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ABSTRACT

Recent studies suggest that evangelical churches are struggling to foster
conversions that result in consequential faith, and that they are largely unable to reach
individuals who were not socialized in the Christian faith by their family members or
through regular church attendance. Since the landscape of many societies has changed
from Christian to post-Christian, there is a need to reassess the adequacy of the churches’
outreach practices. This study addresses the need to reevaluate how evangelical churches
conceive the conversion process and the sociological spaces they create for this process,
and it provides insights that will equip churches to reach people from a broader spectrum
of walks of life.
Chapter 1 introduces the predicament faced by evangelical churches and shows
their need to reevaluate how they conceive of conversion. Chapter 2 seeks to gain a clear
understanding of what the Bible teaches regarding conversion. Chapter 3 provides a
historical overview of how conversion has been understood from the Protestant
Reformation onward, uncovering conversion avenues that will prove helpful in
addressing predicaments evangelicals face today. Chapter 4 explores how modern
revivalism has shaped how evangelical churches conceive of conversion and practice
evangelism, affecting the conversion spaces they create. Chapter 5 presents a critique of
evangelicals’ ad hoc application of evangelistic methods rooted in modern revivalism for
a post-Christendom context, and argues that there is a need to conceive of conversion as a
process, not just as an instantaneous event. Chapter 6 presents the concept of a spiritual
autobiography course as a new conversion avenue churches can effectively utilize.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

On April 20, 2010, an explosion on the Deepwater Horizon oil exploration
platform led to the largest accidental oil spill in history. British Petroleum (BP) and its
contractors had drilled the 18,000-foot-deep Macando oil well about 41 miles offshore of
Louisiana. While they were finishing their work, a methane gas buildup in the well rose
to the surface and caused an explosion that destroyed the Deepwater Horizon oil rig,
leaving 11 people killed and 17 injured. The explosion also caused oil to gush
uncontrollably into the ocean. Since the blowout preventer could not be triggered, BP
was unable to seal the well for 87 days, causing an approximately 5 million barrels of oil
to flow into the Gulf of Mexico. The massive proportions of spilled oil outpouring had an
unprecedented economic and environmental impact on the livelihoods of everyone
involved in this disaster, leaving BP to pay billions in damages with several outstanding
settlements.1
What could the 2010 Deepwater Horizon oil rig catastrophe possibly have in
common with evangelical churches?2 A meaningful analogy between the Deepwater

1

“BP Gets Record US Criminal Fine Over Deepwater Disaster.” British Broadcasting Company.
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-20336898 (accessed November 21, 2012).
2

The evangelical movement has its roots in both in German Pietism, a renewal movement that
arose during the second half of the seventeenth century, and in a series of interconnected renewal
movements that took place during the middle third of the eighteenth century in England, Wales, Scotland,
Ireland, and Britain’s North American colonies. For an account of the beginnings of the evangelical
movement, see Mark A. Noll, The Rise of Evangelicalism: The Age of Edwards, Whitefield and the Wesleys
(Downers Grove: Inter Varsity Press, 2003). Evangelicals derive their name from the Greek noun
euangelion, which can be translated as “good news.” The name is fitting, since evangelicals emphasize the
good news of salvation made available to sinners through Jesus Christ. British historian David W.

1

2
Horizon calamity and evangelical church life can be gleaned from the account of the
catastrophe given by Daniel Patrick Forrester in his 2011 book Consider: Harnessing the
Power of Reflective Thinking in Your Organization. Forrester begins his narrative with
the warning Dr. Robert Bea gives to his civil and environmental engineering students in

