he more or less knows the direction an intervieautd go and what
subtopics to expect. Thus the researcher develsprsreg, though often unspoken, structure in
his mind and he guides the interaction to make gay cover all the important elements of that
structure. This would make senrkéhe researcher were more knowledgeable than ttieipant
on the topic of their conversation. But since wes tatking about the study participants’ own
personal experience, surely they know more abdbait the researcher does. And since we are
looking for emic structures, participants must foe dnes who control the direction of the
conversation, to determine what is included andueberl, to ensure that all the important bases

are covered.

This is an important methodological distinctiomtake. If we believe, and | do, that the
converts know what is important, and what is nothie story of their conversion, then we
should gladly cede control over the direction aftsinterviews and allow participants to take the
conversation in unexpected directions. This is leovic perspective is discovered. This is the

seedbed from which grounded theory emerges.

Aside from personal problems with control, | thithle reason many researchers are
uneasy with this approach is that they have beendd to use structure to find what they are
looking for in data, rather than uncovering thetdtstructure inherent in the data. The later

approach, the one | have used, places less emmimasesearch design and stresses the
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researcher’s analytical skills. This approach sffggace and freedom for participants to develop
and articulate not just their thoughts, the structure of their thoughtsather than cutting their
self-understanding into segments which neatlyh&ititesearcher’s preconceived structure which
is reflected in the way they structure interviewlsus, simply asking participants to tell their
story, with a minimum of pre-planned structuringestions, allows insights not only into small
segments of data, i.e. answers to questions, hetps display the participant’s own systems of

meaning.

However, even as a minimalist, | acknowledge timexeds to be some degree of structure
to the research conversation, or we might neveowercanything of substance on the desired
topic. Thus | did use a protocol, but it was veagio, consisting of three very open-ended

guestions and a few possible probes:

1. Describe the spiritual environment you grew up in.
a. Who were the key spiritual people around you?
2. When and how did that change?
a. Who was involved in this change?
b. What were the main factors in this change?
c. What was the first time you remember hearing alleatis?

3. Tell me about your spiritual life today.

Of course this does not represent the sum totalyoside of these conversations, but this
was as far as my advance structuring went. Adghegoal was to ask questions that would start

the conversation in the right direction, yet wepem enough to facilitate meaning-making by the
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participant as they spoke. Ultimately | came td ttese “framed conversations.” By that, |
mean conversations that were certainly not comigletgen-ended, but were “framed” by my
interest in the participant’s conversion. Howewethin in the width and breadth of that frame,
there was virtually unlimited white space, roomtloe participants to tell their story, to include
or exclude details as they would chose. In this iaigd to help each participant offer a

narrative that is truly his own, yet one that wofuldher the inquiry of this study.

3.2.4 Data Analysis Methods

There are many ways researchers can approach geadarpreting and analyzing
personal narratives as they make sense of thethisistudy | have used two approaches—
Holistic-Content and Categorical-Content analy§iee first of the two, the Holistic-Content
approach, has the goal of finding a holistic obglampression of the narrative that harmonizes
the narrative whole with its various parts. Thisgsomplished by the researcher reading the
material several times, paying special attentiolatger, thematic elements, or elements that
might be possible building blocks of emerging thenhis broad perspective is then supported
by a specific section of the narrative, a subteat tepresents the whole. This type of analysis
requires the researcher to have a firm grasp df padicipant’s story, something only gained
through repeated, careful and empathetic readiBgef-Kisber et al 2003, pp. 139-142). This
is not an approach for those who are in a hurnylay want “hard edges” and lots of numbers
about their data. One drawback to the Holistic4€ohapproach is that it requires narratives

with strong, cohesive themes, which is not alwagsdase. Therefore, | have chosen to also use
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a second, complementary approach which is morecae to “segmented” stories—narratives

that touch on multiple themes.

Miles and Huberman point out that qualitative reskeers are often faced with a tension
between the particular and the universal; to sonvelegoncile the uniqueness of the individual
case with the need for a more generalizable uratedstg of the processes they observe in the
data (1994, pg. 173). For this | have chosen taQategorical-Content. In contrast to the “big
picture” reading of Holistic-Content analysis, Gaigcal-Content begins by breaking-up the
narrative into relatively smaller units of contéaised on emergent therffegfter identifying
portions of subtext that are particularly relevding researcher categorizes them by thematic
concerns, then conducts analysis from the persgecfithese themes rather than whole
interviews (Lieblich, Tuval-Machiach, and Zilberd® pp.112-114). These themes are then
developed using the material contained in subteats different interviews. There are many
different types of analysis that can be used osetlseibtexts. | have focused on descriptive
analysis as being more compatible with the Categbffontent approach. Thus, Categorical-
Content analysis allows the researcher to devetbpraugh interpenetration of ideas between
various interviews in the data set, again, a nesagiement to the “individual stories” of Holistic

—Content analysis.

While these two approaches are different in sigarit ways, they share a focus on

narrative content, thus are complementary. Andesbath deal with content, both require some

* Here | refer to themes as “emergent” because | have conducted analysis within a Grounded Theory framework.
Narrative researchers can and do sometimes use predetermined themes in Categorical-Content analysis,
depending on the research tradition they are working from.
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means of labeling portions of text. The most wideded and adaptable method for this

procedure igoding therefore, it is to that and related analyticalgesses that | will now turn.

Coding is perhaps the most important analytical déd@ qualitative researcher. At its
most fundamental level, coding a text is nothingertban assigning a name or symbol to groups
of similar ideas or phenomena that the researabtézes in his data set (LeCompte and Schensul
1999, pg. 55). Because codes are attached to sps®itions of the data, they primarily function
at the level of description, giving textual contémthe researcher’s ideas. However, codes can
also be considered the first step toward abstrattexause they are later used to help identify
patterns and themes in the data. In keeping witltoweyall Grounded Theory approach, the
codes | used were all inductive; that is, they werggested by reading the data itself. None were
predetermined. Through a repetitive cycle of regdamalyzing, and then rereading narratives,
some codes were discarded, others changed nandesg\aral were merged. This activity is part
of the constant comparing and modifying that isnmark of Grounded Theory research (Glaser

2003).

At the same time as | read and coded interviewsadticed what is often called
“memoning®.” These memos are short notes that are attachezttmns of the text, which serve
several functions. One of the fathers of Groundeeofy gave what is still the classic definition
of a memo in this approach to research, “[A menhthis theorizing write-up of ideas about
codes and their relationships as they strike tladyahwhile coding... it can be a complete

sentence, a paragraph, or a few pages...it exhdestnalyst's momentary ideation based on

* Various analytical processes such as coding and memoing were facilitated by the use of ATLAS.ti research
software, version 5.2.21© 1993-2008, byATLAS.ti Scientific Software Development GmbH, Berlin. www.atlasti.com.

101



data with perhaps a little conceptual elaborati@laser 1978, cited in Miles & Huberman

1994, pg. 72). Therefore, we can say that memoprararily conceptual in nature as they tie
together various concrete data units (codes). Heweny use of memos went far beyond this.
They also served as vehicles for thinking and expyodeas through the process of writing
process, thus facilitating the capture of new inE@s they emerge. One of the advantages of
using textual memos is that like codes, they anttmresearcher’s thoughts to the actual words

of participants, thus capitalizing on one of thesgths of Grounded Theory.

At first glance, coding and memoing seem likeditthore than technical procedures
performed on a text, but they are much more. Mile$ Huberman call then part of the “ladder
of abstraction” which moves the researcher frontdeon to explanation by slowly shifting
the thought process from first, descriptive, tanlagéic, to patterning, and finally to developing
mental “frameworks” (1994, pg. 91). Several of mynatext memos became, for all practical

purposes, the first drafts of some of the analystsented in Chapter 4.

3.3 Ethical Considerations

Researchers in both the physical and social segehave to carefully consider ethical
concerns in their work. While a Narrative Inquigsearch project has a lower potential for harm
than, say, clinical trials for a new vaccine, thare always ethical considerations whenever
human subjects are involved as subjects of a relsgaoject. However, this superficial

commonality does not mean that the ethical constmg from one domain of science should be
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indiscriminately applied to the other. This is ofte problem for social science researchers
because the commonly held standards of ethicallaivdere developed to address needs in the
physical sciences, and some of them are poorlyppedito address the realities of social science
research. In order to form a robust, yet relevémtal stance for this research, | considered two

fundamental ethical issues, the “risk-benefit equméitand principal of “informed consent.”

The risk-benefit equation comes to us primaribnirthe field of medical research. It
asks, “Do the risks to the participants comparia¢opotential benefits of the study?” The
problem of applying this to social sciences redea&the “ad hoc character of qualitative
research makes calculating the risks and potdmiaéfits of a project very difficult” (Larossa,
Bennett, and Gelles 1981, 304-305). In fact, sogsearchers have argued that the ideas of harm
and benefit are irrelevant in the context of ethiapyic fieldwork because harm is rarely
guantifiable, and benefit is difficult to identifCassell 1980, pg. 35). As it concerns this study,
the risks to participants are not irrelevant, inatytare indeed hard to quantify. The upside is that

the participants themselves understood the rig&lking to me far better than | could have.

The second fundamental concern is thabfwrmed consensomething which has been
called the cornerstone of the ethical behavior@mtern for the welfare of research
participants. Unlike the “risk-benefit equatiomjformed consent is not difficult to practice and
should be a basic ethical habit that researchess coltivate as part of their respect for those
participating in their study. At its core, informednsent means researchers are open and honest
about the nature of the research project, offgpargicipants sufficient information for them to

make an informed decision about their participaficarossa, Bennett, and Gelles 1981). Of
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course this presupposes that a reasonably healdtjonship exists between researcher and

participant for the duration of their interaction.

With these things in mind, | found the best waynaintain a clear ethical footing in my
fieldwork was to focus on informed consent basedmopen, healthy relationship with study
participants. | encouraged participants to evaltlaeaisks through interaction with me, and by
consulting other participants. Together, we negetiasssues such as who would and would not
participate, how | would handle their stories, dath security. Not only did this contribute to the
level of transparency participants offered melsgbanade for ethical parameters that were
meaningful. | contend that focusing on ethics framelational perspective is a better choice than
the more legalistic approach taken by some unitressivhich use lengthy “informed consent”

forms. | am thankful that the University of Soutfriéa allowed me this course of action.

3.4 Reliability and Validity

There has always been debate as to how sociatistseshould evaluate the quality of
their findings. Many terms have been usggbr, validity, transferability, reliability,and
trustworthinessto name a few. | chose to focus on two of theslgbility andvalidity. The first
of these, reliability, concerns accuracy and faitnéss with regards to another referent. As such,
| suggest that in a Narrative Inquiry project,abliity is best understood as fidelity to the words
and thoughts of the participants. Did the researchpture accurate accounts? Are the findings
rooted in the actual words of participants? Thastative inquiry that demonstrates a close and

clear connection between the words of participantsthe inferences drawn by the researcher
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has demonstrated that it is reliable. In the céski® research, one way | built reliability intoet
heart of the project was by taping of all intervéeand then producing word-for-word
transcriptions for analysis. Although many ethnpgexs rely on conversation notes rather than
recordings, in the case of Narrative Inquiry, ls@aed that reliability would suffer without
accurate verbatim records of participant’s actuadds, particularly given the nature of bilingual
communicatioff. In other words, in this study, reliability is aniction of the rootedness of the
data, and every effort has been made to accontpliéghNevertheless, data is only the basis for

research findings, not the findings themselvesefioee, we need a second constructialidity.

Validity is a critically important concept, thetnadary line between what is acceptable
and unacceptable in qualitative research. It igdly understood as “the trustworthiness of
inferences drawn from data” (Freeman et al 20072pg27). Consequently, the qualitative
researcher must demonstrate through the way hddsatie data why others should trust his
findings. However, it is important to note thatidal is about inferencedrawn from data”

(ibid). Thus validity involves imprecise mental operaicguch as reasoning, interpretation, even
conjecture, all these being synonyms of “inferéhtais being the case, we do well to
remember that social science research concernsrhom@aning-making, and as such, it has very
little to do with the numerical exactitude of phgsior chemistry. Polkinghorne has suggested
that rather than being driven by mathematical aestasocial scientists need to aim to produce

results that are believable (1998, p. 160).

** See section 3.3.1 on data collection methods.
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To summarize, since this study falls within thee@rch paradigm of Social
Constructivism, which emphasizes the socially gateer nature of reality, reliability is more
closely related to fidelity to the words and thotsgbf the participants than to externally existing
constructions that need empirical verification (Beu1991). Therefore, my goal was not to
produce findings that could “prove” certain theesriether | have striven to produce findings
that are reasonable. | have aimed for a kind ddivgity and validity that are rooted in the data
itself, yet which stand up to the academic rigockaarly falling within the milieu of relevant

social science thinking.

3.5 Limitations of Study

By its nature, social research has certain linoitest. In the case of qualitative studies like
this one, there is one particular limitation thatill briefly account for now, that is the
generalizability of the findings. One of the greatues of qualitative research is the depth of
description it can produce, but that necessitatedler sample sizes, thus limiting the degree to
which a study’s findings can be generalized. A8ogce my sampling plan was not based on
statistical probability theory, it would be irrespable to paint these findings sepresentative
Since this study is rooted in Social Constructivigns better to think of the findings in terms of
descriptive exemplars, or illustrations, of how somssifiedMuslims have understood their
conversion. However, since the findings were gdedray Grounded Theory, it would be
relatively easy for someone in the future to desidtypothesis-testing study to validate and

enlarge on the theories generated here.
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3.6 Summary of Methodology

This qualitative study is rooted in the theordtmaradigm of Social Constructivism. This
challenges the traditional ontology of empiricaksce, that there is a single reality existing
independent of any observer’s perspective, witbranlogy that asserts multiple, socially
constructed realities through which people percteied world. This is sometimes referred to as
the emic, or insider perspective. We should nad sbcially constructed realities are not
necessarily ontological realities because theyat@always objectively true. However, while
this is an important academic distinction, in thedg of human experience, it makes little
difference. The way people perceive their worldaghem, reality, or at least this is the

contention of Social Constructivism.

In order to gain access to this socially constedctality about conversion, | followed
two complementary research approaches, Narratopgariy(NI) and Grounded Theory (GT).
Narrative Inquiry is a hand-in-glove fit for Soci@bnstructivism because it maintains that
people both shape who they are and interprets plasirby means of the stories they tell, and
those narratives are a portal through which thearher can enter that reality with them. This is
particularly true of religious experiences suclt@sversion, which are inherently inaccessible
except through their retelling. As for Grounded ditye while it is often referred to as a research
method, it is fundamentally a commitment by theeaesher to bring as little preconceived
theory to the data as possible. It is founded erbidief that plausible explanations and

hypothesis will emerge from the data itself. Thenbmation of Narrative Inquiry and Grounded
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Theory gives the researcher maximum latitude irpbrsuit of truly emic understandings of the

phenomenon being studied.

Muslim converts to Christ are a classic exampla bidden and socially deviant
population, thus | employed a sampling strategy@mate for such a population, “network
sampling.” This method begins by interviewing a feell-situated insiders and then asking
them to refer the researcher to others, thus fagraifchain” of participants which moves away
from immediate relationship with the research, spitads the sampling wider in the general
population. Besides the practical benefits, thecpss is particularly helpful with highly
stigmatized populations because the referrals toedstablish the researchepsna fidesThis
network approach to sampling produced a total iofytisix usable interviews, gathered at
various locations across Central A&idhe majority of these were in Russian, which water
translated and transcribed into English for analyEhis data was gathered through what | have
called “framed conversations.” By this | mean casa#ions that were framed by my research
interests, but with virtually unlimited space fbetparticipant to tell their story as they saw fit.
By conducting the interviews with a minimum of ingeal structure, | allowed the participants to
develop their own structure to the narrative, thelping to further tease out the emic

perspective.

The analysis of the interviews was conducted atbedines of two methods—Holistic-
Content and Categorical-Content analysis. The dirshe two is concerned with finding a global

impression of a narrative, and then harmonizingidreative whole with its various parts. It

*® For the geographic parameters of the sample, please refer to the section on Geographic Context, pg. 4.
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seeks meaning that is contained in a single naeradtiowever, this approach requires narratives
with strong, cohesive themes, which naturally isalvays the case; therefore, | chose
complementary approach to also use, which is mgpécable to “segmented” narratives,
Categorical-Content analysis. In this schema, tisemare broken-up into relatively smaller
units of content based on themes. The researcheiuses these thematic subtexts to conduct
analysis that cuts across several interviews. Tiwisising these two forms of content analysis,
the researcher can handle a variety of kinds efwws, gaining different perspectives from

each approach.

In light of the methods and procedures summargeEve, | have every confidence that

the findings of this study will be found to medtetpectations of academic rigor.
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Chapter 4 — Findings and Analysis Related t®RRussification

4.1. A More Grounded Picture ofRussification

We noted before that anthropologist Diane Austine3 said that conversion was “a
form of passage, a turning from and to...” (2003 1jpgAs a major part of this thesis, in the
introduction we dealt extensively with the mattécontext, that is the nature of the Central
Asian localislamwhich participants in this study are “turning frériNevertheless, a brief
summary is in order as we enter data analsys. 8wl of the Soviet era, for the vast majority
of the indigenous population in Central Asia, bengluslim had very little to do with classic,
essentialist Islam. Being Muslim meant for themmiggdart of a community that is Muslim, not
individual knowledge of sacred material or everutagpractice of Islamic rituals. Not only this,
but after 70 years of Soviet rule, Central AsianshMus had reached a comfortable détente by
simultaneously inhabiting two very different cuiispaces, Russian and Islamic. This produced

a new meta- identity, something the literature galherefers to asussifiedMuslims.