Bebbington has provided the most broadly accepted defining characteristics of evangelical religion. Despite
all the diversity within the movement, he identifies a “common core that has remained remarkably constant
down the centuries. Conversionism, activism, biblicism and crucicentrism form the defining attributes of
Evangelical religion.” David W. Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History from the 1730s
to the 1980s (New York: Routledge, 1989), 4. Mark Noll draws on Bebbington in his own attempt to define
evangelicalism. He summarizes Bebbington’s four defining characteristics of evangelical religion as
follows:
•
“conversion: evangelicals are people who stress the need for a definite turning away from
self and sin in order to find God in Jesus Christ;
•
the Bible: evangelicals may respect church traditions in varying degrees and may use
schooling, reason, and science to assist in explaining Christianity, but the ultimate authority of all matters
of faith and religious practice is the Christian Scriptures;
•
activism: evangelicals have historically been moved to action—to works of charity,
sometimes to works of social reform, but above all to the work of spreading the message of salvation in
Christ—because of their own experience of God;
•
the cross: evangelicals also have consistently stressed as the heart of Christian faith the
death of Christ on the cross and then the resurrection of Christ as a triumphant seal for what was
accomplished in that death (evangelicals have regularly emphasized the substitutionary character of this
atonement between God and sinful humans whereby Christ receives the punishment due to human sins and
God gives spiritual life to those who stand ‘in Christ’).”
Mark A. Noll, “What is ‘Evangelical,’” in The Oxford Handbook of Evangelical Theology, ed. Gerald R.
McDermott (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 21-22.
John G. Stackhouse Jr. also draws on Bebbington’s four defining marks plus “transdenominationalism” to
arrive at his own five characteristics of evangelicalism. Stackhouse Jr. argues that these characteristics need
to be understood as a set of defining criteria. He states: “This set of criteria functions properly only as a set.
There is nothing peculiarly evangelical about any of them singly, of course. It is only this set that helps
scholars, pollsters, leaders, and interested others ‘pick out’ evangelicals from Christians in general, or
observant Christians in general, or observant Protestants in general, and so on. Thus, it must be employed
as a set, without compromise, versus the common polling practice of counting as evangelicals those who
score only ‘highly’ but not absolutely on some scale derived from such criteria. Evangelicals, I maintain, do
not compromise on any of these values: they don’t think it’s okay to fudge on the atonement or the bible, or
to neglect churchgoing, or to avoid evangelism.” John G. Stackhouse Jr., “Generic Evangelicalism,” in
Four Views on the Spectrum of Evangelicalism, eds. Andrew David Naselli and Collin Hansen (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 2011), 123. Thus in this paper I define evangelicals as those individuals and
institutions that hold the four defining attributes of conversionism, activism, biblicism, and crucicentrism as
a set. Moreover, evangelicals are those who have a shared vision of faith and a common religious
experience which is rooted in having an individual personal conversion experience where God has been
encountered in a personal way through the gospel message of Jesus Christ. Individuals and denominations
may move in or out of the “evangelical tent” based on whether or not they hold to the set of the four
defining characteristics of evangelical religion.

3
his opening lectures each semester: “Stop, think, and don’t do something stupid.”3 Part of
Bea’s job at the University of California in Berkley is to train his students to be reflective
thinkers who are able to detect patterns and indicators of unfolding engineering disasters.
He considers it essential to get students to embrace the above-mentioned phrase so that
when they find themselves under high job pressure, they can take the necessary step to
stop and think and perhaps “save countless lives and billions of dollars.”4
Drawing on a personal interview with Dr. Robert Bea and a CBS News 60
Minutes episode, Forrester recounts how there were ‘signs’ foreshadowing the historical
calamity. For example, Deepwater Horizon crew member Mike Williams reported how, a
few months before the explosion, a rubber gasket, which was part of the blowout
preventer, was damaged when the drill pipe inadvertently pierced and damaged it. Any
individual involved in the oil drilling industry is able to recognize that this blowout
preventer constitutes a vital piece of safety equipment; it “controls the drill hole’s
pressure and keeps oil and natural gas from escaping uncontrollably.”5
After the drill damaged the blowout preventer, chunks of rubber from the gasket
surfaced in the drilling fluid. Rubber gaskets are mechanical seals designed to prevent
leaks, and they constitute an important part of the blowout preventer (BOP). The flaw in
these gaskets could have led to a BOP failure; sources familiar with the subsequent
investigation noted that although other elements of the BOP “successfully sliced and
3

Daniel P. Forrester, Consider: Harnessing the Power of Reflective Thinking in Your
Organization (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 1.
4

Ibid.

5

Ibid.

4
closed the pipe full of runaway crude, …the oil blasted through rubber gaskets around the
blades and unleashed the nation's largest spill.”6 Unfortunately, the initial reports of
possible damage in the rubber gasket were brushed aside as insignificant; no further
assessment was made. In all probability, the supervisor’s priority was set on productivity
and meeting the high demands of the industry, and this prevented the company from
heeding the warning signs of impending disaster.
Dr. Bea uses tragic cases like the Deepwater Horizon catastrophe as classroom
illustrations to train his students to make better decisions, to be careful and wise rather
than careless and foolish. Forrester further applies Dr. Bea’s instruction to a general
organizational context, drawing the following conclusion:
Just as Dr. Bea suggests that his students must learn to stop and think
again, so too must every organization. … We are living in an age of
immediacy that can’t be singularly managed with instantaneous responses.
For these reasons, stepping away from the problem—and structuring time
to think and reflect—just may prove the most powerful differentiator that
allows your organization to remain relevant and survive. All risk can’t be
eliminated and all decisions can’t be made in the blink of an eye. But
major risks must be managed, especially when there is evidence that the
unthinkable is slowly unfolding before your eyes.7
Forrester believes that the production of this reflective space can help any organization
avoid costly accidents and be a source of new innovation and problem solving. This
astute observation applies not just to businesses but to churches as well, as they can
benefit from creating reflective spaces that allow them to identify and address emerging
problems.

6

Jennifer A. Dlouhy. “Flaw in Blowout Preventer's Gaskets Suspected,” Houston Chronicle
February 25, 2011.
7

Ibid., 3-4.