However, as the analysis of interviews unfoldeealized the picture above was
incomplete and somewhat inaccurate. | will stathvai few excerpts as | refine the model of

Russificationoffered in my introduction:

“There are different types of Islam, you know. Soane very fundamentalist,
they pray 5 times a day, etc. some wear speciabdsg but some believe
themselves to be Muslims but they do not obseryéharg. They are nominal

Muslims. Here in we have a nominal Islam, mixedwtaditions. Central Asia

110



was not Islamic before, but when Islam came, it mased with traditions. And
that's the Islam we still have... here our IslamesywCentral Asian. It’s like you
asked me, if | knew the Koran, I didn't. Do | kn@wabic to be able to read the
Quran? No, | don’t. 90% of people in Central Astaribt speak Arabic. They
might have learnt some verses in Arabic but thepataunderstand the meaning.”
(206M)

Or:

“Of course, my parents were Muslims, but at theeséime they were not.
Because there was communism and my father was muaaoist, he was a party
member, as well as his brothers, even until now thimk of themselves as
communists and party members. Of course at that tiobbody even said the word
‘God’. There was no mosque in our village... We wavenmunists, nothing
about God.” (414M)

And here a woman’s point of view:

“Yes, we are also proud. Everyone thinks of himasla Muslim, even though
they don’t do any of Islamic rituals, etc. But ifyaof us becomes a believer [in
Christ], they start screaming, ‘Why did they dotth@ihey are Muslims!” Even
though they themselves do not pray five times aatdgllow anything else. They

don’t even know the translation of the word MusTif@10F)
And one more:

“Our parents were traditional Muslims, like evengoelse where we lived. They
observed only traditional holidays lilkaurban-ayt’, etc... But since we were
little we were always told that there is God; tthegre will be the end of the
world, but we didn’t really have a lot of religioeglucation but our parents
always emphasized that God can see everything. sy phrases likéluda

* This is the colloquial version of the formal Arabic term ‘Id al-Kurban, “the festival of sacrifice.”
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shukur’ (‘Praise God’ in the Uyghur language), etc. If smme did something
wrong and everyone knew that, they didn’t say @®ad will punish them, but
they would say ‘God’s rope is long’, which meardttthe person does bad

things but one day God will pull the rope.” (406 M)

Although | agree with Khalid that Central Asistamis not primarily about individual
knowledge of sacred material or even regular praaif Islamic rituals (2007), that does not
mean that no one in the region is actually a pracgiMuslim. Several of the participants

reported growing up in families that were practicin

“When | was growing up, there were my parents anud €hildren in my family.
We were growing up thinking of ourselves as Muslifest just our ancestors, but
my father was practicingamaZ® prayer, he made my mother resmazand
wearhijab. He was searching for God. My mother reagnazand they both told

me that when | will turn 12, | will also read nameazd wear hijab.” (202F)
Or on a more personal level:

“I was trying to be a good Muslim. | would try togy 5 times a day, but | was
working in the bazaar so | could only pray befand after work. | asked one old
grandmother about this and she said, ‘don’t warne can only do what they can
do, and that is enough.’ But | kept the fast, koow the Rosa, 3 years in a row. |
fasted all 30 days.” (408F)

So we can see that the effects of Russian infeiencthe Muslim population were
uneven. One further, quite striking, example of tkito look at two very different reactions,

both by post-Soviet Muslims of about the same atpen their daughters converted to Christ:

*® Namaz is used in Turkic languages as the equivalent of the Arabic Salat, meaning ritual prayers. It is probably
derived from a word for “the place of prayers” (Burton-Page 1993, p. 947).
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“But when my mom saw the Bible, on my table, wheaid I'm going to the
church, she said, ‘I'm going to burn in hell becao$ you, because you changed
our religion”... She beat me, she threw out me framtwuse. It was a difficult
time.” (405F)

And now from a father, reflecting on his daugtgerdnversion which happened some

months preceding his:

“At that time | was divorced officially with my wi and my wife went to Russia
to do business and | would stay home to watch aughter. At that time | had a
Russian girl-friend and she was telling me, ‘Howneoyour daughter reads the
Bible? You are Muslims, aren’t you?’ | said, thaD& let her read it. | don’t
mind.” (420M)

One parent is quite angry, rejecting her daughteew faith claims (albeit temporarily)
while the other was completely nonplussed. Thé¢ isrsomething close to the stereotypical
Muslim response we expect to a family member’s eosion, the second surprisingly indifferent
to say the least. Yet these responses typify athohy that | saw in the study. Some converts in
post-Soviet Central Asia faced verbal and physbaise, while on the other end of the scale,
others experience no significant interference ffamily. These vastly different responses
illustrate that we are actually dealing with twdfelient kinds of religious backgrounds, or at
least that the religious contexts for differentwents are different enough as to require greater

granularity than calling both of these contextssifiedMuslims.

Finding 1: As it concerns conversion to Christ, itlh@act of Russian culture on Central Asian
Muslims is best thought of as a continuum, vRRilissificationon one end and

Sovietizatiorat the other.
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Soviet-era scholar Vernon Aspaturian argued tiaphenomenon is better understood
using two terms-Sovietizatiorfor the wider concept, ariRlussificatiorto refer to a distinctly
different and deeper phenomenon tsawvietizationHe defineRussificatiomas “the process
whereby non-Russians are transformed objectivallypsychologically into Russians, and is
more an individual process than a collective omal' theSovietizatiorof Muslims as “the
process of modernization and industrialization imitihne Marxist-Leninist norms of social,

economic and political behavior” (1968, pg 159).

Originally, during the process of reviewing thedature, | rejected this view as too
abstract because | could not see how it might leeadipnalized, i.e. how one might practically
identify when and if someone had been objectivelggformed into a Russian on a
psychological level. However, | have revisited Aspian’s idea because the data showed a way
to operationalize the distinction by their effeatreligious behaviors and beliefs. Therefore, |
would argue that as it concerns religi®ovietizedMuslims are those who were enculturated
into many aspects of Soviet community life and titdubut still maintain some degree of
theological content as part of their identity asshtus, even if that content is minimal. On the
other handrussifiedMuslims are those for whom their “Muslim” identityas been so totally
transformed into an ethnic identity that it no lenpave any meaningful religious content. These
have so entered the Russian worldview that reaaliRgssian religious text (Bible), or believing
in a Russian religious figur&’ésus Christdy, were acceptable possibilities; even to the point

where one suctussifiedman briefly joined the Russian Orthodox churchheAmany years of

* Yesus Christos is the Russian language version of “Jesus Christ.”
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hearing about Jesus and spiritual searching, this megan talking with a Russian Orthodox

Christian at work:

“| saw that one of my colleagues had an Orthodaktabout apostles. So | asked
him and he told me that Orthodox faith is the rifgtith. So that's where | went.
But | would hide it from my family and my Mom becaul was afraid of
misunderstanding and conflicts. So | went therevaasl baptized in the Orthodox
Church, with the cross. To me the most importaimgthvas coming to Christ. |
was not so sure about their laws at that time linattwas not the most important
for me at that time. There are a lot of Russiaditi@s in the Orthodox Church
that confused me but Christ was the most impoftanne.” (206 M)

Although | now agree with Aspaturian’s construntiasingSovietizatioras the term for
the larger phenomenon, aRaissificatiorfor one end of the spectrum, | do not wish to waste
time arguing about nomenclature. Since the ustuskifications so entrenched | will keep with
the common usage. However, it is important to realhatRussificatiorcovers a wide spectrum
of cultural change, ranging from those who simmgpformed to Soviet era social patterns
(including the use of the Russian language), alMiay to Muslims who became psychologically

Russian, thus people with a truly hybrid identity.

For those on that end of the scale, with a hyloieatity fusing Russian and ethnic
Muslim aspects, the Russian-side of the identityestto them a sense of belonging to a group
larger than their tribal affiliation. In other wardhey had become part of the “new Soviet man.”
Therefore, becoming Christian only involved switdhbne meta-identity with another, Russian

with Christian. The other half of their sense df semained intact.
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However, the spectrum of cultural changes weRafisificationare only one of the
mechanisms that facilitated Central Asian Musline/img across the wide cultural chasm that
separated them from Christianity. Another one kbains very important in the interviews has to

do with the metaphysical location of Je$ses/

4.2 Metaphysical Location of Jesussa

In several of the conversion stories | have stlidige participant was not the only one
converted, but the central figure of Christianikeilvise undergoes a major transformation of his

own. But first we need to locate Jesus in the ti@al thinking of Central Asian Muslims:

“I knew that he [Jesus] was one of our prophetd,ldmew that he was like the
Russian God. That is what all of us call JesusRihgsian God. But | knew that

he was really one of our prophets.” (205M)

“I thought, ‘Jesus Christ and the Bible are notrfa. It's for the Russians, it is
not for Muslims... From what | understood, if | bea@@ believer in Christ, | will
go to heaven. | just couldn’t understand one thivgas born UzbeX, in a

Muslim family, so can an Uzbek believe in JesusisE?it (203M)

Here is one man'’s initial response when his wiéeted believing in Christ:

“I thought she was going to a Russian orthodox dlmand crosses herself over,
that Jesus is Russian God, | thought, this ishié &so took our daughter there, |
was against that! | said, “You go but don’t take daughter there!’ | really
persecuted them; | hated them for that.” (411 M)

> Uzbeks are one of the Turkic nationalities that live in Central Asia. They are historically Muslim.
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Simply put, Jesus was the Russian God, thus fbusim to believe in him was absurd,
even if there later turned out to be somethingetive about faith in him. At least at the
beginning of that interest, it seems to have masigraficant difference whether they understood
him to be the¥esuf the Russian Baptist and Orthodox ChurchdsaMasili*, located
somewhere in the wider heterodox world of Islam. 8&e this very clearly in the story told by
one young woman as she reflected on her first erteowith the Christian message when she

took a friend to a Christian drug rehab program:

“We went into the church while there was alreadgevice. And there was one
guy on the stage, and he was sharing his testimidmyut himself, that in this
building many years ago | killed one guy, and noedGaved me and | am
preaching in the same building. | remember, | thmudlkis is really, this minister,
these people, will really help tsi¢) my friend. So but every Sunday we came
and | thought Jesus was not my God, he is the goRdssians, for the European
people.” (405F)

The Christian message seemed powerful and atteadtiit it was inaccessible because
Jesus belonged to someone else, he was “the RugggldnThen her story continues as someone

changed the “location” of Jesus:

“Then this guy | met in the church, the first titneent in, he asked me ‘do you
believe in Jesus?’ | said to him, no, how can idwel in him, | am Muslim...Then
he started to say about Jesus that keurbary?, that he died not only for
Russians and other people, but for you yourself.

> Isa Masih is the Quranic term for Jesus the Messiah. Converts in Central Asia use the term with a thoroughly
Christian meaning despite the fact that orthodox Islamic usage is very different and excludes and sense of deity.
> Kurban comes from Hebrew, via Arabic, meaning “Sacrificial victim” (Wensinck 1986, p. 437).
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Interviewer: Was that the first time anyone evexduany terms liké&urban, or

anything like that? Before then it was always Raisseligious terms?

Yeah

Interviewer: Did that make a big difference for You

Yes, of course! Of course because | thought he krreally. He became a little
bit closer to me. He did not say JesYissusn Russian, but he salga Masii®.
That was the first time. It touched me, really toedt me.” (405F)

Another participant explained why the use of Istatarms made an emotional

difference:

“Yes, | heard that Christ idMasih and | liked that there is a different way to
pronounce it, instead of saying Christ. So evdmuged those words, it sounded

much better than Jesus Christ.

Interviewer: So to you it made a big difference?

Yes because it was a real stumbling block. | ha@chamdsa from my
grandfather who was a Muslim, he said tlsatwas coming back to judge the
world... because | heard about Isa before and pexddiim as ‘our prophet,’ it
meant that | did not sell my faith and did not bgtthe faith of my fathers. So it
was important for me to know that it is part of ekaditional beliefs.” (416M)

Because of the long Russian Orthodox presendeinegion, Central Asian Muslims all

grow up knowing tha¥esus Christobelongs to the Russians, or we could say thakistsan

>3 Isa is the Arabic pronunciation of the name Jesus, and Isa al Masih, Isa Masih, or simply Masih, are the Turkified
versions of the Arabic term for “Jesus the Messiah,” i.e. Yesus Christos in Russian.
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the Russian metaphysical world. But whéssus Christobecomes the Muslitsa Masih he

becomes accessible, vaguely Islamic, like someaiteewabout in the Quran.

Finding 2: For many Central Asian Muslims Jesugsascessible until he, dsa, enters into their
culturally-constructed metaphysical landscape. fiiv@ary example of this linguistic

phenomenon is the change of the Russian religignsefY esus Christomto Isa Masih.

The importance of this change of metaphysicaltionas rooted in a couple of
anthropological concepts. First, since converstorChrist” lies at the core of this thesis, we
believe Roger was right when he wrote that religioonversion was perhaps best understood as
“taking on a relationship with new supernaturahigsi’ (2003, pp. 109-121). These might be
saints, angels, demons, ancestors, and/or detiesphversion means a person changes which of
these beings they relate to. In our case, we nsigythat Mohammad (most likely in the role of
saint) has been left aside and Isa (perhaps a beta®en saint and deity) is adopted. Secondly,
if conversion is about a new relationship with fiedent supernatural being, then the context or
location of being is important. While this “locatibis entirely metaphysical, and a cultural
construction, Lambek reminds us that they are“séHl, vivid, and significant to those who
construct and inhabit them” (2002, pg. 2). Thusdhkural space in which a convert locates

Jesus will carry emotional significance.

“When you say ‘Christian’ to a non-believer, hentts ‘Orthodox’ but when you
say follower ofMasihto them, they have a different understanding. Beedhe

word Masihdoes not irritate their ear, like Russian wordssich asCzerchov,

54 .
Russian word for church
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Yesus Christqetc. because they relate them to Russians. Bemwbu saysa

Masihit sounds softer because it is in the Quran.” {2D8

Another convert who is now an active evangelisbaghMuslims was clearly frustrated
that his foreign Christian friends do not underdttlre importance of this issue as it relates to

sharing the gospel with Central Asian Muslims:

“Anyway, Europeans [Russians and foreign missi@sddon’t understand the
difference betweelesusandlsa. They would ask ‘why is it so important for you
when you know that this is the same person?’ Spwee worried a bit, they
were suspicious of this. They wanted us to leased¢bmpletely and they wanted
us to be just like them. But deep inside | knewt ths was not for me...I knew
the barriers. | knew that only one letter or onedweould hinder them [other
Muslims] from coming and believing in Jesus. Of risguto them, the Europeans,

it was not important. Yet it is very important ts.u

Interviewer: So, for a KazaRhwho speaks fluent Russian, this is not the problem

of a language but it is a problem of culture?

Right. | myself was not a real Muslim, | never cdhthenamaz®, was never
committed, [and] because | studied in Russiandldaore globalized thinking.
But even despite that | was surprised because Istepped into a European
church; something began to wake up in me. So izeghthat if it happens with
me, who had nothing to do with Islam, what will pap to those who worship in
Islam? The door will be closed to them. So | knewas important to address
that.” (416M)

>* Kazakhs are one of the Turkic nationalities that live in Central Asia. They are historically Muslim.
> “Counting Namaz” is the typical Central Asian way of referring to doing ritual prayers five times each day.
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Also, it is not just Jesus who moves, but als@othajor Christian concepts. In the

following interview we can see the central texGdiristianity making the same move:

“Then | was walking across the prison and | saotlaer man who had some
brochures on a small table in his room. | went dedrim and asked about these.
They were spiritual books, and there was also a Restament. This man was a
Christian, I think he was Russian... he asked if higd to read the New
Testament, and | said yes. It was in Russian.d iteguickly, | think | read the
whole thing in one day... [My Russian friend] later ¢lave me a Uzbdhjil*" to
read. As | read the Uzbekjil | understood more...as | read it | started to believ
in Isaas the savior. | could see the way he did thingsresaled people and
something in my heart was stirring. | started mgjlthe other prisoners that they

should believe ihsa because of all the wonderful things he did.” (2Q05M

Also, the meetings that foreign missionaries oiz@on Sundays are Church, but

gatherings of local Muslim converts are perhapsetbing else:

“I kept wondering, why do people have to come torch? Nobody knows what
you are really like at home or at work. We comegegiieach other and go. No
fellowship during the week. So | thought, this & adjama’at®, because a
djama’atshould be people in fellowship with one anothey. idighbor is my
djama’atbecause they see me, or my sister, that's @jaana’atshould be like.
So | was wondering, why the Gospel should be orpressed by going to
church?” (302F)

And another:

> Injil means “gospels”as in the message brought by the prophet Isa. However, many converts from Islam use the
term to refer to the entire Christian New Testament.

> Djama’at comes from the Arabic root “to bring together, to unite” which expresses an ideal of the bond which
unites individuals or groups (Zurayk 1991, p. 422). Turkic peoples in Central Asia often use the word to refer to a
meeting with religious connotations. In the case of converts, it is often used in place of the Russian word Czerkoff,
or church.
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“We came to visit them [relatives who had convértesty often while in the
capital city and she would talk with me and herdaunsl would talk with my
husband. My husband wentd@ama’atwith them the very first Sunday. But |
couldn’t so | stayed home...Since we are Uyghurs,nwke heaiyesus Christgs
we think, this is a Russian God! So that was stappie. When they were saying,
Khuda, Khud&, | liked that. But whenever | healtkesus Christqd would shut
down. They were thanking God for tea, for bread emukies, and | really liked
hearing it. All that was very appealing to me. Eptoghen | heard/esus Christgs

then | ran away from them.” (408F)

This moving of Christian ideas into the Islamioulght world extends even to the way

converts pray over their meals:

“l usually say [to other Muslims] that | am a beke inlsa Masih And | would
openly say that | read thejil . People would say behind me that | was a betrayer
of Islam, aKafir®...l used to tell people the term Christian, in tlastp[but now]
Masahi(a follower oflsa Masih).. | try to be careful in how I do things. For
example, praying after the food not before. Praymiglamic way, sayinghmeem
instead of AmeH... | purposefully choose not to do some things. tdqgiray

before food or by bowing my he&d.(201M)

*° Khuda is the Uyghur word for God, as opposed to the more formally Islamic, and Arabic, Allah. This usage also
probably points to the fact that the converts she is referring to were not previously regularly involved in Islamic
worship rituals, thus the choice to use Khuda rather than Allah.

% Kafir originally meant an “ungrateful one,” i.e.one who did not believe in the mission of Muhammad. In Turkic
languages it eventually became a strong term of abuse which at times implies the one so being should be subject
to the death penalty (Bjorkman 1990, pp. 407-409)

® This signifies the difference between the way Russians pronounce the word used as a common ending to
prayers. Russians say Amen, and Muslims the same word, Ameen.

®2 Here he is referring to the differences seen in Central Asia between Christian meal-time prayers (bowing before)
and Muslim practice of the same (looking up afterward).
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Even though the linguistic transformation of Jasught seem less significant to some,
the larger complex of moving faith in him into Mimslcultural space always lurking around the

edges:

“Interviewer: Do you use the nanga or Yesus Christds

You see, for me these two words are the same, beddave becomerassified

so to me there is no need to ‘translatesus Christomto Uyghuf® (his ethnic
‘mother-tongué™). All Russian-speaking Uyghurs do not have ton'state’ it.

But Uyghur-speaking Uyghurs of course need to ted@st into Uyghur. Most of
people in oudjama’atdo that. But | didn’t need to ‘translate’ the naaiefesus
Christos however, | did think tha¥esus Christosas Russian. He had to do with
the Russian church, with Christian religion, and$tans, not Uyghurs.”(406M)

We can see that many related ideas moved Y\gus ChristoBom the Russian
religious world into a new heterodox world of Islatime central text of Christianity, the New
Testament, is now transformed into thgl, and Christian gatherings from churches to

Djama’ats.

And finally, it is important to note that whiledte may have been several ways that this
shift of metaphysical location took place, at leagi came out clearly in the interviews. In some

cases it was the result of a foreign missionagéghing:

“[The missionary] showed me which verses to reazliaBesus. But | doubted
that Quran said anything abot¢suswhenYesusvas Russian? | was very

confused. So when | began to read the Quran | @sed so many things! | was

& Uyghurs are one of the Turkic nationalities that live in Central Asia. They are historically Muslim.
® | have used this phrase for simplicity sake. It is beyond the scope of this thesis as to which language is properly
considered the mother tongue of a Russified Muslim, Russian or their ethnic language.
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so happy inside! | said, ‘here it is! Muslims alsalieve in it! Why do they not tell
us aboutsaWho is it written for? If Muhammad didn’t want tesknow about
Isa, he would not include him in the Quran and woug, elieve in my only!’
So | made a lot of discoveries. | developed deep for God and fotsa. | began
to study and now | wrote down all of the quotesudltga from the Quran and the
Bible.” (402F)

Other times it was clearly the result of an indiges thought process that had been

informed by Quranic material:

“When | was little, my grandfather was a well-knomullah; where we lived
everyone knew him and respected him. My grandfdiadrtwo wives. My father
was supposed to also become a mullah. So he stanteding the Namaz prayer.
But before my grandfather died he said that théntisiinIsa.

Interviewer: He said that to your father?

Yes. He said, the truth is in Isa. My father worediewhy he said that and he
started studying the Quran. It was in 1997, | wasAt that time my father started
studying; he just got into a motorcycle accidert bad to stay home for a while,
so he had a lot of time to read. He read the Quvhaj it said abousa that He
was born pure, that he healed the sick, raised thendead and casted out
demons. That'’s all that it says about Him. Oh|dbaays thalsa will come back.
So my father didn’t understand anything from theauand he started studying
the Bible. The Bible is very clear. So graduallydaene to believe. At that time
relatives came to our house and once they foundloey began to persecute him.
They said, ‘What will people say? Your father wadaslim and so are we; why
are you doing this?’ They called him kafir. Theydsinat he was paid to believe
in Jesus. My father didn’t pay attention. His ol@esthers even brought a mullah
to him who told him, ‘This is not true! Who told yahis?’ My father answered,
‘Jesus is the Son of God. God sent Him to Eartk’téld that mullah, ‘Open Sura
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3, ayat 45 [in the Quran], and it says tlsatwill come back in the end of the
world. No man can come back like that, so | knois th the truth’.” (418M)

So, whether it was the result of foreign missigrtaaching, indigenous theological
development, or likely a combination of the twasitlear that a significant aspect of Muslim
conversions to Christ in Central Asia has beemtbeement of Jesus from one metaphysical
space to another. This move is demonstrated, asgerdaps even accomplished, by a shift in
the choice of words used by those involved—conaed missionary alike. The central character
of the Christian story was moved from belgsus Christosf the Russians, to becomifga
Mesahwho by nature of his rootedness in the Quran,fdgsdo the cultural world of Muslims.
Also, this points forward to our next major findimdpich has to do with the textularity of the

faith being expressed.

4.3 A Textual Faith

Finding 3: A significant factor in the conversianisCentral Asian Muslims is the legacy of
Soviet era efforts to increase literacy. This lle groundwork for the textual nature of

Protestant Christianity which Muslims later enceuat.

As we dealt with at length in the introductioncddislamin Central Asia had, for many
years been marked by limited access to textuacssuiThis was not only because of Soviet
sanctions against religion, but reaches much futthek to problems with pre-Soviet literacy
and clergical control of intellectual resources.cOfirse the Soviets helped to further remove

Islam from its textual resources by closing madsasal changing the script for indigenous
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languages from Arabic to Latin, thus severing pesptonnection with the wealth of Islamic
writings from the past centuries. In the end, wachea situation by the end of the Soviet era in
which religious authority in Central Asia was almesclusively based on traditierand the
textual sources of Islam had little day to day eallthough Islam is founded on a sacred text,
in Central Asia this played a distant secondarg,riblthat much. Based on my interviews, it
seems the average Muslim had very little contath their sacred text. Here are a few typical

responses:

“Interviewer: Did you read the Quran?

No, | only listened. Because Quran was read in ilsrat that time we didn’t have
all the translations that are available now.... lenelslam is very Central Asian.
It's like you asked me, if | knew the Quran, | didDo | know Arabic to be able
to read the Quran? No, | don’t. 90% of people imt€# Asia do not speak
Arabic. They might have learnt some verses in Ardbit they do not understand
the meaning.” (206M)

“Well, my father was a member of the Soviet pastymy parents never were

religious... they would only read Quran when somedied.” (301F)

“We never read the Quran. | didn’t even know thatd is translated into
different languages; | thought it was only avai&lin Arabic. | didn’t really think
a lot about it.” (302F)
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“I remember that my mom said that we [females] camead the Quran because
only a pure person can touch the Quran. But a wasdinty and cannot touch
the Quran.” (402F)

This lack of appreciation for sacred text runs ptately counter to the high value that
Soviet society put on literacy. Reaching all theywack to the earliest phases of the Bolshevik
revolution, widespread literacy was a major soagdnda in the Soviet Union (Clark 1995).
Soviet authorities saw mass literacy as “the omarathannel for the deliberate and systematic
inculcation of a set of [Soviet] values” and a metmmove people away from the beliefs and
values of their natal community (Darden and Grzya¥ilisse 2006). Soviet authorities were
certain that by introducing universal literacy thegre bringing about the complete shift from
the backward and outdated religion of the mullahart enlightened scientific materialistic
worldview. Thus the hybrid-identity otissifiedMuslims caused an internal dilemma. Their
Russian identity placed a significant value on kisalge and personal enrichment through
reading, while their Muslim identity was complet&hlled off from this because of local

tradition and a lack of Arabic language sKills

Yet in a way that would probably make Lenin roleoin his grave, this push toward a
text-based authority helped lay the groundworldter Christian missionary efforts among the
Muslim population. Whether the conversion propornveas a local Russian Baptist or an
Australian Charismatic, they were all Protestarttsted in the theology &fola scripturé’,
therefore the faith they transmitted was highlytdek This is perhaps seen most clearly as a

convert reflects on the two texts, the Bible arel@uran. This man was, by his own account,

® This includes a lack of local translations of the Quran.
% Sola scriptura is Latin for “by scripture alone,” one of the rallying cries of the Protestant Reformation.
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very secular andussified,but when his wife started attending a Christian tingesomething

changed:

“For whatever reason, it was when she became ai@hrithat Islam became very
strong in me all of a sudden. | suddenly rememb#ratdl was a Muslim. Despite
the fact that | had a very secular life-style araswiot acting like a Muslim...

[So] I read [the Quran] in Russian, translated bgdkkovsky. But it was not
clear. The Quran is not continuous and it is vardho understand. Not a very
clear language.” (103M)

Here we see a very different reaction than thenofited Muslim love for the perfection
of the Quran in Arabic. Either the text had loghsthing in translation, or just as likely, the
process oRussificatiorhad so changed the reader that the literary éstbiethe Quran no
longer spoke to his psyche. After more than temsyepposing his wife’s faith in Christ he

started reading the Bible:

“I read it all the way through, because | lovedcitmisistency and clear meaning. |
didn’t understand spiritual things at that time bobuld understand the historical
events. One of the books that really affected me thva book of Job. | am still
not sure why exactly, maybe it was closer to my IMusnentality, but for
whatever reason even as a non-believer | readnyimes. It is still one of my
favorites.” (103M)

We might say that the Soviet plan to use literapgcifically in the Russian language, as
a means of distancing Muslims from their natalgieln worked, but it took unexpected turns

once Soviet authorities controlled which texts wavailable. And if we are to consider strange
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twists, notice the counter-intuitive way that aide$o lead others to convert awagm Islam

was a catalyst for thi®rmer Muslims to start really engaging with the textloé Quran:

“Some people say that Quran is like a bridge tbatgan use to invite people
from Islam to Christianity. The problem is that gdviuslims do not read the
Quran so they lack understanding and they don’twahear and understand...
Even when | show them the verse in the Quran witeays that Allah will put
Isaabove all, and that salvation comes through Himd, Allah will punish people
who do not believe itsa and will not help them in the next life; there aren
ayats that talk abousa. | show these to them but even then they do not
understand and do not accept... [l tell them] thatehare also prophets in the
Quran, like Moses, Abraham, etc. But it did notalé their story completely
and there were some contradictions there. It $atiNlohammad was the only
prophet and I didn't like that. | already believadsa and thought of Him as my
Lord but | then read the Quran so | could tell naygmts that Quran also talks
about Moses, David, and other prophets. | alsottwdh that Mohammad was
just a prophet busawas Lord and the Sacrifice of God. So | decidelddial on
to Isaand to the Bible. | liked that it described thenpdete stories, and | liked
the Gospel that talked abdst being on earth doing good... Also, the epistles
that clearly taught how we should live our liveséese Quran does not teach

that. Right now | am also studying the Quran toitig® reach out to Muslims.”

[emphasis mine] (304F)

This story adds another dimension to the wayRhasificationmpacts conversion:

“In 1994-1995-96 | went to Russia to do tradingvals staying with my aunt who

was Russian. | also stayed with my wife’s sistdrpwvas married to a Russian

man. They were telling me about Jesus and atlfgaid, ‘No’, as a Muslim. But |
lived there for a month and God did a miracle. htwe church eventually and in

December there was Christmas service and that's Whecepted Jesus Christ.
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So we both [he and his wife] became believers iasitu But even before that
there were people who shared the Gospel with ust iine it was my coworker,
she was Kazakh. But | did not accept that. ThenRwssian girls came to our

house and told us the Gospel but we did not agteften third time was when

my wife’'s younger sister married a Russian man whe an assistant pastor, and

she told us about Jesus. We felt sorry for herth@aght, oh, she is so young and

already lost! Then he came to visit us and shdred>ospel to us. Then fourth
time we went to Russian and repented there, butuSed 5 or 6 different
instances to speak to us.” [emphasis mine] (304M)

Clearly, the practice of Russian-Muslim intermage, one result dRussification made
subsequent conversions more likely. And it is wordking that this effect is not just on those

immediately involved, but on the Muslims who aret jpd the extended family as well.

And finally, no understanding of the textual natof this new faith in central Asia would
be complete without a look at the way Christianpgare impacted the development of this new
convert’s life. Below are the words of a 75 yeat wiale, who converted in his 60s, was
thoroughlyrussifiedand an avid reader who “could read a book ovemagiat. | loved fiction
and adventure.” But after his conversion his ditbernturned the Bible, in particular he explains

the nature of how the biblical text impacted him:

“l acceptedsain 1999, in June. It was a family summer camp...viag still
very weak spiritually. But gradually | began to grbecause | read the Bible
every day. But when | read it first time | reacst fiction, not as a spiritual
book... when we first came back home [from the carhigad the Bible like a
fiction. From creation to revelation. But | didnibderstand anything of what |
read. Over half a year | read the Bible three tin@sser to cover.” (401 M)
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Later, when talking about his financial problemsewlie first converted:

“When | read about Joseph, the son of Jacob, anttitis God put him through, |
thought of my own trials. | said to God, ‘You te$tdoseph, and you are testing

me. The time will come and you will bless me, tobiiat gave me hope in God. |
felt like 1 was Joseph, | was Abraham, so when ¢ veading those books | would

put myself in their place.

Interviewer: So you saw yourself in the Bible?

Yes, | would put myself in place of Abraham.

Interviewer: So the Bible story became your story?

Yes, so in the church | raised the book and | ghid,is the book about me. So

each one of you take it as if it was written fouya401M)

This helps us see some of the contours of thidittaith.” As he read the Bible, he
placed himself in the text, slowly rewriting hisrpenal narrative as he read and reread its
stories. This is exactly what Elizabeth Dufalt-Hemtecognized in her study of intercity converts
to the Nations of Islam. Her thesis describes Hoaalternate the Nation of Islam offered
African-American converts a completely new persataty in which they discarded a personal
narrative of “bitches, whores and niggers” (p. 1fa6)a metanarrative in which black people
were “once [a] great people—the source of all @ation” (p. 154). In the same way, the Bible
offered this man a way to rewrite a personal naeaif failure—nominal Muslim faith and
alcoholism—to become a man like the prophets of Qlgite a narrative transformation, and a

story that could have easily been missed withceiuge of narrative inquiry in this study.
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4.4 Agency

Whenever cultural change takes place, particulahgn it involves a cross-cultural
encounter, there is a question of agency. Who dtive change? Is someone driven by it? Who
rightfully controls the verbs in the story? Somedgithese questions are clouded by general,
socially reinforced impressions that we collectiebld for uncertain reasons. As it concerns the
spread of Christianity, historian David Killingraygues that a “common view held by many
people in the West is that Christianity was spraadind the world by white missionary agents
from the ‘Northern” world.” (2005). This perceptitvas been given a gloss of negativity by
many in academia, specifically anthropologistsgsitney often see foreign missionaries as their

“enemies” because they believe that missionariega@eculture (Stipe et al, 1980).

Now, onto this backdrop, paint the historic spesibf post-Soviet Central Asia such as
the sudden geopolitical openness after the encdbofr@unism. It becomes the inevitable
conclusion that foreign missionaries were the vangof conversions among Muslims in the
region. Or at least this is certainly what Britestthropologist Mathijs Pelkmans would lead us to
believe. In an article that smells of bias, Pelkegpeculates there are probably more than 1,000
foreign missionaries active among the five milllonal population of the little state of
Kyrgyzstan. He furthermore leaves the impressian tthis is symptomatic of all post-Soviet
Central Asia (2005, p. 884). If this impressiomig/thing close to accurate, then we should find
foreign missionaries to be the main characterkerstories told by Muslim converts to Christ in

Central Asia.
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However, although the logic seems right, the dats not support it. Of course, the
caveat is that this study was qualitative, theeefocannot produce “numbers” to correlate to, or
contrast with, Pelkmans assertions. However, aseagoned in the methodology section of this
thesis, the fairly open, free recall methods ofititerviews offer one of the best ways to capture
study participants own perceptions. Thus from ditpiive perspective the issue is not how
many foreign missionaries there are in Central Asis, “Did study participants perceive

foreigners as the primary agents of their persamtitual change?”

The best answer is, yes, but only occasionallpnly a few of the interviews did foreign
missionaries play major roles. First we should labk couple of interviews that do indeed
support for the common perception of foreign misarges being the primary agency of

conversion:

“One time one of our brothers got sick - he felthie kindergarten and he injured
his head. After that he had trouble sleeping attigried a lot from head-aches.
We took him to doctors, did tests and check-upgdbators could not determine
what was wrong with him. But something was wronge ¥k him to a therapist
and psychologist but had no results - nobody knéatwas wrong and what his
diagnosis was... He was very young then; he woulgduiple, he could not
recognize himself or us; it was hard. And whattiasting - it only happened at

nights. During the day he was a normal child...

At that time there was an American family in ourghdorhood. They didn't tell
us at that time but they were missionaries. Theyguoved to our neighborhood
to live. They said they wanted to learn more altlatculture, the people and the

national system of these neighborhoods. So, my en@thd we all became friends
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with them. One day my mother could not take it aosgrand she shared her
problem with them...

They said to us, ‘We will be praying for you'... Thiter they invited us to their
house to watch ‘Jesus’ movie. It was about thedffdesus. We really enjoyed it.
Several days later the wife came to us and thie she was sharing with us more
openly. She said, ‘Let me pray for this child foodao make him OK. It was in
the evening. They prayed for our family and for littye brother and that night
my brother slept all night through. He slept weldajuietly till very morning. We
were shocked; my Mom was shocked; she said, ‘Hdhisspossible? We tried
everything - we took him to doctors, we read thea@uover him but all in vain.
My mother ran to their house and asked, ‘What did go? What did you do to
my son? He slept all night long! That's when th&rted telling us about Jesus.
My mother believed right away...

They became very good friends; they had courseardtouse every week on

how to study the Bible and how to pray, and howuv® a new life. | was

watching all these things happen and | also enjpgatte and quietness that came
to our house. | also wanted to know more. | realdien’s books about Jesus.”
(202F)

Or an older man:

“Interviewer: When you acceptdédga, who were the key people that you talked

about key spiritual things with?

| talked with leaders.

Interviewer: Locals or foreigners?

More with foreigners. Jim, Bill, Dan, | forgot atlof names. I think there was
Paul... Many people. There was also a woman in Nde/ [ai Russian

Charismatic church]. At that time, when | first cafto Christ], | talked more
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with foreigners, a lot of the spoke Uyghur and spBkissian, so through them we
would start small cell-groups, and organized tedigmafor believers, talking

about the Word of God. That was a wonderful timeé bam so thankful that He
sent so many of His people from different countrié®m America, Australia,
etc.It was the will of God to bring the Word to kdhstan, and bring it to us,
Uyghurs and Muslims here through foreign broth€&hss is why | came to God.”
(401Mm)

While these first two excerpts come from narratitreat very much support the view of
foreign missionaries as primary agents of conversiwore often when participants mentioned
them at all, foreign missionaries were in a secondae, working with local Christians of

various kinds:

“Interviewer: So at that time you were going to asRian Baptist church, if |

remember correctly?

Yeah,

So there were not any foreign missionaries, akll&@hristians?

When | was in the Baptist fellowship | was onlygiabeliever from a Muslim
background.