5

The Writing on the Wall
In the case of the Deepwater Horizon catastrophe, the supervisors’ focus on
productivity and the narrow focus on the day-to-day operations kept them from heeding
the signs that indicated an unfolding disaster. In short, they were unable or unwilling to
read the writing on the wall. Evangelicals are in a similar situation. Signs indicating an
unfolding problem have been popping up like the chunks of rubber in the Deepwater
Horizon’s drilling fluid, indicating that something is not right. And just like the oil
industry supervisors, many church leaders are so trapped in their weekly cycles of
ministry responsibilities that there is little time left to take a step back and reflect on what
these signs indicate. Often, the warning signs seem unimportant at the time, and the daily
work of ministry demands their immediate and concentrated attention. Taking the time to
stop and reflect seems too big or unjustifiable in light of all the work that needs to get
done. But it is just this kind of shortsightedness that led to the Deepwater Horizon
disaster, and it can also lead to ineffectiveness in ministry if left unattended.

Signs of Trouble
Current research identifies two signs of trouble that indicate an underlying
problem in evangelical churches. The first sign is indicated by recent studies, which

6
suggest that evangelical churches are struggling to foster conversions8 that result in a
consequential faith9 as expressed through discipleship.10 For instance, according to
sociologists Christian Smith and Melinda L. Denton, the National Study of Youth and
Religion (NYSR) conducted from 2002 to 2005 reveals that the predominant religious
outlook in which teenagers are being formed is an imposter faith that they term
“Moralistic Therapeutic Deism.”11 The beliefs of this false faith are:
1. A God exists who created and orders the world and watches over human
life on earth.
2. God wants people to be good, nice, and fair to each other, as taught in
the Bible and by most world religions.
3. The central goal of life is to be happy and to feel good about oneself.

8

In this paper, Christian conversion will be understood as involving the following six elements in
accordance to the New Testament: repentance, faith, baptism, the reception of the gift of the Holy Spirit,
incorporation into the Christian Community, and transfer of allegiance. Conversion can be experienced in a
dramatic way, or as a more prolonged process. Conversion does not always follow a set pattern; at times,
the key elements of conversion occur in a different order (compare Acts 2:38 with Acts 10:44-47).
9

Consequential Christian faith is a phrase taken from Kenda C. Dean’s study that “places the
sociologist Ann Swidler’s cultural toolkit theory in conversation with some of the most highly devoted
teenagers in the study, who seem to share a consistent set of cultural tools that make faith meaningful.
Specifically, highly devoted teenagers have an articulated God-story (their stated or unstated ‘creed’), a
deep sense of belonging in their faith communities, a clear sense that their lives have a God-given purpose,
and an attitude of hope that the world is moving in a good direction because of God. These tools seem to
help young people resist Moralistic Therapeutic Deism and supply scaffolding for ‘consequential’ faith –a
faith that matters enough to issue in a distinctive identity and way of life.” Kenda C. Dean, Almost
Christian: What the Faith of Our Teenagers Is Telling the American Church (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2010), 22. Dean characterized people with a consequential faith as: “Highly devoted Christian
teenagers approach faith as a way of life, not just a system of beliefs—and specifically, as a way of life that
practices an ethic of self-giving that reflects Christian views on the nature of God.” Dean, Almost Christian,
70. For a more detailed discussion of the four tools that Dean identifies see Dean, Almost Christian, 70-78.
10

A disciple is someone who has responded to Jesus’ call on his or her life (Mark 1:15) who leave
their old way of life behind (Ephesians and Colossians, put on Christ (Ephesians and Colossians)
conformed to the image of Christ, for the sake of others and service in the world, extending Jesus ministry,
total commitment to the person and destiny of Jesus himself, abide in Jesus, bear fruit by loving others and
learning and obeying all that Jesus has commanded.
11

Christian Smith and Melinda Denton, Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of
American Teenagers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 162.

7
4. God does not need to be particularly involved in one’s life except when
God is needed to resolve a problem.
5. Good people go to heaven when they die.12
According to Kenda C. Dean, one of the researchers of the NSYR, Moralistic Therapeutic
Deism is incompatible with a Christian perspective because it
has little to do with God or a sense of a divine mission in the world. It
offers comfort, bolsters self-esteem, helps solve problems, and lubricates
interpersonal relationships by encouraging people to do good, feel good,
and keep God at arm’s length. It is a self-emolliating spirituality; its thrust
is personal happiness and helping people treat each other nicely.13
The NSYR has discovered that a number of American churches have lost their
missional imagination. Just like an uncontrolled leak of natural gas threatens the risk of
explosion for an oil-drilling rig, the drain of a missional purpose threatens the American
church’s viability. In Dean’s words, “Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is what is left once
Christianity has been drained of its missional impulse, once holiness has given way to
acculturation, and once cautious self-preservation has supplanted the divine abandon of
self-giving love.”14 NSYR’s findings indicate that this deistic outlook is present among
America’s general population as well as in “many historical religious traditions,”15
including evangelicalism.

12

Ibid., 162-163.

13

Kenda C. Dean, Almost Christian: What the Faith of Our Teenagers is Telling the American
Church (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 29.
14

Ibid., 39-40.

15

Denton and Smith, Soul Searching, 171.

8
Although the study is about teenagers’ religiosity, Smith and Denton argue that
these findings are also reflective of the adult population. Dean concludes, “the religiosity
of American teenagers must be read primarily as a reflection of their parents’ religious
devotion (or lack thereof) and, by extension, of their congregation.”16 So among those
who identify themselves as Christians, we find a disturbing number who have a pseudoChristian theology linked with a focus on self and one’s own happiness. Apparently, their
conversion and subsequent teaching in Christianity have not fostered a faith or an
understanding of discipleship that includes a transformative spirituality. I will contend
that this is at least partly the result of the church’s struggle to create spaces (i.e.,
conversion avenues) that foster such a consequential Christian faith.
The notion of space is crucial to understanding conversion processes. One
particularly encompassing and useful definition of space is offered by French philosopher
Henri Lefebvre, who proposed three considerations of space—namely, conceived space,
perceived space, and lived space—in order to explain the complexities of social
interactions. These considerations of space constitute a spatial triad, which can be used to
explore events in our social world.
Lefebvre postulated that space is socially produced, and that the space in which
our lives unfold is not neutral but rather shaped by various interests, cultural priorities,
and assumptions. A simple illustration for this notion of socially produced space can be
drawn from my ministry context in Hong Kong where parks are created for leisure (just
like anywhere else). However, upon closer inspection, one can see that the park benches

16

Dean, Almost Christian, 3-4.

9
are divided into single seating areas. The purpose of this arrangement is to prevent people
from sleeping or taking up a disproportionate amount of space during their visit. Even in
a space as “free” as a park, which is designed for leisurely activity, the arrangement of
space is not neutral, for it favors one kind of activity over another.
However, it is important to note that in Lefebvre’s conceptualization of “social
space,” the physical arrangements of space, such as architectural space reflected by
bench-design in a park, are the result of a set of socially conceived expectations or
ideologies. Thus, it is the ideologies underlying every socially produced space that
“privilege certain kinds of activities and inhibit others.”17
Consider the church in this regard. A church creates the social space for the
conversion process to occur, and this space is shaped by the church’s traditions and
interests. In some instances, this space is created on Sunday mornings during an ‘altar
call.’ In other instances, this space is created during church events or in one-to-one
interactions among church members. Nevertheless, these conversion spaces reflect an
underlying ideology, which is the subject of this study.
Furthermore, a certain production of space leads to a certain usage of space. For
instance, the intentions and goals of evangelistic services shape the type of space that is
created for such events. A “decision space” for conversion is produced, where everything
done at the event is centered on getting participants to make a decision to receive Christ
as their Lord and Savior by praying a sinner’s prayer. Thus, the event’s decision space
privileges an instantaneous dramatic conversion and inhibits a more gradual process of

17

Harvey Molotch, “The Space of Lefebvre,” Theory & Society 22, no. 6 (December 1993): 888.

10
conversion. I will argue that this is a reductionist view of conversion. Reductionism tends
to abstract the conversion process and uses a one-size-fits-all process for fostering
conversion, thereby neglecting to take into consideration the particularity of each
individual’s personality and life circumstances. From a spatial perspective, this means
that the space for conversion is narrowed down, allowing for only a few individuals to
enter into the space and be considered as partaking in the process of conversion.18
Evangelical churches are “active participants in the social construction of our
embracing spatialities.”19 Since evangelical churches are at the same time affecting and
affected by the social construction of space, there is a need to deeply reflect on whether
the conversion spaces created within these churches are effective in fostering
consequential Christian faith. Hence, one of the goals in this study is to create a strategic
awareness and reflection process for the spatialities that churches create for conversion in
order to help pastors and lay leaders provide better guidance in the conversion process.
A second sign of trouble is that churches seem largely unable to reach the
unchurched in their evangelistic efforts. Instead, their evangelistic success is primarily
dependent on an unbeliever’s past church attendance. For instance, research conducted by
John Finney in Great Britain established that “76% of those who became Christians as

18

For an illustration of a narrowed-down conversion space that allows only few individuals to
enter into the space and be considered as partaking in the process of conversion, see chapter 3: “Luther
Critiques the Selling of Indulgences,” pages 72-73.
19

Ceri Watkins, “Representations of Space, Spatial Practices and Spaces of Representation: An
Application of Lefebvre’s Spatial Triad,” Culture and Organization 11, no. 3 (September 2005): 211.