So you were the only believer from a Muslim backgain the church?

| didn’t see them if they were there. | had therd®ato meet with one German
guy, missionary, who came to visit his relativeshiat city and he mentioned,
there was a Kyrgyz believer in a certain city. [$é&d | could] come and visit us
and spend time with him, a couple days to spenchgnother believers. You

know at that time | thought all Christians were &ass, | did not know that there
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were others like me. So | went to the city and spemonth there being among
the first Christians among the Kyrgyz. | been theemd just it was a real blessing
time for me. These guys were really just inspireg) encouraged me, helped me

to understand that | was not just one.” (306M)

Notice how the foreign missionary’s role was siigaint, but not as a primary agent of
conversion, rather as a mediator between conwvents $imilar Muslim backgrounds. In the
following excerpt we can again see foreigners plgy significant role, but only several years
after initial conversion and after the convert baen involve in a local church lead by of former

Muslims themselves:

“Our older sister was first one to come to believewas in 1994. In 1995 she
would take me to the capital city during schooldise The church [she went to]
met in their house and that’s when | started geanchurch and realhjil . Of
course we didn't tell our parents, our father didmiow about this for a long
time... At first she went to a church, I think itgsll around, it was calle8evgi

Mahallasi[“neighborhood of love” in the Uzbek language].

Interviewer: Did you have a pastor? Was he loca fareigner?

Yes. All of them were local. There was a womanpi'tdknow if she was a pastor
or not... She is still there, she is local. | thitkess Azeri... [But] | was young, |
didn’t understand it completely. So when my sisteuld take me there and | was
in a home group, | didn’t really understand whatvbiy they were doing...l was
13 and | was simply too young to understand... WheroVed to the capital in
2000 | started visiting other groups, too. Likertheras a youth group called
Halas - it's a Greek word - it was from Campus @de5, there were foreign

people from them who organized meetings [and] Itwesome of the

&7 “Campus Crusade” is the name of an American Evangelical missionary group which focuses on college age young
adults.
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meetings... It was like a Bible study. So | went ¢hter, and | was influenced by
them as well. | began to understand things. Nomovkwholsa s, now | know
what He had done.” (204M)

The above interview data helps us to articulagenixt finding in this study:

Finding 4: The primary agents of Muslim conversion€entral Asia were usually local Russian
Christians and other former Muslims turned evasteliForeign missionaries mostly

played a secondary role, if any at all.

Now would be a good place to explore the kindeoél agency that did dominate the
narratives, local Russian Christians and other éorivtuslims turned evangelists. First we will

explore the agency of Russians.

4.4.1 Russian Agency

There were so many examples that it was hardaosghwhich interviews to draw

excerpts from, but the ones below are charactens$tihe larger phenomena:

“Interviewer: When was the first time you heard aibdesus? How old were you?

| heard about Jesus when | became 19 yrs. oligradfof my father who worked
with him, he shared with me about the NT and heezhabout

Interviewer: A local man?

Yeah, he was a Russian guy working for my fathdrdjwvas the head of the
shoe [manufacturing] company... So this guy share¢l mie about Jesus the first
time when | was 18 years old and | got more... kihd, was like a desire to

know what was the meaning of this life. So | didaibw exactly how faith,
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believing in Jesus, could transform a life. Soluntally made a decision, it took
like maybe two years, before | really made a denisi mostly [because] of the
influence was this guy, from his sharing.” (306M)

The next two women heard about Jesus when theyyeeirgg, from Russian

schoolmates:

“Interviewer: When is the first time you heard abdesus? The very first time?”

| heard about Jesus when | was 8 years old, thronglof my friends, she was

going at that time to the Orthodox Church.

Interviewer: So she was Russian?

Yeah, she was Russian. And | remember she broogig ook about Jesus,
about him and his disciples. And | remember at tina¢ | was really hungry for
spiritual things. And | really wanted to know maieout God because | was a

Muslim, but this was really interesting...” (101F)

“I remembered that my Russian classmates alsaneldbout Jesus, maybe they
were Orthodox. So | went to an Orthodox church whgm but it looked too
weird to me... [yet] when life was difficult, | woulalways cry out to him [Jesus]
and talk with him...” (301F)

This young Muslim woman was moved by both the ession of her older sister and the

preaching of a Russian pastor:

“In 1996 my sister became a believer. In 1999 IwerNew Life church [a
Russian Charismatic church] with her... | liked itraach there, Maxim [a

Russian pastor] was preaching there, and | reajlyyed it. And | thought, ‘I
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would rather come here than smoke, drink and derdttings’. But I still resisted
a little bit. Then my sister brought me the Biblevas afraid to touch it, because
| thought that God might punish me. But then | thiot) well, everyone reads it
and its Ok! So | started reading it. And | thoudhtyish | was Russian, if | was
Russian, | would accept Jesus right away!’ | thaughwas only for Russians and
Europeans. But we are Muslims and we must beliew¢uhammad. So in kept
crying, why am | not Russian? | wish | could accégsus!” (402F)

And one final narrative excerpt on the topic osBian agency in which it becomes clear
that some Muslims, their conversion story is retily story of their interaction with Russian

Christians:

“When we moved here [the capital city] in 1985 theras a Russian family living
here. Their father was a Baptist pastor and his &ldiays said, ‘There is God!
People didn't like Baptists in the Soviet UnionsHiaughters’ classmates were
my friends, and when the teacher said, ‘There i&od’; this girl would stand up
and say, ‘There IS God! | remember that no onedikhis Baptist family. | was
among them, too, but | think that they were prayorgme. | mocked them but
their father never came to me and said nothingwblea pastor in a near-by city.
| think they were praying for me. In 1990 | wadlwe army, it was still Soviet
Union, and there was also a Baptist. He would dperBible and talked about it.
Then | came home from the army, | worked some had t was put into a
hospital, and there was another Baptist! He wasuag man. He was supposed to
go to army. So myself and another man tried to tdrp, we asked girls to go
and kiss him, but he was very strong. He wouldive gn! No matter how much
we tried to make him fall. | think all these peoplayed.” (414M)
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When everything fell apart economically in 1998,fbund himself in a city far away
from home. While trying to catch a train back heswabbed. Now penniless, his spiritual

encounters with Russians continue:

“So | walked into the station, and in order to hictem the police, | walked into
the middle of the building. And suddenly an old Bstpyoman came to me. She
just sat next to me while | was thinking about mgigem. | didn’t ask her
anything - she was Russian - and she startedgetie about her life and what she
was and what Jesus had done for her. Since | gpeamong Russian, | knew an
Orthodox guy there and he used to tell me thatddidk cross themselves like
this, and Catholics cross themselves like thisw8en | heard this grandmother
say ‘Jesus’, | looked around very carefully to makee there were no Uzbeks or
other Muslims, and | crossed myself three timés, that Russian Orthodox told

me when we were children. Then | said, ‘Jesus, &P’ (414M)

Later he ended up in jail for robbery and guese v found there? More Russian

Baptists:

“Then | came to the capital city and everything twegll there, | found a job, etc.
The same year, the end of the year, a friend oépwmo we smoked marihuana
with...at that time | had lost my job and had lotgpodblems, so this friend along
with other friends invited me to work with them.&yhwere robbing shops at that
time and | joined them. We stole a lot; we orgadiaevhole group for that. In
1994 | was put to jail for the first time. When &gin my cell, | saw a book there;
it was the Gospel of John. Also, together with hexé was a believer in that jail.

His grandmother was a Baptist - somehow | alwaystrBeptists!” (414M)

It was a bit surprising, even after having presgigispent over a decade living in Central

Asia, to realize the magnitude of the role playgddeal Russian Christians, they turn up in the
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conversion narratives far more often, and in muohensignificant roles, than the foreign
missionaries usually do. Although in retrospecs$ $hould not be so surprising since by
definition, russifiedMuslims share many aspects of the worldview ofietRussians. Thus the
nature of religious idea transmission betweenwtewas not so muctross-culturaj but
something closer tmtra-cultural, and therefore more likely. THeussificatiornprocess had
created an environment of frequent social intesadbetweemussifiedMuslims and ethnic
Russians, and religious interaction was part & thilieu. But as we have already stated, not
only were ethnic Russians active in religious traission, but so were those Muslims who had

already converted.

4.4.2 Agency by Muslim Background Converts

Perhaps one of the strongest recurrent themée indrratives was about the role that
other Muslim converts themselves play in the cosieer stories. There are so many instances

and varied ways that only a sampling is possible:

“We had a Kazakh camp here, we were invited. | brbadriend with me. We
met a brother from Aktobe [far West Kazakhstanfeh&ho used to be a Muslim,
his name was Daniyar. He began to explain thingsstthrough the Quran. There
was also a lot of other information and it mademwe confident. | went back
home after the camp. Then | met a girl throughat ocbom, she was a Muslim,
she didnamazfor 5 years. | began to evangelize her, whilewgas telling me
about Muhammad. It was interesting. | found quédesier from the Quran to

prove my point abousa, then history, etc. | showed her disadvantagéslaim.
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So she cried and asked me to giveKieti Kitap [the Kazakh Bibl&]. Then we
went to Kazakh church all together - this girl, frignd and I. there was a youth
meeting, and all three of us repented. After thatalways shared holwa

answered her prayers.” (418M)

In the next two excerpts we see Muslim convertsingpfrom simply being described as

agents of conversion to having recognized in rofeShristian leadership:

“Interviewer: As you think about your spiritualdif who were the key people?

Key people in my spiritual life are Alym and Sargelh[a Muslim convert
couple]. And when | was in the capital, there wiates Sabira, she was Kazakh.
She was my leader and she took good care of mew&hieafter me, she
mentored me. She said, ‘Do not leave God, andviotiam!” But the greatest role
in my spiritual life was played by my pastors, Alymd Sarsengul. | am very
grateful that | met them.

Interviewer: Throughout this time, did any foreignelay a role in your spiritual

life, or not? Any missionaries?

No, they didn’'t.” (410F)

Not only do we see former Muslims being viewedCasistian leaders by fellow Muslim
converts, as in the story above. But next we sexa ths officially recognized leaders of a
Christian church and the joint agency of Russiarigiihns and former Muslims sharing lead

role in a narrative. It is so insightful that ivi®rth looking at some length:

% Kieli Kitap literally means “Holy Book” but is printed on the cover of the Bible in several Turkic languages
therefore has become a synonym for the English word “Bible.”
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“In our apartment block there was a Russian womlan was a believer but she
never told us about that before because | was druaky time she saw me...But
one day she came down to our place and my wifeespre door to her with a
New Testament [given to her by a relative] in handis. That neighbor’'s name
was Marina. She asked [my wife], ‘Rimma, do youlrdge New Testament?’ —
Yes, so she began to tell my wife more about Jasdshow he saves us. Then she
said, we have a small home church, do you wanbtoe® So my wife started
going there and a month later she accepted JelsedaSically accepted Him

even before, she just didn’t know all of the dstao she repented there and kept
going there secretly. All of a sudden she startednmg a scarf—it was a
traditional Pentecostal church—Anyway, | asked Wehy are you wearing that
scarf?’ She said, ‘Because | found out that | neezbver my head when | pray to
God'.

‘What God!?’ she said)Y'esus | asked, ‘You mearYesusthe God of
Russians!?’ She said, no he is not God of Russiaasd, ‘yes, he is, He is God
of the Orthodox Russians! | said, ‘Stop it! Thessuch a disgrace! You are not
going there again! For a year, until about 199&k persecuting her. It was hell
on earth for her.” (305M)

However, his story took a dramatic turn when |&tet grievously ill:

“I was sick and lying in bed for 15 days and ha@@ten anything. | hardly drank
anything, | lost maybe 20 kilos, and relatives camné said that | was going to
die. So they were going to inform my parents. Sowifg was crying and then
went to the ministers [of her Russian church] askkd them to come and pray in
our house...One was 60 years old, Tdjithe other one was Russian. | asked,
‘What do you want?’ ‘Do you want God to heal youthpught] What an
interesting question! Of course | do!” So the old®n, the Tajik said, ‘There is a

condition!” ‘What condition?’ | asked. | can sttkmember than old man, he is

8 Tajiks are a local Persian nationalities that live in Central Asia. They are historically Muslim.
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with the Lord now. He said, you must forgive thegde have hurt you, then we
will pray for your. | said, ‘Is this it?’ So | clesl my eyes and saw like a film of
people whom | have hurt and who have hurt me. Afat they laid hands on me
and started praying. After about 5 minutes... thigklman said, ‘Thank you, but

we must go. We have other homes to visit. The lbarslhealed you, Brother!'...

[After they left] | asked my wife, ‘Who are thesEYpnotists?’ She said, no they
are minsters. | asked, ‘Who in the world are memns?’ She said, well they are
our pastors. ‘Who are pastors?’ ‘Well, they areleaders’. So we talked for half
an hour and suddenly | felt hungry. So she brougdhsome water and rice water
to start with, since | haven’t eaten for 2 weekshistwas Saturday night. The
next morning | took a nice shower, shaved, dramkestea with honey...Then |
said to my wife, ‘Call my driver.” So she did arieenh | took the phone and said to
him, ‘Come promptly!” He asked, ‘Are you going t@kk?’ | said, ‘No, we are
going to church’. He was Uzbek, so he was puzz@&adaurch? What church? You
mean mosque?’ ‘No, it's a church!” He said, ‘Maymei shouldn’t go there?’
‘Don’t argue with me, just come!” So our whole fadynivent to the car and went
to church. She was so happy; | can remember h@ytHape. So we came to
church, and Ismail [the Tajik] and Gena [the Russigere the leaders. Ismail
was preaching...In the end they asked if anyone wlaioteepent and reconcile
with God, with Jesus. | don’t know how | came fordraut | did.” (305M)

It may seem strange to those unacquainted withetifien but here in one personal
narrative we see older Muslim man led to conveheist at the preaching of a former Muslim
who was the co-pastor of a Russian Pentecostatichlihis odd kaleidoscope paints a picture of

some of the ways th&ussificatiorhas impacted the religious scene in post-Sovietr@lefisia.
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In the following narratives we open another aspéeigency by Muslm background
converts, that is among their own family membeosathing that is a major theme of many

interviews:

“Interviewer: When did you first hear about Isa?

Thirteen years ago.

Interviewer: How did that happen?

Our uncle came from Chimkent (a city in Western éddistan). He accepted Isa
there and went to church. So he came and saiavthated to hear about Isa who
died for you and you need to accept His sacrifgzel did. Not at first, | resisted
for a long time. But then | accepted Christ.” (4D7F

In this next extended excerpt, we see agencydoversion moving back and forth

among Muslim family members:

“I cannot tell you for sure if | was a Muslim orthdguess | was because | was
born that way... Then my brother became a believer.cdtee to my house
many times and every time he preached... | was 8tel# in our family who
accepted Jesus. My family did, then my wife did #ren | was the last one to

accept.

Interviewer: So after a while when your entire fhnliecame believers, were

your relatives against you?

No. Nobody was ever against us; my mother even teeBishkek (the capital of
Kyrgyzstan) at that time and she would even sdetaelatives, ‘If you don’t

know Isa, you don’t know God! They were surprised, ‘Doesdzhave a Son?’
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We usually try to be very careful, find the rigipppgoach, but my wife was always
straight forward.” (409M)

It is clear that often the “agency” of Muslim cants meant spreading their new faith
within existing social networks, in many cases agihreir extended family. This is a well
known phenomena because the role of social netwoniedigious conversion is one of the most
well established findings in the sociology of resig (Smilde (2005) cited in Kane and Park
2009, p. 367), and new converts almost always peasexisting ties to members of the new

movement (Lofland and Stark 1965) (Stark 1996).

These interviews make a grounded connection beteeeial network theory and
“missionary” expansion of the gospel in new envimemts. It also thoroughly refutes the
common misnomer which we addressed earlier, thiaigio missionaries are the primary agents
of conversion in “missionary” environments. Perhtpsreason many social scientists have
failed to make this connection before is that tamisal work of people like James Lofland and

Rodney Stark was done among new religious movenmeiNsrth America.

Furthermore, Indian theologian Sathianathan Cleakes up this issue of local agency in
his study of conversions in India. He says thatmwiphasis in popular discourse is placed on
foreign missionary agents it causes us to “fath itte Orientalist’s pitfall” and “devalues the
instrumentality of the native subjects themselvete"goes even further and asserts that in some
of the large-scale conversion movements of the tieégncentury, “the presumptive converts
initially took the most active part, not the migsiworkers” (2003, p.336). And as a final on this

important theme, Lamin Sanneh, himself a converhftslam to Christ, argues that the reason
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we have tended to think of foreign missionariethas‘'actors’ while converts are acted upon, is
because scholars have tended to focus on “thatgrajrforeign transmission rather than local

reception” (2008, p. 131).
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Chapter 5 — Findings and Analysis—Miscellaneous

This chapter will continue to explore findings athlysis as did the previous chapter,
however, whereas the findings in chapter 4 whdreadely related t&russificationthe findings

in this chapter do not relate to any one spediigrte.

5.1 Conversion as Spiritual Migration

One of the challenges to constructing a more figttinded model of conversion is that
the models best-known in academia are often dlfftouoperationalize. An example is that of
Lewis Rambo’s well-known sequential model of cosw@n which delineates the convert’s
movement through a series of seven stages. Ramimalsl is helpful when we wish to think
abstractlyabout conversion, bin totoit is too complex to apply to field data. Thus wleen
researcher in the field attempts to work with Ratslmoodel, they are left to try some sort of
piecemeal approach, using bits and pieces of g yas they fit the situation; therefore, the

theory loses some of its explanatory power, whichased on the whole.

One way to remain closer to the field data, yethpiato higher orders of thinking about
the text, is through the use of metaphors. Miles ldnberman have emphasized the importance
of using metaphors as “decentering devices.” Ttaylelp the researcher step back from the
avalanche of observations and data, and ask theassehportant questions like, “what is going
on here?” and “what is this telling me about thg focture?” Metaphors force us to go beyond

simple description and move up to a more inferéfeigel of thinking about the data. A
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metaphor is a half-step between the original tertthe significance of the facts, and it gives
structure to the meaning of the social processssrabd (1994, pg. 252). With this in mind, |
will begin my next theme of analysis with the u$@w extended metaphor, that of “spiritual

migration.”

Finding 5: Within the metaphor of “spiritual migi@,” the factors that influence conversions to
Christ in Central Asia can be categorized withia plush/pull framework common to

human migration studies.