11
adults had a reasonably prolonged contact with a church during childhood.”20 According
to Steve Hollinghurst, “This means both that future church attendance is predictable
largely on current childhood attendance, but also that much of our current evangelism is
effective largely with those who have been raised with an understanding of the Christian
message and regular experience of church.”21 This indicates that evangelicals in the study
group have been largely ineffective in adapting their evangelistic efforts to people from
non-church cultural backgrounds.
More recently, a similar study was done in Germany.22 According to lead
researchers Johannes Zimmermann and Anna-Konstanze Schroeder, 76 percent of those
adults who came to faith were socialized beforehand in the Christian faith. The Christian
socialization was brought about through the church or through the parents’ upbringing or
both.23 Thus the German study reveals the same problem as the British study, namely, an
ineffectiveness of the European church to reach those with no Christian socialization. The
problem is magnified by the fact that the percentage of people socialized in the Christian
faith, such as children attending Sunday school, is dramatically shrinking in both

20

John Finney, Finding Faith Today: How Does it Happen? (Swindon: British and Foreign Bible
Society, 1992), 12.
21

Steve Hollinghurst, Mission Shaped Evangelism: The Gospel in Contemporary Culture
(Norwich: Canterbury Press, 2010), 10.
22

Johannes Zimmermann, Wie finden Erwachsene zum Glauben?: Einfuehrung und Ergebnisse
der Greifswalder Studie, ed. Anna-Konstanze Schroeder (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Aussaat Verlag, 2010). The
German study was inspired by John Finney’s research as found in his 1992 book, John Finney, Finding
Faith Today: How Does it Happen? (Swindon: British and Foreign Bible Society, 1992).
23

Ibid., 70.
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contexts.24 Consequently, one can infer that the pool of people likely to be reached by
current evangelistic efforts in those nations is continuously growing smaller.
The struggle of evangelicals to foster conversion that results in consequential faith
and the fact that evangelistic efforts predominantly reach those socialized in the Christian
faith are both warning signs that evangelicals are losing their ability to create sufficient
spaces in their churches and evangelistic efforts. This indicates that the evangelical
theology of conversion needs to be reexamined since both of the identified problems are
connected with and result from how one conceives conversion. Therefore, the struggle of
evangelical churches to foster consequential faith, and the ineffectiveness of their
evangelistic efforts to reach those with no Christian background, call for a critical
investigation of the evangelical notion and resulting practices of conversion.25

24

“However, since the early twentieth century the church has been losing children at a rapid rate.
This means that the de-churched population is both ageing and shrinking in size; indeed, it has fallen by
about 15 percent since the last Church census of 1998. At present it looks as if the trend of falling youth
attendance will continue. However, even if rates of attendance by under-15s stopped falling we would still
see a gradual fall in the de-churched population over the next 50 years as it ages and dies.” Hollinghurst,
10-11. “De-churched” refers to those individuals who used to attend church when they were under fifteen
years old and no longer do.
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My focus on the problematic aspects of how conversion is conceived and practiced arises from
my own context and ministry experience. As part of the Evangelical community, it is my hope to gain a
better understanding of how we arrived at the location we are today. Such examination necessitates the
ability to define evangelicalism, and conversion, and raises the questions; which evangelicalism and which
conversion? While I provide clear definitions for what ‘evangelical’ and ‘conversion’ entails, my
examination requires a broader application of these concepts. For it is the broad sweep of how my
evangelicalism arrived, at it’s current location, and the resulting understanding of conversion that my work
will address. In that regard my overview of that development will appear to many “cursory”, but I make it
as a necessary process for the broad understanding that I seek. Indeed the nature of a doctor of ministry
project lends itself to such broad and wide accounts. While being general in my use of my key terms, it is
right and proper to use generalization to move to the particular, as I signpost disjunctions in the journey
with my work. Moreover, methodologically I make my historical accounting of the development of
conversion in evangelicalism with a light touch and broad arch, not to construct my own preferential view
of that development but for a rich and maximal understanding. My sketch may be broad but I will seek to
let the textures of my account speak for, and reveal themselves.
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It is time for evangelical pastors and other ministry leaders to “stop, think, and
don’t do something stupid.” To ignore the warning signs and not to step back and think
about the current predicaments and future possibilities is neglectful and pastorally
irresponsible. If we continue to conceive conversion and practice evangelism the same
way as we have done in the past (i.e., as dictated by modern revivalism, which will be
discussed at length later), if we continue to ignore that there is something in our churches
that is not working right, we are headed for a spiritual disaster. It is time to stop and think
and reconceive. It is not too late for evangelical churches to make course adjustments and
to rethink their theology and practices of conversion.

The Way Forward
This dissertation will address the topic of how many evangelical churches
conceive the conversion process and the sociological spaces they create for this process.
The study will seek to better understand the notion and practices around conversion
prevalent in evangelical churches and how effective or ineffective they have been in
leading people in the process of conversion and enabling them to live out their Christian
faith. By uncovering and embracing multiple conversion processes as found in Scripture
and church history, churches will be enabled to effectively reach people from a broader
spectrum of walks of life. This will allow churches to be more pastorally sensitive to
particular needs. It will enhance the church’s ability to lead different people, including
more of the unchurched, through the conversion process and into a mature faith.