In the realm of physical human migration, it islely acknowledged that there are
factors that “push” people to leave where theyenity live and “pull” them toward a new a
destination (Fouberg, Murphy, and de Blij 2012 8893). In most if not all cases, human
migration is caused by some combination of botkofac- some from the “push” category and
some from the “pull.” In the same way, the convamsstories in this study demonstrated some
factors that “pulled” them toward faith in Christ,the community of his followers, and other
factors that should be understood as “pushing” taeray from the Central Asiagslamthey

knew.

5.1.1 Push Factors

Before going any further, it is important to ctgrihe “location” from which these factors
are “pushing.” As | have repeatedly stated in thesis, we are specifically looking at
conversion in the context of Central Asialam,i.e. the local manifestation of Islam which we

have carefully detailed in earlier sections of thark. That means we are actually talking about
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people reacting against the complex of culturablvedrs and values with which they were raised

more than we are talking about Islam proper, onésiamlocal.

In introducing this idea, | will group these “ptishctors together. However, one
interview contained such a succulent illustratiba ¢push” that | felt compelled to use it despite

the fact that it really does not fit into any of mgher categories:

"One time | was standing waiting for my granddaeght They were supposed to
come back from school. They had to pass by a mdsejied a bridge. At five
o’clock, people were leaving the mosque. Therelgahannel there, giving
pure water to several villages. These people tlutgswing tobacco into that
water before going in, and then coming back, theyevepitting into the river. |
was very angry but couldn’t say anything becausesetivere several of them. So |
just stood there while waiting for my grandchildr&ut that kind of attitude
made me wonder, ‘Why do believers like them dozhaéhey do it because they
say ‘If you bring offerings, it removes God’s an@em you’'. So, if you bring
offerings, you can do anything; it's sort of likelling God. So, in the Islamic
world people do not change but they feel free tavllatever because all they
need to do is bring offering and they will be rale@ from their sin. So they
remain sinful and never change. That’s their maingple. They feel free to spit

into water that others drink. All of them did! Thaglly disqusts me, and pushes

me away from Islam. " [emphasis mine] (208M)

This participant clearly articulated what othezft Implicit, that certain behaviors in their
“Muslim” society caused them to lose interest ia Ways of life handed down from their
forefathers. This obvious disregard for the heaitl wellbeing of others, rooted in a theological

framework, was one of several factors that havaHbilty to “push” even a 70-year-old Muslim
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man away from the religion of his ancestors. Nowwbkeexamine other ingredients in the mix,

which have done the same to other Muslims in tgere

Religious Nominalism

The most common “push” factor was religious norigna. As we have demonstrated
repeatedly in this thesis, by the end of Soviet ridlam in Central Asia was only a shadow of
the worldwide faith rooted in the fiery words oh& Apostle of Allah,” and had become
something of an ethnic marker for most people. Kbedess, in order to give a completely
accurate picture, we should first look at exampliethe few cases where study participants came

from more observant backgrounds:

“We were growing up thinking of ourselves as MuslifNot just our ancestors,
but my father was practicintamazprayer. He made my mother re@amazand
wearhijab. He was searching for God. My mother readnazand they both told
me that when | will turn 12, | will also read namezd wear hijab.” (204F)

And:

“When | was growing up he [my father] did namaz betwasn't so strict about
observing all the rules. But now he is much morelamental. He observes all
customs, traditions and rituals; he prays five Sraalay. He is very strong about
it... My father went to Mecca for pilgrimage. He psdwe namazprayers. He
observes all Muslim rituals.” (203M)

Two things are important to note. First, thesemviews represent a wife and husband.

Second notic&vhenthis man’s father became really observant, it lates, presumably after the

fall of the Soviet Union, thus after the study papiant’s formative years. But even then these
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are non-typical cases from the study. Religiousinahism was such a common part of the

narratives that it only takes a few examples t@ ¢ghe sense of this issue:

And:

“Of course, we always followed Islamic traditiofike we did circumcision. We
had one mullah in the village that would come aadltithe rituals. We of course
thought of ourselves as Muslims and separated lwess&om the Russians who
we saw as Christians. We did follow all the ritulalg we didn’t have a real
spiritual life. | personally never went to mosquéverall, we called ourselves

Muslims only because of our ethnicity.” (103M)

“During the Soviet times, as | remember, my parevdse no Muslims... they
were just typical Soviet, secular people. They Widave any spiritual books at
home... And so | just hadn’'t heard about God at 101 M)

“My father died two years ago. | think it was Gowgl. He was full of sin. He
was an alcoholic. He himself never went to the mmesqever prayed, but he was

so against my belief irsa.” (407F)

This last excerpt raises an issue that may sowadge in a Muslim society, alcoholism;

although it may sound unusual, that is the nexstjdactor we will examine.

Alcoholism

Muslim scholar Adeeb Khalid, author isfam after Communistells an insightful story

in the introduction to his book. He recounts histfencounter with fellow Muslim scholars in

Central Asia, at a university cafeteria. His nei@rfds were “particularly delighted that their

152



interlocutor was Muslim.” So after he sat down &b, éa few minutes later, my new
acquaintances joined me unbidden at my table, amitbca bottle of Vodka. Their delight at
meeting me was sincere, and they were completedglitnonscious about the oddity of
lubricating the celebration of our acquaintancéwipious amounts of alcohol” (2007, p.1). By
the end of that era, alcoholism had left a deep@tdhe peoples of the Soviet Union; it had
even become entrenched among the Muslims of Cekdral It was referred to in many of the
interviews, where participants discussed either then struggles with it, or its detriment to
their natal family through the drinking of their tMlim” parents. It often was one of the things

that “pushed” people to look for a better way &:li

“My father came from China. He came over the bond¢he 1960s... In China
my grandfather, my father’s father, studied in acs@ Islamic school in those
times. My Dad, for the first few years followelll @ the rituals and prayed five
times, but then he quit and lived his own life. dded early, when he was 50. My
mother was young, only 40, with seven kids. Wherfather died, my mother
was alone with seven children. It was very hardabbse our mother began to

drink after our Dad died, and she drank for marsryé (412F)

The next except reveals the deep emotional haatcthildren of alcoholics experience,
and helps us understand why this should be thoafgh a factor that often “pushed” people

away from their parents’ way of life to search &mswers in a new faith:

“I grew up in the actually simple family. My mom wavorking in the shop, my
dad was working. It was a simple family. My mom ditlresponsibility for the
family because my father was alcoholic actually w#s a drunk and we did not
have peace in our home. | don’t remember when ere all together like a
family, father mother, myself sitting together la¢ table eating. | don’t really
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remember this kind of time. | remember when | wiest to the school; it was
first grade, the first of September. My mom brougiet to the school and said
‘wait for your father when all your lessons will brished. Wait for father and he
will pick you up.” So | was the last on in the dadlobody came to take me from
the school. | went home by myself. | was so angrgmember this feeling still. |
was so angry, like nobody could come to take mewtsen | was walking, when |
was closer to my house | heard my father’s voiod, launderstood that he was at
home and | was completely destroyed at that timemlember | knocked and he
opened the door. He was drunk, and it was so pgamime. Since that time | had

like not good experience toward my father.” (405F)

And one more common factor that pushed people &way Islam.

Unanswered Existential Questions

“I remember when | got married, it was a bad mgeidde was my neighbor... |
remember when | accepted Jesus as my Savior; iawageresting day. | said to
God that day, ‘Why is my life so difficult? Why ddave to suffer all the time?
Why did you even create us, people?’ Because mlyHirsband was a drug addict
and it was very hard. Because when my father diieds 11; and then when |
was 16-17, my sister died; she was 25 at that tirhen | married this drug

addict. So when | came to God | kept asking himy db | suffer so much in this
life? Why am | here? So | was walking down theedtend talking to God like
this.” (412F)

“Interviewer: How long did it take between the tinvben you first heard, and

when you actually accepted Jesus?
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This was also the time of searching. | was thinkibgut God. | was wondering
why there were so many religions and why God altbaach an atmosphere. So |
began to seek truth. That was the period of sediwit’'s when | became
disappointed in Islam because | could not find arsvio many questions | was
wondering about. So | started learning more al@butstianity, even though | did
not make a choice yet. But a friend who becamersstdn, her name was lIra,
said, ‘Just pray to God and He will direct you ahdw you the truth.’ After |
prayed like that, God began to guide me towardssGénity.” (101F)

“Interviewer: Did you go to mosque to hear the @?ra

No, | didn’t but | met with people from there. iad to follow things that they told
me but when | would fail to pray, for example, tbarth or the fifth time, 1 would
feel heavy in my heart. | would get depressed bsxégould not please God. So
gradually I became disappointed because | feltAikeh was far away, that he
didn’t care about me, so he intentionally creatéthase hard laws that were
impossible to observe. So | was thinking that | wasg to hell, not to heaven
because | could not follow these laws, which méavds guilty. Over time |
became disappointed in Islam but | kept searchingvas 18. So | started at 15
when | started asking questions like “why do peajie where do we go after
death etc.?” These fears always made me ask thest@ns. So | thought about
poverty, good and evil, injustice, etc. These goastmake us think about God.”
(206M)

Gooren theorized that people become religiousessekhen they become dissatisfied
with the meanings generated by their natal religg07, p. 339). And so, stripped of the
spiritual resources which it had built-up over gievious millennia, it should not be surprising

that such nominal Muslims were left with deep unared questions about life’s transcendent
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dimensions, or that they were highly susceptibleittespread social ills like alcoholism. Nor
should it surprise us that these interrelated ssaesed a deep dissatisfaction with the life and

pushed people toward something else.

However, the factors that motivate people to megeae complex and intertwined. When
people make major changes such as physical—otusgi#moves, they are not always sure of
what the individual factors are that motivated th@®uatta 2004). That is why human
geographers always speak of “push-pull” factorsnia breath. Therefore, we must be careful
that we do not over-dissect these push factorsqarukly move to those that the interviews

revealed as “pulling” people toward faith in Christ

5.1.2 Pull Factors

What did converts find attractive enough to ris& tisapproval, even persecution, of
family and community, by turning to Christ? Theentiews point to several factors, which we
will explore below. One that appeared commonlyhie data has to do with the attraction of

people with a good reputation:

Good Reputation of Christians

In chapter 4 we examined the “agency” of Russiandilans, often Baptists; it is a fact
that many of the narratives portrayed them as tai@ proponents of religious change. Therefore

it is not surprising to find that one of the puktfors was the good reputation Russian Baptists:
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“After [my] conversion | said, ‘I felt | needed &hare with someone,’ so | went to
my mother and asked her to sit down, and didn'wkhow to tell her that |
believed in Jesus. | didn't know how to share tlosg2l so | simply said,

‘Mother, | have become Baptist'. She sat and thoadlout it and then she said,
‘Well, Baptists don't steal, don’t drink and dofh#’. It turned out that at her

work she had some Baptist colleagues, and as sezvaa them, they were a real
testimony to her. They would always be honest witimey, and kept their
promises. So even though | didn’t know the rule€bfistian living, | started
doing what my mother said she saw those Baptist&den though my mother

was not a believer but she saw how they lived.3{3D

“Our father always thought well of Baptist belieseHe liked that fact that they
always told the truth. Not Orthodox Christians Baptists. He always said that
he respected them.” (406 M)

However, it was not just the good reputation of&tan Baptists that proved a powerful
draw, but even more often it was an attractiorh#lives of those Muslims who had already

converted to Christ:

“It was in 1994. That's when | first heard abousule and came to Him. | came
with a friend. It was a Pentecostal church in BedhH really liked it, | felt
welcomed there. Local Kyrgyz believers were verymvand called me ‘brother’.

| thought, ‘wow, they are very welcoming!” (419M)

Or when it is a member of their own family who derstrates obvious changes:

“Before | came to God my husband drank a lot. He am@malcoholic...l was so
irritated with him and | was so angry that evemdihe came home drunk | would
scold and curse him both in Russian and in UygBamny older daughter always

told me, ‘Mom, how can you say such words, you vepgimary school teacher
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for eight years!’ | said, ‘I just cannot stand ih@n he comes drunk!” The day |
came to Jesus, He also healed my tongue. | stapped that dirty language. My
oldest daughter saw that change and she saidatieveeks, ‘Mom, can | come
to that group with you?’ At that time | was goingeey week. | said, ‘Why?’ She
said, ‘Well, it must be a very good place. You hatgpped cursing! So she went
with me and also repented. After two months | thimky younger daughter also

repented, and we started a home group at our Hq4edF)

Or this man, who converted in his 60s, and onigrahore than ten years of opposing his

wife, who converted first:

“The greatest testimony to me was my wife. She etasging right in front of
me. She became very obedient. She became gentjgifferent. | thought,
‘Maybe she is pretending so that | would come te Russian God?’ But God

began to change me.” (305M)

As we explored in chapter 4, the hybrid natura nfssifiedidentity made all things
Russian more acceptable. This likely made it reddyi easy for highlyussifiedMuslims to be
drawn by the good reputation of Russian Baptistepatation which appears to have been
widely held in society. Nevertheless, the “pull’afood reputation becomes even closer to
home when it is manifested by a convert, someotteeim own social networks. Lofland and
Stark called this the draw of positive deviant hetia(1965). That is, although an ethnic Kyrgyz
or Uzbek professing faith in Christ is a social idey, the influence of their good behavior is
even more significant because they are supposieel social deviants; thus, their behavior

should be bad or wrong. One study participant sdemetuitively understand this:

158



“l always say that we need to be careful becaumsgg [slamic spirit is very strong
here. People think God is very far away and theyamane to Him through
rituals, Namaz, etc. So | give them informationw@itbe living God little by little.
They observe how I live, they see my children, teay, "Your children never say
bad words; they never fight, they are very obedi&u they see the character of

Jesus in my family. It makes me very happy; itkela letter to them.” (408F)

Now we turn to the final pull factor that we wakamine.

The Supernatural

The experience of an event perceived of as havsigpernatural origin was a very

common aspect of the conversion narratives | stlidiet only that, but these occurrences

formed the core of several stories. Under thisicubr“supernatural” | have included dreams,

visions, physical healings, as well as other thithgs are hard to classify. Due to the nature of

the healing stories, the excerpts are rather long:

“One time one of our brothers got sick, he felthe kindergarten and he injured
his head. After that he had trouble sleeping dttnigried a lot from headaches.
We took him to doctors, did tests and check-upsibators could not determine
what was wrong with him. But something was wrongeg ¥k him to a therapist
and psychologist but had no results, nobody kneatwias wrong and what his
diagnosis was... Since in the medical field nothiogld be done; she tried the
Muslim way but it didn’t make him better but rath#made things worst and
worst. He was very young then; he would hit peolpéecould not recognize
himself or us; it was hard. And what's interestitggnly happened at nights.
During the day he was a normal child. My mother weaxy tired. She tried
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everything - medical things, Muslim things; whatestould she do? What were
her other options? At that time there was an Acaerfamily in our
neighborhood. They didn't tell us at that time they were missionaries. They
just moved to our neighborhood to live. They saieljtwanted to learn more
about the culture, the people and the nationaksysif these neighborhoods. So,
my mother and we all became friends with them. @memy mother could not
take it anymore and she shared her problem wittm tishe said, this is what's
been happening with my son and | don’t know whatdoThey said to us, ‘We
will be praying for you...” Several days later thefevcame to us and this time she
was sharing with us more openly. She said, ‘Lepnag for this child for God to
make him OK. It was in the evening. They prayedadiar family and for my little
brother and that night my brother slept all niglrotigh. He slept well and quietly
till very morning. We were shocked; my Mom was dtext; she said, ‘How is
this possible? We tried everything - we took hindéztors, we read the Koran
over him but all in vain. My mother ran to theirdse and asked, ‘What did you
do? What did you do to my son? He slept all nighgl That’s when they started
telling us aboutsa. (202F)

This next woman read some Christian literaturbtrizefore she was scheduled to have

surgery. While sitting in the hospital she stattadking about what she had read:

“The evening before that | read the brochure ardetivas the sinner’s prayer in
the end; | even learned it by heart. So | waswgjtéind thinking, ‘God, if you are
so good and loving—our family always believed indiGmy father always said
that there is God—so | thought, Why do | have teehthis surgery? It says here
that you are able to heal; why don’t you heal n&?Wwhile we were sitting and
waiting for this nurse, who was supposed to takeiméor the surgery, | actually
began to talk with God out loud... My daughter asksthther, who are you
talking to?’ | said, ‘I am talking with God. It sayn this booklet that He is loving

and he heals, so | am wondering, why do | haveate Ithis surgery? | love God
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and | always knew He exists.” Then the nurse camdesaid that the professor
who was supposed to do the surgery left for thétaagty. This doctor was the
best and we agreed to pay him a lot of money tthdsurgery. She said, ‘He will
be back in a week. Do you think you can wait? Gegyou can stay here, we
have other good doctors.’ But | said, ‘No! | willit for this professor’. She said,
‘You will have to go without food because you aewing an aggravation of your
kidney stone disease right now.’ | said, ‘It's okawill just drink water, but |
want to wait for this doctor.” This was Marcf and they told me to come on
March 9". So | went back home.” (404F)

Then her sister told her about a church she had &gending:

“She started telling me about their pastor, abloeirthome group, she said that
she’s been going there, and there are primarilylisssthere—Kazakhs and
Uyghurs, Tatars, and some Russians. She saigebate there receive healing
and she told me about a woman who received heafitmpgue cancer there. She
said, ‘If you would like, we could go and meet wikie pastor. He will explain
you everything, because | cannot explain...” He wagdkh...So we went there,
and from 6 to 10 pm he talked with us. He explawéad is Jesus, etc. So |
believed then... Anyway, after the sermon they ird/ppeople who want to
receive healing to come forward. | was the firs¢ émcome. My sister grabbed
me and said, ‘Don’t go!” But | did anyway. They & praying. Then He said
directly to me, in Russian, ‘Do you know that Jesuisord?’ | said, ‘No, | don’t.’
| wanted to say, Muhammad, because | believed landsislim. He said, ‘I
explained to you yesterday and | explained to yolay, Jesus is Lord! Did you
come for healing? Do you believe that God only sigalough Jesus Christ?
Unless we say his name, God will not heal youditis‘Okay’...So he laid his
hand on me and simply prayed. He said, ‘| commarttiése stones to become
sand and come out. Thank you that you have heaedAnd he went to pray for

someone else, for a girl... But | felt fire comingrit my head to my toes and
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leave me. As he was praying, | felt like a litiighfinside me. That was the
sensation | had. So | received healing after theyqy. | never had a surgery... So
God healed me supernaturally. After one month Id#&tto do another
ultrasound and | went to the same place where itdiefore, to confirm. So the
doctor asked, ‘Did you have a surgery?’ | said, Nee doctor said, ‘“You don’t
have any stones! So | told him, ‘| went to beliegipeople, they prayed for me
and | received healing. | came to you to confiret’thSo he gave me an official
medical certificate that said that | really waslbdd (404F)

Next are dreams, and again they require an exdemaleative to allow us to grasp the

full impact they must have had on the convert:

“We were like most Muslims here. | never counteainazor went to the mosque.

| became a thief...Not long after | got to prisore(8econd time) | had a dream. It
was just like it was real life; it still feels reta me. | was standing there watching
this huge chasm and people were being thrown infithey were screaming and

it was horrible. | knew that they were being throwto hell. Then | watched this
one man being thrown in, but suddelds caught him as he was falling and
pulled him to himself, then tossed him up into $kg and the man went to

heaven.