CHAPTER 2
A BIBLICAL STUDY OF CONVERSION

Is it right and inevitable that we shd. be much concerned about the
salvation of those we love. But we must be careful not to expect or
demand that their salvation shd. conform to some ready-made pattern of
our own. Some Protestant sects have gone v. wrong about this. They have
a whole programme of ‘conviction’, ‘conversion’ etc marked out, the same
for everyone, & will not believe that anyone can be saved who doesn’t go
through it ‘just so’. But … God has His own unique way with each soul.
There is no evidence that St. John even underwent the same kind of
‘conversion’ as St Paul.
—C.S. Lewis
The above passage is quoted from a letter by the famous Christian novelist and apologist
C. S. Lewis. He wrote the letter to a friend on March 2, 1955. In it, Lewis discussed the
topic of salvation and evangelism, highlighting some essential issues that continue to be
important in the process of understanding conversion in the full biblical sense.
In the first portion of his letter, C. S. Lewis addressed the need to be concerned
for the salvation of others. He warned against demanding that salvation should conform
to some ready-made pattern, which had been the case among a few Protestant sects of his
day. In those instances Lewis described, salvation had been defined in such a way that
individual experiences that did not conform to these prescriptions were considered
illegitimate. He clearly opposed this “programme” and remarked that God has an
individual way of dealing with each individual soul.
Lewis’ concerns are relevant for understanding conversion today. Evangelical
churches often inherit narrow expectations for conversion. These expectations carry
along presuppositions that are usually unnoticed and uncritically accepted until direct
questioning exposes them. Richard Peace, professor of evangelism at Fuller Theological
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Seminary, reflects on how his inherited assumptions on conversion were challenged in
his ministry:
When I began full-time work in evangelism with a group called African
Enterprise … I brought to that ministry all the typical evangelical
assumptions about conversion. Conversion, to me, was the experience
which launched one’s Christian life. It involved saying yes to Jesus by
means of a simple prayer of repentance and faith. Conversion marked the
difference between a vital Christian experience and a nominal Christian
existence. Mostly conversion looked like what happened to St. Paul, i.e., it
was sudden, singular, emotional, and instantaneously transforming. My
understanding of conversion was not so much the product of careful
reflection as it was a set of assumptions I had imbibed from my
upbringing in the church. However, after two or three years of ministry it
became clear to me that while conversion did at times resemble my
stereotype, often it did not.1
Peace’s reflections illustrate the frequency with which the assumptions and
expectations permeating conversion narratives do not necessarily originate from
individual biblical reflection. Instead they are normally collective accounts passed down
through families and church traditions, and they constitute a dominant narrative of
conversion. Peace did not come to realize that his understanding of Christian conversion
was narrow and limited until he was confronted with experiences that failed to reflect the
dominant narrative he had accepted. It was not until he encountered situations in which
conversion took a different form, nested in a different cultural context, that his underlying
assumptions about conversion became open to self-questioning and challenge.
Peace’s realization highlights the need for biblical investigation on the topic of
conversion. In order to be effective in the Christian endeavor of evangelization, there is a
necessity for the church to develop an informed understanding of what salvation is. In

1

Richard V. Peace, Conversion in the New Testament: Paul and the Twelve (Grand Rapids:
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1999), 1-2.
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light of this realization, I will attempt to take a fresh look at what constitutes conversion
from a biblical perspective.
In examining the biblical conversion narrative, C. S. Lewis observes that there are
clear differences between the conversions of the apostle John and the apostle Paul: “there
is no evidence that St. John even underwent the same kind of conversion as St. Paul.”2
This observation is significant since traditionally, in evangelical circles, Paul’s
conversion sometimes has been held up as the standard of the conversion narrative,
dictating expectations and assumptions of what an individual’s conversion experience
should look like.3 However, if Lewis is right—if even biblical accounts of conversion
experiences vary among the apostles—this raises the question, Is Paul’s conversion
narrative meant to be the conversion model by which all conversions should be
measured? If not—if Paul’s conversion is simply an individual conversion narrative
amidst a plethora of conversion narratives rather than the dominant, paradigmatic one—
the following questions emerge: What constitutes an adequate definition for the notion of
Christian conversion? What are the essential elements, according to the Bible, that unify
all the different narratives and experiences of what conversion looks like?
These questions shall serve as a guide for this chapter. They evidence a need to
define the notion of Christian conversion, providing a threefold focus for the
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C. S. Lewis, The Collected Letters of C.S. Lewis: Narnia, Cambridge, and Joy 1950-1963, Vol. 3
(New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2007), 576.
3

For accounts that discuss how Paul’s conversion is often taken to be paradigmatic, see Bruce
Corley, “Interpreting Paul’s Conversion – Then and Now,” in The Road From Damascus: The Impact of
Paul’s Conversion on His Life, Thought, and Ministry, ed. Richard N. Longenecker (Grand Rapids:
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1997), 1-17; Richard V. Peace, Conversion in the New
Testament: Paul and the Twelve (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1999), 17-36.
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investigation: (1) I will seek to gain a clear understanding of what the Bible teaches on
conversion; (2) I will attempt to determine whether the apostle Paul’s conversion is
meant to be a paradigmatic conversion model by which all conversions should be
measured; and (3) I will seek to draw findings together that contribute to clarifying the
key elements that shape the notion of a Christian conversion.4

Defining Salvation and Conversion
Before diving into the three questions, it is important to define salvation and
conversion and to explain how they relate to each other. Salvation is God’s saving work
to deliver his fallen creation, humanity in particular (2 Cor. 5:18; Col. 1:19-22). As
humans, our fallen state is experienced in three primary ways: alienation from God,
alienation from each other, and bondage to sin. Thus, the biblical notion of salvation is
defined as “God’s deliverance of humans from the power and effects of sin and the Fall
through the work of Jesus Christ so that creation in general and humans in particular can
enjoy the fullness of life intended for what God has made.”5
Within this larger framework of God’s salvific work, we discover that conversion
is the initial process in the salvation of an individual, where a person “responds to the call
of God with repentance and faith and receives from God regeneration (being ‘born

4

The idea for drawing together the elements of Christian conversion is taken from Gordon T.
Smith, Beginning Well: Christian Covnersion & Authentic Transformation (Downers Grove: Inter Varsity
Press, 2001), 107-156.
5

Stanley J. Grenz, David Guretzki, and Cherith Fee Nordling, Pocket Dictionary of Theological
Terms (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1999), 105.
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again’) and justification (forgiveness and declaration of righteousness).”6 Furthermore,
conversion entails “a change in relationship from being an outcast and enemy to being a
child and friend of God (adoption and reconciliation, 1 John 3:1; Col. 1:20).”7
According to Stanley Grenz, “salvation occurs in three stages. ‘Conversion’
marks the inauguration of personal salvation. The transformation the Spirit effects in us is
a lifelong process which we label ‘sanctification.’ We anticipate at the end of the age our
‘glorification,’ the completion of the Spirit’s work of renewal.”8 Thus salvation and
conversion are not synonymous; rather conversion marks the beginning of salvation in a
person’s life.
As will be explained in this chapter, Christian conversion involves the following
six elements as found in the New Testament: repentance, faith, baptism, the reception of
the gift of the Holy Spirit, incorporation into the Christian Community, and transfer of
allegiance. Conversion can be experienced in a dramatic way or as a more prolonged
process. Conversion does not always follow a set pattern; at times, the key elements of
conversion occur in a different order (compare Acts 2:38 with Acts 10:44-47). However,
at the end of the conversion process there is clarity and assurance that conversion has
occurred. Thus a person going through the conversion process does not remain forever in
an ambiguous state regarding his or her conversion.
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Roger E. Olson, The SCM Press A-Z of Evangelical Theology (London: SCM Press, 2005), 161.
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Grenz et al, Pocket Dictionary of Theological Terms, 30.
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Stanley J. Grenz, Theology for the Community of God (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans
Publishing Co., 1994), 433.
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Instead of defining conversion in a minimalist way as a “decision for Christ,” I
have chosen to define conversion to contain the above stated six elements. The aim of
defining conversion in this way is to help foster stronger and clearer conversions instead
of ambiguous ones (as the minimalist approach with its sole focus on “decision” seems
prone to do). The hope is that churches can encourage a conversion process that
resembles the six elements associated with conversion in the New Testament in order to
foster strong conversion that sets people on a trajectory of ongoing spiritual
transformation (i.e., sanctification).

Conversion in the Bible
The examination of conversion according to biblical accounts is a necessary
beginning point for this investigation. In order to re-evaluate the type of conversion many
churches presently encourage, it is necessary to first establish the parameters of what
constitutes Christian conversion in Scripture. An initial step in this process will be to
examine biblical terms used for conversion in the Old Testament and the New.

Old Testament Words: shubh and naham
The Old Testament concept of repentance provides a helpful backdrop for a New
Testament understanding of conversion. In the Old Testament, God particularly calls
Israel, but also the Gentile nations, to repent. The type of repentance expected from Israel
is designated by the Hebrew word shubh. Christopher J. Wright observes that “God most
eagerly seeks the conversion of his own people, who seem most often bent on turning
away from him in the ‘conversion’ of apostasy rather than turning toward him in the
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conversion of repentance and restoration.”9 Repentance in the Old Testament is best
understood through the covenant relationship between God and Israel where the call to
repentance is the call to restore the broken covenant relationship between God and his
people.
Repentance for Israel entails the idea of turning away from their sinful ways and
turning back to God. This act of repentance is marked by sincere contrition where
individuals or the members of a nation admit their wrongdoing and feel a sense of guilt.
Furthermore, the remorse expressed must be accompanied by returning to the one true
God with the resolve to cease doing what is wrong and do what is right (Isa. 1:17-18, 27;
Amos 5:14-15).10 Stanley Grenz suggests that the Hebrew word naham, which is related
to shubh, “reflects the idea of displaying emotion, suggests the radical, heartfelt nature of
repentance (Job 42:6).”11 So when God calls Israel to repent, this action entails a turning
back to him with one’s entire personhood, will, emotions, and reason.