I knew this man waksa, | don’t know how, but | did. He was wearing a tehi
robe and a turban. | just stood there and watciradyrab people who were
falling into hell, and he was saving them. Each, gndling them to himself and
then tossing them into heaven. | remember marveltligw powerful he is to
save them! What a wonderful savieais! He is so strong he saves them from
hell...’

Interviewer: How did you know about Isa?
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I knew that he was one of our prophets, and | kttewhe was like the Russian
God. That is what all of us caflesusthe Russian God. But | knew that he was

really one of our prophets.

Then five years go by of my seven and one-half geatence, and | have another
dream. This one was so frightening. It was so tesdw myself escaping from the
prison. | slipped out of the fence and was wallangpss the space between the
two fences. In our prisons it is like this [makiagliagram out of table items],
there is one fence, then a space, then anothes.féhe guards sit in the towers

on the first inside fence.

| was walking across the space between the femzkthan | heard the guard
shout at me, ‘Stop! Stop or | will shoot you!" Idrel him cock his automatic, and
felt the fear, but | kept running. Then | heard sleeind of his shots from the
automatic and | could even feel the pain of bulketsng me on this side in the
back [touching his right lower back].

Then suddenly everything was black. | could not enbgcause | could feel things
very close to me. Then slowly there was light, alcandle in a chai bowl, and |
could see that | was in the grave. | was layingdtie my naked flesh, in the
grave with a small candle by me. | could not mowearms or body but | knew |
was buried. | started to cry out, but no one cdwddr me. | cried out ‘Oh Allah,
forgive me! Please Allah, forgive me!’ This | shedtover and over. | was
terrified because | was in the grave, but no ong Wgéening to my screams. Then
| awoke in my cell. | was terrified. It was awflilvas thinking, what does this
mean? You know we believe that dreams are impgréauck | was very fearful
about what this one meant. Was | about to die? $Wagething bad going to
happen to me? | just did not know. Then | remendbéne dream abousa from

five years before. | wondered how he saved peapha hell.” (205M)
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In these cases, the dreams came before convepsilling them toward a change of
religions. In the examples below, the dreams cdiee the converts had made an initial
decision, during difficulty, and strengthened thresolve. The following example comes from a

time of confusion in the convert’s life, when tloedl community was threatening to kill him:

“| officially repented in the church; it was in Damber, 1994. Later on, when
persecution started, | went back home and hidifomenths and didn’t want to
see anyone. | was scared. Muslim Uyghurs wantédltme. They threatened all
Uyghur believers. They said, ‘We will kill you aydur entire family; you have

betrayed Islam!

Robert [an American missionary] came looking for, im& because he didn’t
know that | was living separately, he only camengpparents’ house. Even when
| was at my parents’ house and knew that Robertthaere, | stayed in my room

because | didn’'t want problems.

Then | had a dream. Jesus came to me; my spiribwagke. | could sense that
someone came into my room. | heard a lot of ndilse someone was breaking
things. It sounded like an earthquake. | was scareelard a voice, ‘Go to
Robert!” The voice sounded like rushing water, like Bible says. He didn’t even
tell His name. But | knew who he was. | woke upyés very quiet. It was 3 am; |
had peace in my heart. | told my daughter, ‘Jeansecto me at night; | could feel
it in my spirit. His voice was like waterfall.” Adr that my life changed; fear was
gone.” (420M)

And finally, here is an account that combineseadr and a physical healing soon after

this woman had converted:

“| also got a videotape in Uyghur with Jesus filnmjas very interested. In the

end, when Jesus was crucified, and He was in thescl was very upset. ‘Why
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did they do that to Him? He didn’t do anything wgoiVhy isn’'t He coming
down from the cross?’ Later my friend came and m&labout Jesus; that He
died for our sins, and | accepted Him. Later on,mwother’s younger brother died
of a disease. My mother was grieving terribly ahd bad a heart attack. She laid
there and didn’t move; we gave her water in a spdémsat with her till

morning. Then | read this book in Uyghur, the gégiidohn. And my sister did
too, and she said, ‘This would be so wonderfuéguk could just come and lay
hands on our Mom, and she would be healed'. | kegading and after everyone
went to bed | started praying hard at her bedhat time | didn’t know how to
pray because | was a new believer. So | prayed hiasus, heal my Mom!” My
eyes were closed and | saw a vision. | saw a ldrgfscary-looking trees. It was
dark and a wind was blowing. | came out to a raatlsaw a car coming. There
was a strong light shining into my eyes. | opengdeyes and realized that our
house was filled with that light, just for a secpadd it was gone. That light was
very bright. It illuminated the entire house. | sed peace in my heart; | was
confident that God will heal my mother... Two daytefany Mom began to
recover; she started talking. Then she got up tarted walking. She recovered
quite quickly. Later on, my younger sister was diagged with cancer. She had a
tumor here, and doctors said it was cancer. So evé t® Almaty with her, and
there they said, ‘Yes, there is tumor but we walvé to do some further tests to
see if it is cancer or not’. My sister was standimgre, crying, and | started
praying. ‘God, please make this cancer go away fronsister, my family and
our generation’. When we did an X-ray in our vigaghere was tumor. But now
that we were in Almaty and they said that she né¢denake a scan, and when

we did, there was no tumor. So God did a miragi&l'0F)

Obviously, the physical healings recounted in¢hssries could have psychosomatic
explanations, and the dreams could be no moreehiaence of extreme psychological duress.

In fact, all the accounts of supernatural “pullttiars could be explained away if that is what one
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cares to do. Therefore it is essential, beforegyaimy further, that we determine a framework
through which to think about such unverifiable nép@f the supernatural. Assacial not
physical, scientist, | contend that rather thankimg in terms of verifiable fact the most
profitable thing to do is to consider how the egenere interpreted in relation to conversion.
William Clark has written about the significandedoeams and visions as a rationale for
conversion among Muslims of the former Soviet UniBpecifically, he contends they have a
long established tradition of receiving superndtooanmunication from God; therefore, dreams
are often woven into conversion stories as patti®@basis for conversion (2009 pp. 135-6).
However, we must not think of this as somethingjuaito the spread of Christianity in Central
Asia. In writing about the early centuries of thieriStian era, Lamin Sanneh says, “Visions,
dreams, ecstasy, exorcism, and healings featucedipently in the mission of Christianity for
many centuries (2008, p. 59). If this type of exprere seems strange to those more familiar with
the modern Western Church, then perhaps it isratha@t Christian expression in Central Asia is

returning to its original Eastern roots.

Of course, “spiritual migration” with its push-p#ctors is only one possible metaphor
for understanding the conversion narratives inshisly. In the next section we will explore then

from a slightly different angle.

7% Verification of the supernatural is by definition an oxymoron. For example, while we could, in this case, verify
that the woman’s mother had a heart attack, and we might be able to verify that she recovered. However, there is
no way to prove or disprove the means of that recovery. Whether was completely a natural process, the result of
medical treatment, or even a sign of divine intervention, these are completely beyond the realm of scientific
certitude.

166



5.2 The Three Languages of Conversion

As | stated in chapter three on methodology, ond@kub-categories of Narrative
Inquiry | have used is Holistic-Content (HC) ana&yd his approach has the goal of finding a
holistic impression of individual narratives whishrmonizes the narrative whole with its
various parts and focuses on larger, thematic alesnévhile not all of the narratives in the
study have the strong, cohesive themes requirethi®eapproach, several do, and using Holistic-
Content analysis was quite profitable on thesenétbles the researcher to step back far enough
from the details to conceptualize higher levelalugtraction. One particular abstraction in this
data set that | believe to be quite important istthave called the “languages of conversion.”
This expression helps capture the idea that thepgaple use language is a key insight into their
systems of meaning (Lieblich, Tuval-Machiach & £it1998), a foundational principal of

Narrative Inquiry.

Finding 6: Conversion narratives often have magerarching themes—or “languages” through
which they are told. For Central Asian Muslims certing to Christ, three of these were
most common; the language of joining, the languEgejecting, and the language of

believing.

It should be pointed out that these three “langsagre not mutually exclusive. Converts
often make statements that fit into two, or evehabe categories, over the course of the
interview. However, several of the interviews wiygfied by a certain “language,” it being the

primary way that people verbally reconstructedrtbenversions.
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5.2.1 Language of Joining

The Western world has been deeply shaped by ohailism, to such an extent that we
often view religious conversion exclusively througle lens of the individual. In contrast to that,
many of those in this study framed their conversioa communal sense. This does not mean
they were part of a “group conversion” of some s@ther, that they explained their experience
of conversion in such a way as to highlight therde® belong to a new community rather than
other potential dimensions of the decision. Iniportant to remember that individualized
religiosity has no precedent in most societies (idefl993, p. 116), something particularly true
of traditional, closely-knit communities such as$Wims in Central Asia. Thus for some,
conversiorhad to bethe joining of a new community. The following siof excerpts from a

single interview show the way this attraction tgraup unfolded over time in one convert’s life:

“The Soviet Union collapsed and we got independentaav months later. This
was in 1991. And as soon as, ah the Soviet Unidaps®ed, | remember they
started to be, my parents started to be interastistam...[my father told me]
‘Now we’ve got independence and the governmenthé®eraging people to find
their beliefs, to believe what the ancestors believAnd they started sharing
from the book [Quran]... And being at the age 154Mas the kind of person,
just like any average boy, | was interested inghiather than this. This was

something boring to me...” (201M)

So as teenagers often do, he started distanamsgglfifrom his family, but particularly

from his natal religion. Then a few years latenasiversity student:

“In 1993, when | was a freshman in the universityew a lady [a foreigner] came,

and so a lesson was canceled and [they set-upfuagehall for about 100 people,
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you can imagine. And a lady came and spoke absusJnd Mohammad. And
she spoke about who was Jesus and who was Muharmmadghe came with a
stack of books and she said, “You students areongdcto come to my desk and
pick up these books; they are free.” And when thdents heard “free” many of
them were curious, although many of them just toodéks [and] just tore them
and threw them away... These events made becomeiatguwith Jesus. |
became aware of Jesus... But | didn’t consider my@ktfstian... | wanted to
find answers... But | still considered myself Musli (201M)

Here he becomes “acquainted with Jesus” in théegbmwhere many other university
students, though not all, were also showing intekéswever, his level of interest in Christianity

remained minimal until he moved to the capital :city

“So, this was also the year when my wife and | ve=garated. And | moved to
the capital city from my small hometown to stadaseer, to start a new, to make
a new family. And being in the capital, | wantedital two things. | wanted to
find a job, and | wanted to find a wife. As | mamted, | found a job in Christian
organization. This was the first time | got a Biblé'hen | was invited to this

‘youth church.’

Interviewer: A very western style church?

Very western style. And | really liked it. And sm¢joined an American
organization | wanted to improve my English. | weathto listen to western music;
| wanted to be just like these people. Probably was also [because] | was a
provincial boy—I wanted to be like these othersc&ese the young people at
church had many things like westernedarSportbackpacks and speaking
English to the expat people, | was like, I also tedrto do this, to talk to people
like this.” (201M)

& JanSport was at that time a very popular American brand, similar to Nike or Adidas.
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Next he displays remarkable self-awareness:

“So maybe if | analyze myself at that time, mayloidin’'t want to be different.
Maybe | felt underestimated because many peopie fiilages think of people
[from the capital] like giants because that is hrolife. People there are smatrter,
people are better, [but] | came from a small toww.fas this reason | did not
want to miss those meetings. But at the same tiaemaking new friends. At
that time in my life | didn’t have many friendswhs introverted person, very
reserved. And here | met people who were veryasted in my life. They would

invite me places. | felt esteemed, valued. And htgd more...

Interviewer: Was getting baptized a way to identifith them, or with Jesus?

Probably to identify with the church rather thasuke Having this western
influence we almost every Sunday after the felldp$tad, we walked to café and
we drank Coke, had hot dogs, they were populdrattime. And | remember |
wanted alanSportback pack!” (201M)

Notice how a single, mass produced consumer itgmanbrand name, became the
emotional proxy for his longing to belong to a ngrwup, a new, globally successful spiritual
“brand.” Robert Hefner observed that when sociaiesthrust “into a larger or reorganized
macrocosm,” such as when Soviet Central Asia opem#te wider world, “new lifestyles and
ethnical options appear. Missionaries or othergdgdigers may lead in this challenge to
tradition... In such a context, a religion that prees a measure of dignity and access to the

values and rewards of the larger society may finegaly following” (1993, pp. 26-27).

The next example of this “language of joining"atomes from someone who

encountered Christianity while a university student
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“Interviewer: How did you convert? Through whom?

My sister heard in the university from a local wanveho came and talked about
God... My sister was going to that university and terthe meeting. She said it
was interesting... Later she came to another meé@imnipose who wanted to
know more, and one day my sister invited me toradngroup. At that time |
didn’t know that she already repented... One dayssiet “You know, there
might be many of your friends there [at the medtihgaw a lot of young people
there. Just come once and | will never ask youraig@o | thought, OK, maybe |
will go just once. So when | came, there was aldbve there, people were very
kind and nice, gave me a lot of attention. That \&ormwas there, too, playing the
guitar. | especially liked one song and | askedtbesing it again. So they played
that song for me several times. | liked it so mtiat | kept coming to that group.
So after a month maybe | decided to accept the.llbwaas quick. | heard the
Word there, too, but every time | came | asked thesing ‘my song’ for me...”
(207M)

Notice the various expressions of “joining” indlmarrative. First, her sister was the one
who invited her (a common element). Second, themewther university students she knew
coming to the group. And finally, notice that whillee mentions a more theological element,
teaching from the Word (Bible), it is only in pasgi She quickly reoriented her narrative toward
becoming part of the group by each time she adkem to sing “my song,” thus cementing her

membership with them. Also, notice that there ismemtion in this context of Jesus.
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Later, their mother first found out that the twilisgs had converted, and she threated to

kill herself if they did not stop going to the chhbr

“I never stopped coming because | knew it was uaportant. Our pastors and
leaders helped us to understand how important timestings were. They
explained it well and we knew we needed to meethaad about God and
worship Him and sing and it brought us closer thget (207M)

Again the emphasis on joining is on display. Whered with a serious backlash at

home, the expressed answer was not stronger lbaitltloser bonds with the new group.

Our final look at the “language of joining” comkem the oldest participant in the study,
a Muslim man who converted in his 70s. Interestingis interview is an example of two
different “languages” showing up as strong themeasnie narrative. First we will look at the way

he framed his conversion through the languageioing:

“Interviewer: You said that before you came to $esou were watching the lives

of believers very carefully. Could you explain?

They were honest and open in their relationshigseiM saw friends, like when
your friend comes to visit you with his wife, ordviriends with their wives, they
were so friendly and respectful. The [newly coned}tChristians would treat all
women respectfully, young and old, their sistets, lesaw them treat women in
church as they would treat their friends’ wivesalsecular company when people
meet like that, there is a lot of unhealthy relasgioips between men and women.

Among Christians they were kind and respectful eneursed, no bad words...

They were sacrificial. When they would come visif we had no money at that
time. We had a lake there and they wanted to ge that had no money. | said,
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‘Sorry but we have no money to give you! They wabghy, ‘We have no money
but God is with us!’ | thought, ‘How is God going ¢ive you money?’ So they
went and came back and when | asked how was it,sthie, ‘It was good, we
kept meeting nice people who would help us and gavwades...Later on when |
became a believer and began to send more timethath, in a group or in a
church, they became closer friends than otherdsdrhad, very quickly. We
have a brother, and we play chess 2-3 times a Vi&ethey are better friends

than my other friends who are not Christian...

“In towns in the valley there are old men who aeédvers there. Every other
month these elders come together. It's like a mgdtr 50-year olds and up.
Some of them older, some are younger. But we tajkther and fellowship. It's a
joy to see that there are more believers of olderia these small cities, more
than here in the capital. Of course here we alse same elderly believers but
we don’'t meet here. We go there, we make pilafslam a sheep and meet all
together for a whole day... Anyway, these old peogllevonderful stories, it is
wonderful to see that it is not just young peoplédiso old people who become
believers. And they are very strong... It would beagifor you to ask these

guestions to these elders. Some are very old.”"Ng08

Clearly this gentleman was drawn to the new Clanstommunity, particularly to people

of his own age cohort. This was a common elemeal ithree of the narratives above,

participants being drawn to join those of their saage group. Lofland and Stark have theorized

that sometimes religious conversion is a mattexcoepting the opinions of one’s friends (1965),

and in socially stratified cultures like that of Mims in Central Asia, one’s friendse one’s

age cohorts; friendship outside of one’s age giswgmost unthinkable. Yet at the same time,

this elderly convert also told his own story in #ieongest terms of rejecting his natal faith.
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5.2.2 Language of Rejecting

As we have emphasized throughout this thesis,ansion is not only “a turning to”
something, but also “a turning from” something €lastin-Broos 2003, p.1). In the analysis
directly above, we saw some study participantsgedwon the group to whom they had
collectively turned. In the same way, others plattedemphasis of their narrative on what they
had turned from, or more accurately, what they wejecting. These we have identified as “the
language of rejection.” We immediately pick up ttisme by returning to the same, wide-
ranging interview, that of a Muslim man who conedrtn his 70s, his framing of rejection

centering on Islam’s prophet:

“I don’t understand how Islamists explain the fd@t Muhammad, being the
great prophet, violated the laws of Sharia? Likenaen can have four wives but he
had 11, plus two concubines. Moreover, he tookyad-old or even a 6-year-old.
So how do they explain that he could do things tie?

[And] another question, related to that one. InEast it is believed that having a
son is the blessing of God. He had three sonsaBttiree of them had died; one
at 17, the other one at 18 months old, etc. Sowould they explain that? If he
was a man who was so close to God, it seems tht@aot bless him? I've
never heard this question before. | mean, | hdagdtory but Islamists never
talked about it...

My friends often ask me: you have become a Chnistizey say, why do you now
like our faith, since in our country it is believitht Islam is the Uzbek faith. |
usually say, ‘If Muhammad lived here at our time would have been put to
prison for marrying a 9-year-old girl! In any naticactually. That's why | do not
believe in a man like that.” (208M)
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This rejection of his natal religious heritage Icbardly be shaped into a more dramatic
picture than a direct attack on the person of Muhadi While this was certainly the most overt

expression of the language of rejection, it wasllyahe only one:

“My parents were half Russian and half Uyghurttss was also a part of the
influence on my life. Because if | would grow upameally Muslim strong family
[with] Muslim relationships among relatives. Buichese of this, of my parents
divorcing and | been grow up in an atmosphere whesr@nted to find out who |

am...

Interviewer: When was the first time you heard dhlmsus?

| heard about Jesus when | became 19 yrs. oligradfof my father who worked

with him, he shared with me about the New Testament

Interviewer: A local man?

Yeah, he was a Russian guy and my father was te ¢fehe shoe company.
Most of the workers my father hired were Christiansfound out after that there
was some of the staff at his company in the phsy; were his relatives, Muslim
people, but they were always trying to not be hownés him. While he was
away they cheated him... or they stole some thintggas$ kind of really big
disappointment for my father.

It was a point of big arguing for my father becabhsavanted to just be nice to
them, but if he did, his business would not bewetl. There was big pressure
from elders in the family saying ‘Hey, why didndy hire my son?’ and my
father felt that OK, | will take it but then thegays were in his team, so he was
always solving the problems, like they were bankarghe got them released
from prison one guy, his youngest brother therstireof my step mother. So it
was really hard.” (306 M)
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Reflecting back on his youth he identifies witk father’s problems and frustrations
because of Muslim staff in his factory. Then attdking again about the positives of the

Christian staff:

“Inteviewer: So you were comparing these two gr@ups

| was seeing, wow these people are praying Namahais talking about
another religion, talking about Jesus. This reigfyenced me because | can see
every day and hear what is going on in these famili | did not have even a
clear understanding of what is Islam. Just gointhéoMosque with father and
uncles, during all these Muslim festivals. Of cauwge were meant to be among
relatives to see how they demonstrated their blieflam. But in life | did not
see this change, it was like a hobby to them, yoank They just went to the
mosque but in reality in their lifestyles | did re@e any change.” (306M)

His choice of words in this last excerpt are gaitrly insightful: “Just going to the
Mosque with father and uncles, during all these IMugestivals... to see how they
demonstrated their belief in Islam.” Yet it was @sely because of this “demonstration” that he

became disillusioned with Islam.

However, while this rejection of natal culture asmmmunity was a major part of several
narratives, it is interesting to note that in sopwaticipants also articulated remorse for
beginning their new faith in the paradigm of rejegt The participant cited above had obviously

reflected extensively on this topic:

“Because it was a Russian speaking church [whefedtattended], there was
not a person who had experience working with Mugleople... [it felt like] this

is the religion for Russian speaking people. Btihéfre had been the right
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explanation, that just because | [had] becameiavslbut | didn’t have to cut off

relationship with relatives.” (306M)

This participant, who is now a leader among thieny Muslim converts in his country,
went even further to recommend a change of cormesiradigm for new converts which was

much less oriented toward rejection:

“So now | am not taking new people to the churahlfbng] because | know
what it is like for them. This will bring a not h¢ understanding about what is
belief, [as if] to become a believer [in Christ] ams to go to church to attend a
church service... Their parents will find out [anth#] ‘it’s only Christianity...’
But if they [new believers] will be wise in thisyay will keep strong influence in
his family and his community, more influential thiaist saying, |1 don’t care, | am
going to the church. That does not work well.” (806

This convert’s early experience was of such a kegision that he simply could not
continue to coexist with his relatives. But herashadvocating a reduction in this tension, and
expecting this will make faith in Christ more apli@gto other Muslims. This fits exactly what
Stark and Finke predict, that “Se€tthat grow will tend to reduce their tension witle t
sociocultural environment... [and] as sects initiddiywer their tension, they become more

appealing to larger niches and will therefore gr¢2000, p. 205).

7% stark and Finke use the term “sect” in the sense of “New Religious Movement,” i.e. a religious group that is as
yet not established in a particular society. Interesting, this is exactly the same term the Central Asian governments
and Islamic religious officials use to describe religious groups such as the ones being described in this thesis. There
is, however, one caveat. Scholars like Stark and Finke use sect in a neutral sense, while Central Asian authorities
clearly use it with heavy overtones of deviant, even illegal behavior.
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5.2.3 Language of Believing

Originally I hypothesized that the three legshe$ imodel would be the language of
Joining, the language of Rejecting, and finally Einguage of Continuity, assuming that
continuity with natal culture would be a strongussHowever, what | found in the interviews
was that while continuity certainly had value, easvexpressed in different ways and was not as
strong as the “language of believing.” Narrativakirig into this category are those which

represent conversion as a decisive act of faitlegsudba

“Interviewer: Tell me about how you came to kntsa

| grew up in a small city, way back in the moungaihlived with my grandmother
for my first five or six years. Her grandfather Haskn the Imam in our town. He
had taught his granddaughter, my grandmother)shatas the creator of the

world, that he was the only one worthy of worslaipd that he would come to us

whenever we prayed to him. So that is what my gratter taught me.

Interviewer: This grandmother was a Muslim?

Yes. We were all Muslims, as we thought... So a#tla bjirl | always prayed to

Isa. | really cannot remember anything else abeligion from those years.

Interviewer: So all the years growing up you prai@®lsa?

Yes, when | was little. | prayed tea every day. But when | got older, like in the
middle school years, | stopped praying. | becakesthe other girls. We were
thinking about boys, and reading, and other thisgd, stopped praying. But | did
not completely forget abolga, | just became secular.
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Interviewer: So what happened then?

I met my husband and he moved us to the capital Titen things got very bad
and he started drinking and doing drugs. He becargey and would beat me.
Every Friday he would beat me because it was thgliMtholy day. Muslims
think that women have demons and so the best wdg ibis to beat them on the

holy day so the demons will leave.

Interviewer: Did your husband go to the Mosque @N&imaz?

No, he was not religious at all then. [Then] In &aely 90s he met some foreign
missionaries in Almaty. They started to talk to fabout Isa. | did not know
anything about this, but he started meeting wigmnttand reading thajil . |

started noticing that he was not angry all the tihmeseemed nicer to me. Then
one Friday he did not beat me. | was surprisednThe next Friday he did not
beat me. | was happy but I did not know why this\wwappening. So | asked him,
‘I am very glad that you have not hit me latelyt tnat has made you more
peaceful?’ He said, ‘I am reading the Bible anddlized that Jesus would not

want me to hit you.’

| was very surprised! Then he told me he had metesimreigners who were
teaching him about Jesus and the Bible. He hagbstbgrinking and doing drugs,
he was much more peaceful. Now he has become sgmhdbhusband and is

teaching our son to be a good man and husband.

So you see | did not learn about Isa from missiesal have believed in him my
whole life. | have learned a lot more abésé from foreigners, but they did not
bring him to me.” (415F)

While this narrative was almost exclusively abiaith in Jesudsa it also connects with

the section in chapter 4 about the metaphysicatime of Jesus. Notice the shift in the
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participant’s word choice when talking about hesltand’s conversion and her own faith. She
said that her husband told her, “I am reading thxeBand | realized that Jesus would not want
me to hit you” yet when she speaks of her own fglith exclusively uses the terfea andinjil .
Perhaps without even being aware of it, this woipaite naturally locates her faith isa within
the Muslim metaphysical world and describes heband’s faith with foreign terms, “Jesus”
and the “Bible,” connecting it with foreign missines. As if to underscore her point, she even

used the English terms, “Jesus” and the “Bibletfi@igh she was speaking Russian!

And while the personal context of this narratiseihusual, for a Central Asian Muslim
who had knowledge abolga before any encounter with Christianity of any kirtdvas not
singular. This young man prefaces his own convarbiofirst reaching back to the faith in Isa of

his father and even grandfather:

“When | was little, my grandfather was a well-knomullah; where we lived
everyone knew him and respected him. My grandfdiadrtwo wives. My father
was supposed to also become a mullah. So he stanteding the Namaz prayer.

Before my grandfather died, he said that the tizith Isa.

Interviewer: He said that to your father?

Yes. He said, the truth is Iea. My father wondered why he said that and he
started studying the Quran... It was in 1997; | wAsAlt that time my father
started studying; he just got into a motorcycleamuat and had to stay home for a
while, so he had a lot of time to read. He readQhean, what it said aboiga

that He was born pure, that he healed the sickeddirom the dead and casted out
demons. That'’s all that it says about Him. Oh|dbaays thalsa will come back.
So my father didn’t understand anything from thea@uand he started studying
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the Bible. The Bible is very clear. So graduallydaene to believe. At that time
relatives came to our house, and once they foutidluey began to persecute
him. They said, ‘What will people say? Your fathnas a Muslim and so are we;
why are you doing this?’ They called hkafir; they said that he was paid to
believe in Jesus. My father didn’t pay attentioms blder brothers even brought a
mullah to him who told him, ‘This is not true! Whald you this?’ My father
answered, ‘Jesus is the Son of God. God sent Higatth.” He told that mullah,
‘Open Sura 3, ayat 45; it says thed will come back in the end of the world. No
man can come back like that, so | know this istth#h’...” (418M)

Then, after several years of somewhat confuségiae$ views he tells how the new faith

of his father became his own:

“My father always told me, redgiieli Kitap™ but | didn’t. | had my own life with
friends; even though | did not deny it as truth, bwanted facts. My father also
told me what Quran said abdsg, but | didn’t really care. | had a friend who
went to college with me and his brother was dolventmaz So one day we had
a discussion with them. He started telling me altlslam. | said, ‘Quran says this
and that’ and | began to tell him about Jesus, ¢veangh | myself was not sure
yet! But | told him that according to the Qurza will come back. He objected...
so | started proving to him, | went home and tdak Quran and asked my dad
where it talked about Jesus. So | started studyitogsee for myself. At first |
read aboutsa, in thelnjil, that whoever believes in Him, the Lord will liftm

up, etc. As | was reading it | cried. So as | rdddhew that even though Islam
talks about Muhammad, | saw facts about Jesus.tHd&3M)

This next “language of believing” narrative covarany years of a young Muslim

woman’s sporadic interaction with the person ofides

3 Keili Kitap means “Holy Book” in Kazakh language. It is printed on the cover of the new Kazakh Bible, and is
therefore used by Kazakh converts for the same.
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“Interviewer: When is the first time you heard abdesus? The very first time.

| heard about Jesus when | was eight years oldugfir one of my friends. She
was going at that time to the Orthodox Church;whe Russian. And | remember
she brought some book about Jesus, about him ardiduiples. And | remember

at that time | was really hungry for spiritual ths..

| want to tell a story, about a time when my fativass really sick. And he was
close to death; he was between life and death. dtiltkeat time | wanted to find
anything, | wanted to find everything or anythitgt can heal my father. He was
at home at that time, and when | went to the ljptdound this Christian
magazine, and it was telling me, | don’t know ailvas because | was in a hurry
to do my home tasks, but anyway, by end of the p&gend story about
Christmas, | never heard about Christmas untiltina. So | found out about
how Jesus was born and there was a prayer, Maiteh@, when he was teaching
the disciples. Now | know about disciples, butraitttime | didn’t know what was
[a] disciple. | don’ know what was leading my heanit | decided to write down
this prayer on a piece of paper. So | just madedhd take this prayer with me
and when everybody went to sleep at my home, itakasit 2 or 3 o’clock in the
night, | took this prayer and started to pray... sgyGod, please do something
for my father. Do something with my father. Heal father.’ | don’t know how
many times, how many hours | spent, maybe likelaors, | just prayed and
cried and | couldn’t stop to cry because | justypcafor God to heal my father.
And after then | went to sleep and actually mird@ppened, after several days
my father was totally healed. So then, this wadimsybig spiritual step, to
believe God, to believe Jesus. | know when | wkstpthis prayer and praying

to God, | knew this was about Jesus.

And | knew something was interesting me in JeshenTl started researching
more about Jesus in my life. And God healed myefatbtally and | knew this
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was a big change for my heart and mind, and | wattt&know more about Jesus

now...

Interviewer: So what steps did you take to tryimo fout more about Jesus?

It was hard because we were not having any litexaite were not having
anybody telling me about Jesus at that time... | raber found a little picture of
Jesus that the Orthodox are using, so | am hatisguth me, like some kind of
talisman... It was 1990 or 1992...1 think | can saydsvgearching but nobody

knows about Jesus...

And then in 1993 we had this big crusade, evangletimisade in our town. Then |
heard about Jesus, and people were inviting usrtedo the stadium and
everyone was announcements about how God is hgadimgle, and of course it
was taking my attention. So we had to go throughphrk to get there and so,
and when we went through this, | saw so many pegiplag this New Testament,
this book... And it was at this time they came ameeht to the stadium twice and
the preacher was asking who wanted to come to Chrithey explained what is
the meaning of what it is to follow Christ...

| was the first to come to Jesus so of coursendojiconverted] my sister and two
younger sister and brother. So every year Christeaa growing in my family. So
my parents are getting very angry because nowmdfonly me but my sisters and
brothers are Christians now. They are feeling treyiosing control of us
believing in Christ.” (101F)

This young woman'’s narrative is that of conversasra long running encounter with the
person of Jesus. Time and time again this perd@s teenter stage; first as an interesting part of

Russian Orthodoxy, then as an almost magical talis@mnd eventually he takes on the image of
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Western revival Christianity. But from start toiSh, her conversion is about believing in this

evolving person of Jesus.

The following is one final narrative that is shdmtrongly by the language of believing.
This man’s story is a significant outlier from thesst of the conversion narratives because his
knowledge of Arabic and Islamic theology was a méetor in his eventual conversion to

Christ. And it was this growing understanding ofonlesussais that shaped his narrative:

“When | was seven years old, my father asked ngwtm normal high school or
to madrassa.,.but our family was not religious, my father wastja normal
person. He did not go to any mosque at that timeieStime he was working in
the government work... And | was thinking, like, ti/adrassa was in another
city and... it was good if | would go far from my remiand then | have more
freedom and it will be a good time. And then | siany father ‘I want to go to
study atmadrassaand he said OK. And he sent me...” (102M)

Notice that his upbringing was much like that tfeyrussifiedMuslims with a basically
non-religious father who was a communist party merfibYet when this young boy went to the
madrassa his narrative took a huge shift. Unlikedathers in this study, he became an orthodox
Muslim, knowing significant Islamic theological dentprior to his conversion to Christ. Upon

return home for a visit, he found out that his olsister had converted to Christ, so he decided to

find what the Quran had to say abts&

“But later | was looking to see what the Quran twasay aboutsa, and in Arabic

it says this isHazeretilsa’ and for me this was interesting. What is the niegn

’* In the interview he calls his father a “government worker,” but we can take this to mean that he was probably a
Communist party member since government jobs were reserved for them.
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of this word hazeret? Hazeretimeans like sinless. The sinless. Then | asked
myself, Islam teaches that all the prophets werg geod persons but they have
sin. Their level is higher than other people betthave sin. The Quran says that
Muhammed has sin... in the original Quran it saggeretj hazeretj everywhere

it sayshazeretilsa... over and over, “Jesus the sinless.” And thenvery

logical, if the Quran and many other places sag tikly Allah has no sin, but all

the people have sin, even prophets...

[It is] very clear in the Quran that all the prophbave sin. But only God is
sinless. But if only Allah is sinless why do peopé/hazeretilsa? Then also the

Quran recognizes that Jesus is sinless. And tlamws very powerful for me.

...Then from the prophet level they have taken himTupey are saying that he is
higher, they are taking him above. This is becafeh’ is God the one.

Because this is makinigalike God, like Allah... Anyway for me it was
interesting the Quran saying abdsd is hazeretj and | started thinking that Jesus
is like different than Muhammad, and | didn’t fiadother book about him, a
bibliography. But all the gospels says about hiw e was born and how he
died.” (102M)

So while this narrative was certainly an outliesome ways, not everything in his story

is unusual. Like many of the others, his converssatiearly presented as a turn to embrace

belief in the person of Jesis

Eminent scholar of religious conversion, Lewis Rairhas argued that an encounter

with the holy and transcendent constitutes botlsthece and goal of conversion (1993, pp 17-

18). Study participants expressed this, a persamadunter with a transcendent being, Jésas/

through the “language of believing.” But conversisralso embedded in social processes; and

we saw that people tell stories which accountliat is well. We called these stories the
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languages of “joining” and “rejecting.” The facttithe major themes of these narratives
significantly varied is a reminder that Christigni still in its infancy in Central Asia, at leasd

a faith choice for people from traditionally Musliethnicities. Mary and Van Reidhead describe
how the range of possible narrative categoriesraots as religions become more entrenched,
but at the same time this is counterproductive.v@ds need to be able to fully and freely
express their conversion, in categories that éirtxperience, in order to fully integrate into
their new faith (2003). Based on the analysis efttiree languages of conversion, it would seem

that these converts from Islam are well integratéal their new faith.

5.3 Conversion as a non-Linear Movement

Many theories project the idea that conversianssgular act or movement. It is often
presented as a process such as “switching” (Sharikhwilson 1995; Radford 2011; Hefner
1998), a movement from one “place” to another. élifgh complex models which account for
stages or steps, they still present the picturamfement toward a fixed goal, the new faith. The
researcher comes across as the omniscient naofegomeone else’s story who knows where the
convert is going, thus presents conversion asransllinear movement. Perhaps it is just me
and my background in mechanics, but this thinkiegjtching” in particular, implies that a
person’s belief system moved like a light switaloni one contact point to another—as if there
are only two positions. This may not be the inemif the authors, but the imagery is hard to
ignore. Switches are things that move between pateslly in a straight line, a binary

movement from one to the other. Yet the image sifaight line hardly describes the way that
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conversion played out for those who participatethis study; linear movement cannot explain
many of the accounts of conversion which | encawtteMovement is clearly in view, but it is

seldom anything like a crisp switch between poles.

Finding 7: Conversion in Central Asia is not usyallsingular move, as if going from one socio-
religious ‘place’ to another directly. It is oftanseries of movements, some of which are
better classified as ‘sideways movement’ or evearéal return toward one’s natal

socio-religious background.

Rather than a “once-and-done” affair, participaritsn described their conversion more
like a continuing process. That is, the initial eersion experience, no matter how dramatic the

initial turning, was sometimes only the first of/seal related spiritual turns.

“I became a believer in 1996... My mother [had becpbeeame a believer
through our neighbor... she told me abtsatand that she became a believer. She
didn’t say anything else, she didn’'t say ‘“You néedccept Him’ or anything like
that. We were just talking as we worked. But | kigytking about it all day long,
about Jesus saving us from our sin... But | couldi®ep that night, and | went
and took the Bible and | began to read and somgth@&gan to happen inside me.
| started crying. My grandmother was lying thetegping with me, and she
asked, ‘Why are you not sleeping? What are yougdim one paper it said ‘If
you want to believe, say this prayer’. So | cried said that on my own, so that’s
how | became a believer... Two years later | werdhtorch in the capital city and
stayed there.” (301F)

Her conversion started out as a fairly low keymfthrough the agency of a couple of

Russian schoolmates and her mother. Soon she stabla member of a Baptist church in the
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capital city. There she meets another young belj¢lte man who would later become her

husband. There they began the slow process oftenatihg into the Baptist church culture:

“My husband used to be a musician, he is from upémountains, one of the
first [Kyrgyz] believers. He used to work at a cuél center there, and did it well.
When he came here to the capital and when he wehetchurch, everyone there
were Russian. He said, ‘everyone around had blanddnd | was the only black
man among them! At that time we went to a Bapthairch and he was told that
it was a sin to sing secular songs [so] he burhedape of his band with songs
that was even used on TV... All of his friends wepset and left him because
that was their future, they could be famous nothkély promoted those songs.”
(301F)

Eventually the young bride and groom chose to nageblic statement, a radical break
with the past, making it clear to their friends danhily that they were now Christians. They

went so far as to ask their Korean missionary pastospeak at the event.

“In 2003 my husband and | were married and we @dvéveryone to a café but
we talked about Jesus and said that we were Ghristiur preachers preached
there...” (301F)

But the result was not what they were expecting:

“We lost all of our relatives after our wedding2803. Only believers stayed with
us. We thought we did it for the non-believers inutctuality we did it for the
Christians. Our non-Christian relatives began &véeright in the middle of the
wedding.” (301F)

The reasons for this rejection were not reall\speution; rather it was the strangeness of

their new religion:
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“Kyrgyz have different weddings than Christiansgd ave don’t wear white gloves
like Koreans do. That different culture scares Kyrgeople... [And] our internal
Christian language was quite bad. It's our own fchulanguage. So when they
were blessing us, to our relatives it was like pegpoke some unknown
language even though they spoke Kyrgyz. But theydcoot understand and
thought of us as crazy people. So a group of k&ativent to another café and
celebrated without us. My friends they were in $hdhey were wondering why
I would go there [to the church]; they thought tbaty weak and foolish people
go there. At that time the Baptist church gavelauhanitarian aid to people with
financial difficulties. So they thought that onlgqr people go to church to ask for
help.” (301F)

They started out believing that being faithful ntesrs of a Baptist church was how
someone expressed their faith in Christ. They wereommitted to that group and that identity

that they eventually became completely detached freir relatives and their culture.

“When my husband’s father died, we realized thathda’'t know any of the
relatives, we were out of contact with them fol@mag! We were so lost; we
didn’t know what to do! My husband was the oldagt e had no idea what to
do, so the brother after him took the responsybii#cause he knew more than my
husband... There were five or six Kyrgyz believemsrfrour church but they also
didn’t know what to do, it was like we all camerfi@ different culture. So that
was our first cultural shock. So after this, alhaf relatives said, ‘You are like the
head [of the family] now, so you must contact alatives to inform them of
family events; you must know when we have celebnatiand to know what
rituals to do.” They asked, ‘Or do you not wanttothat?’ My husband felt so
bad about it! Of course we did what we could dd,ee were so far from it... So

that made us think - how did we come to this? Widife we lost our identity,
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we were not Kyrgyz any longer, but we didn’t knowat we were. So it made us
think, what do we do? ...

Until 2006 | had a conviction to tell everyone thatas a Christian. Then later, as
life changed and as | grew up, now | never call ey Christian among my own
people. Same with my husband... So now we have d gnaaip where four, five,
or six families come together to talk, eat and shale take turns at whose house
we meet. We don’t say, ‘Let’s worship God!” busdmeone says, ‘please sing
something, you are a musician,” my husband migtg aicouple songs about life

and about God who created us, etc. But this is reffeetive for us...” (301F)

This conversion narrative started out as a singMen dramatic switch to a Baptist
church, but eventually it led down a much longehgeack toward experimentation with ways of
being both a follower of Christ and Kyrgyz, somaththat was for all practical purposes

impossible while aligned with the missionaries émelr expressions of faith.

Next we will revisit an interview that we examinedrlier as an example of the language
of joining. This young man began his interest ini§tihdesperately wanting to be part of the
JanSportbackpack crowd, like the international collegedstuts he saw at a particular church, in

his own words a “very western style” church:

“And | really liked it. And since | joined an Amiean organization | wanted to
improve my English. | wanted to listen to westemasio; | wanted to be just like
these people. Probably this was also [because$ layaovincial boy—I wanted
to be like these others. Because the young peopleuach had many things like
westerners-JanSportbackpack® and speaking English to the expat people, |
was like, | also wanted to do this, to talk to pedjke this... At that time in my

7> JanSport was at that time a very popular American brand, similar to Nike or Adidas.
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life | didn’t have many friends, | was introvertpdrson, very reserved. And here
I met people who were very interested in my lifaey would invite me places. |
felt esteemed valued. And | wanted more...| remerhbemted alanSportback
pack!” (201M)

A perfect example of a self-described cultural ginaal for whom converting the Christ
was a means of social mobility, mobility up and otihis natal culture. But later, he left the
capital city and pursued his ex-wife back homeeAthey remarried they moved to her home

village:

“Interviewer: How did you explain yourself to yowife's family? Did you talk

overtly about your identity?

| usually say that | am a believerlsa Masah And | openly say that | read the
Injil . People would say behind me that | was a betrafylslam. But people still
call meKafir... 1 used to tell people the term ‘Christian,” bo&t was in the
past... [Now]l try to be careful in how | do thindgSor example, praying after the
food not before. Praying in Islamic way, sayigeen.. | purposefully choose
not to do some things.” (201 M)

Moving from the capital city back home to a praral city, and then to a village can also
be seen as analogous to this man’s non-linear csioveexperience. In the capital he sought to
identify with the in crowd, but time, maturity, atite pressures of living under closer scrutiny in
his wife’s home village brought about another cleardgist like in the story above, his initial
conversion was both to Christ aadiay from his cultureAnd although for perhaps different
reasons, like the woman in the first narrativetdeeeventually took steps back toward his natal

culture and society.
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Building on the work of Donald Gelpi, a Jesuitdlogian, Lewis Rambo suggests that
genuine conversion requires the person to develdmeow beyond an exclusively personal
conversion and into some kind of active engageméhtsocial structures and cultural
institutions. He calls this “the difference betweeitial and ongoing conversion” (1993, p. 147).
In both of the narratives above, and several otlierghem in the data set, we see exactly the
kind of “ongoing” conversion that Rambo predictédonverts are to continue to live in any
way as part of their natal culture, they must caongome sense of peace with it. Notice in the
first narrative that no adjustment took place aglas the convert was living fully immersed in
the culture of the church. But when life cyclessssated themselves at the death of her father-in-
law, the stage was set for a choice. After the ffalnene brothers-in-law brought the issue to a
head with her husband, “You are like the headHeffamily] now, so you must contact all
relatives to inform them of family events; you mksbow when we have celebrations and to

know what rituals to do.” They asked, “Or do you nant to do that?”

However, a word of caution is in order here. ltuldbbe easy to frame this exclusively in
modern anthropological construct and forget thist phenomenon is neither new, nor particular
to post-Soviet Central Asia. It reflects an ancemd deep impulse in the Christian faith, dating
at least back to the time of Augustine of Canteylfuirca the first half of the®Century).
Christian faith has “subjected the principal ohsmission to the dynamics of reception and
adaptation... [and] the primacy of indigenous appedjan” (Sanneh 2008, p. 47). The non-
linear movement in these conversion narrativesiangly the result of this “indigenous

appropriation.”
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Chapter 6 - Conclusions

6.1 The Research Question Revisited

In order to draw final conclusions from this reslaand consider its significance, we
must briefly review the purposes of this study.sTtan be expressed in one succinct research

guestion:

What do the conversion narratives of Muslim corsr&tChrist in post-Soviet Central Asia

tell us about the way they understand their coneryshe contextual influences on their

conversions, and the nature of religious converggmif?

There are three aspects to this research ques)i@mic understandings of conversion,
2) contextual factors, and 3) the ontology of rielig conversion. Although chapters four and
five did not flow in this same order, | will follothe order of the original research question as |

explore the following conclusions.

Emic Understandings of Conversion

Explaining an emic perspective is one of the ndasinting challenges faced by the
ethnographer or anthropologist. Not only does fibigiire slipping into the worldview of people
who may be very different, but also the researamngst then make those alien thoughts

intelligible to his own audience. There is alwaydaager of leaving the research hanging at
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either extreme: staying so closely to the wordtheffield participants that the systems of
meaning remain enigmatic, or so overanalyzing tienhthey sound as if they were uttered by

the neighbor next door.

There were two primary dimensions to the emicpesgve developed in the interviews,

and they related to Findings two and six:

Finding 2: For many Central Asian Muslims, Jesusagcessible until he, dsa, enters into
their culturally-constructed metaphysical landscape primary example of this
linguistic phenomenon is the change of the Russhgious figureYesus Christosto

Isa Masih

Finding 6: Conversion narratives often have mawgerarching themes—or “languages” through
which they are told. For Central Asian Muslims certing to Christ, three of these were
most common: the language of joining, the languEgejecting, and the language of

believing.

Although at first glance these two findings seastahnected, they share an important
commonality, the importance of speech for consingateality. Obviously, the person named
Jesus, who is portrayed in the pages of the Neuwairesnt, is the same whether he is spoken of
using his Russian naméesus Christqr the one derived from Quranic materiag Masih.
However, the perception about which culture Jésagklongs to changes dramatically with
word usage, thus illustrating the way linguisties @lter narrative reality. This was further

illustrated as some participants created themessoburse which revealed their own
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understanding of their conversion: the languageiafng, the language of rejecting, and the
language of believing. Taken together, these tmgulistic constructions offer significant depth

of insight into the emic perspective that my reskauestion sought to find.

Contextual Factors of Central Asian Conversions

The second aspect of the original research questat | would address has to do with
context; and this resulted in occupying the licshsre of this study. Without a doubt,
Russificationemerged as the meta-context of the conversiotigsrstudy. | would go so far as
to say that it is impossible to overstate the ingaee of this issue. From the historical overview
in chapter one, to the repeated appearances ofdRuGhristians as agents of religious change in
chapter fourRussificatiorhad a huge impact on these conversion narrafleee of the formal
findings in this study, numbers one, three, and,fpartain taRussificationwith the first finding

being in some ways the fountainhead of the others.

Finding 1: As it concerns conversion to Christ, ith@act of Russian culture on Central Asian
Muslims is best thought of as a continuum, with $fiation on one end and

Sovietizatiorat the other.

Finding 3: A significant factor in the conversianfsCentral Asian Muslims is the legacy of
Soviet era efforts to increase literacy. This lhiel groundwork for the textual nature of

Protestant Christianity which Muslims later encauat.
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Finding 4: The primary agents of Muslim conversion€entral Asia were usually local Russian
Christians and other former Muslims-turned-evarsgeliForeign missionaries mostly

played a secondary role, if any at all.

The long-term interaction between Russians andr@leisian Muslims is the key to
understanding how these conversions to Christiffiexeht from those that might take place in
other countries, such as Turkey or Libya. As | hemetended throughout this thesis, context is
critical, because people not only convertthey also conveftom. Living in close proximity to,
and in deep social interaction with Russians broagbut profound changes in the lives of
Central Asian Muslims. For some, it was a worldviemnsformation, as evidenced by deep
levels of psychologicdRussificationthat framed their openness to conversion. For stliewas
the Soviet push for Russian literacy, which movegllbtus of authority from tradition to text,
thus laying the groundwork for the Protestant \w@rsif Christianity. However, the most
significant element was simply that by studyingskiag, or simply living in close proximity to
Russians, Muslims inevitably encountered Russianis@dns, thus giving rise to effective cross-
cultural proselytism. In short, the context of tmversions in this study was thoroughly framed

by the Russian cultural milieu, without which theguld have been very different.

Ontology of Religious Conversion

This final aspect of the original research questexuires us to step back from the
particulars and consider the larger picture, casiveritself. This issue is addressed by Finding

numbers five and seven, which point to issuesdleatrly reach beyond the limits of this study.
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Finding 5: Within the metaphor of “spiritual migi@n,” the factors that influence conversions toi€tr
in Central Asia can be categorized within the ppsthframework common to human migration

studies.

Finding 7:Conversion in Central Asian is not usually a siaguhove, as if going directly from one
socio-religious ‘place’ to another. It is oftenexies of non-linear movements constituting

something closer to a ‘continuous conversion.’

Conversion is a movement through metaphysical spibether we conceptualize it as a
“spiritual migration” or as a series of non-lineaeps, the study participants painted pictures of
conversion that were much closer tmarneythan to alecision Considering the prevalence of
the idea, “conversion as movement” reflects pathefintrinsic ontology of what it means for a

person to turn from and turn to.

6.2 Contributions

This study makes at least three significant cbations to the field of religious studies in

general, and conversion studies in particular:

Establishing context as a primary issue in con\@rsi

In bringing together the deeply personal (selfstarcted narratives) and broadly
sociological Russificatio, | have demonstrated the importance of contexrgligious

conversion. Many other studies have inadvertentiield at this matter, but this study has forged
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a clear and compelling link between religious/hista context and the way people experience
conversion. This in turn indicates that the antbtogical study of conversion, that which is
grounded in human contexts, should be given prewsdever psychological and theological

speculations of the same.

Showing a fuller picture of the nature of Russiiima.

One of the most significant gaps in the literatomeCentral Asia is a clear understanding
of Russification This involves all things concrete, but particlydrow it affected interreligious
dialogue. Perhaps the irreligious nature of thei&@mtate blinded scholars to the potential
release of pent-up religious fervor displayed bg$an Christians at the end of the Soviet era.
This study offers a completely different metricWglyich to understand the degree and nature of
Russificatiorand its impact on the peoples of Central Asia.drtipular, | have shown that
Russificatiordirectly impacted at least two aspects of religichange in Central Asia. First, it
facilitated ethnic Russian Christians’ becomingeefiive conversion agents amangsified
Muslims. Secondly, this study illustrated the wayist literacy efforts shifted the locus of
religious authority from traditional sources totied ones, thus opening the way for the
Protestant emphasis on the Bible as the sourcatbfdnd behavior, as opposed to traditional

community sources of authority that the people knme®entral Asiarnislam.

The use of a push-pull framework of migration stador conversion studies.

One of the weaknesses of the literature on cororers that it lacks a field-research

friendly framework through which to study and dissdactors of conversion. By appropriating
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the migration metaphor, particularly the idea o$tpypull factors, this study offers students of
conversion a simple structure with which to workitMo much as a point for further research,
but my start in this area could be refined intmavenient heuristic. Such an investigative model
would be particularly help for undergraduate stuslevho are not yet ready to handle more

challenging aspects of qualitative studies sudBrasinded Theory development.

6.3 Directions for Further Research

A good research project raises as many quest®itsaaswers, perhaps even more. That
is the nature of empirical investigation; the maxknow about something, the more questions
we know to ask. This project was no different. Tegth of the research raised many questions
and ideas that the focus of my research questmnati allow me to explore. Below are a few

related research ideas that would be worthy oh&rrexploration;

. Study of intensification conversions to orthoddais.

Besides conversion to Christ, post-Soviet CentsabAas undoubtedly also seen “intensification
conversions,” i.e. Muslims who “converted” from tlogalizedislam prevalent in the region, to
universal, orthodox Islam. What has been the natndeshape of these conversions, and how did

the post-Soviet context impact those?

. A quantitative study to understand the relativeghiebdf push-pull factors in conversion.

Our discussion in this thesis about push-pull facto conversion is little more than an opening

salvo in what should be a much larger investigatibis not enough to know that some factors
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push a person away from the natal religion whikeedad pull them toward a new faith. The
picture would be much more complete with a follogrquantitative study to determine the

relative weight of these factors.

. Investigation into previous generations’ knowledfidesudsa.

Some of the study participants gave tantalizingngies of knowledge about Jesssthat was
passed down to them from their elders. As if teelthis point home, in one narrative we
considered, this mysterious, non-Quranic Jésafdrms the core of the narrative. Are these the
result of early, undocumented Christian/Muslim iatgions on the Russian frontier? Or might
they be faint echoes of the Syriatic church, whiohe played a significant role in Central Asia?
The answer to these questions should be of greaest to anyone interested in the religious

history of Central Asia.

6.4 Personal Reflections

As explained in the introduction to this study, fagnily and | previously lived and
worked in post-Soviet Central Asia for more tham years. Thus, despite a commitment to
letting the data speak for itself via a Grounde@drly approach, | must admit that | felt | already
knew a great deal about this region and the Mushims converted to Christ there. Now,
looking back, I realize how very little | knew &fat time, and how much theresill to be
learned. Whenever the intangibles of personalimelgfaith intersect with the complexities of a

living social context, the result is a fascinatmgnan kaleidoscope. And while the experience
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was personally and academically enriching to nsmderely hope the people | interviewed were
also benefited by their participation in this stufty the story of Muslim conversions to Christ in

post-Soviet Central Asia is truly theirs, not mine.
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