9

Christopher J. H. Wright, “Implications of Conversion in the Old Testament and the New,”
International Bulletin of Missionary Research 28, no. 1 (January 2004): 14.
10

Paula Fredriksen, “Repentance,” in The Oxford Companion to the Bible, eds. Bruce M. Metzger,
Michael D. Coogan, and Paula Fredriksen, Oxford Biblical Studies Online, http://0www.oxfordbiblicalstudies.com.catalog.georgefox.edu/article/opr/t120/e0623 (accessed November 21,
2010).
11

Grenz, Theology for the Community of God, 406.
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New Testament Words


Repentance: epistrepho, metanoeo, and metamelomai
In the New Testament, the understanding of repentance mainly centers on three

word groups: epistrepho, metanoeo, and metamelomai.
The word metamelomai, which “expresses … the feeling of repentance for error,
debt, failure and sin,”12 occurs seldom in the New Testament. The two occurrences that
are of particular interest for the examination of conversion are found in Matthew’s
parable of the two sons (Matt. 21:28-32). In the parable, two sons are asked to go work in
the vineyard. The first one says that he will not go but then regrets (changes his mind) his
decision and goes anyway. The second son says that he will go to work in the vineyard
but then fails to do so. The first son is the one who did the will of the father. Jesus applies
this parable to the elders and the priests. He says, “Truly I say to you that the tax
collectors and prostitutes will get into the kingdom of God before you. For John came to
you in the way of righteousness and you did not believe him; but the tax collectors and
prostitutes did believe him; and you, seeing this, did not even feel remorse afterward so
as to believe him.” (Matt. 21:31-32)
This parable indicates that those who initially refuse to obey God the Father, but
through metamelomai, or “the feeling of repentance for error, debt, failure and sin,”13
come to the realization that they need to obey are experiencing a conversion that leads to
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F. Laubach, “πιστρέφω,” in The New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology, vol.
1. ed. Colin Brown, 3rd ed. (Grand Rapids: The Zondervan Corp., 1979), 354.
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salvation. Furthermore, in respect to the second son, this parable indicates that verbal
agreement with the Father’s command is insufficient to enter the kingdom of heaven.
Moreover, Jesus’ closing words to his listeners, that they “did not even feel remorse
afterward so as to believe him,” indicates that a feeling of repentance that issues in the
appropriate action does bring about salvation. Since this parable is tied to John the
Baptist’s preaching of repentance, it provides insight into the internal, emotional aspect
of repentance. Repentance is accompanied by a feeling that one has done wrong, which is
then expressed externally through right actions.
The word metamelomai also occurs apart from being connected with repentance
and conversion. This is the case with Judas, who sees Jesus being condemned and is
filled with remorse (Matt. 27:3).
After considering how this term is used in the New Testament, theologian Millard
Erickson concludes, “It appears that metamelomai can designate simply regret and
remorse over one’s actions, as in the case of Judas. Or it can represent true repentance,
which involves an actual alteration of behavior as in the case of the first son [in Jesus’
aforementioned parable].”14
The words epistrepho and metanoeo appear more frequently in the New
Testament. Epistrepho occurs thirty-six times in the New Testament and indicates
different types of turning or changing. For example, when Jesus turns around to rebuke
Peter (Mark 8.33), the term is used in a literal sense meaning ‘to turn to.’ However,
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eighteen times the word is used in a theological sense connoting conversion.15 Jesus
commissions Paul in their encounter on the Damascus Road and sends him to the
Gentiles “to open their eyes so that they may turn from darkness to light and from the
power of Satan to God, so that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among
those who are sanctified by faith in me” (Acts 26:18). Thus epistrepho entails both the
negative side of “turning from” sin and the positive side of “turning to” God. We can see
the same traits when Paul gives heed to the fact that the Thessalonian believers have
“turned to God from idols, to serve a living and true God” (1 Thess. 1:9). Hence
epistrepho reveals that conversion involves turning away from sin and life without God
to turning toward or returning to God.
Whereas epistrepho indicates two sides of repentance, “turning from” and “turning
to,” metanoeo emphasizes especially the “turning from” aspect of conversion.16 This can
be seen in John the Baptist’s and Jesus’ call, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at
hand” (Matt. 3:2; 4:17). Their call to repentance stands in continuity with the Old
Testament prophets calling the nation of Israel to repent. However, the ethical imperative
to repent is intensified by the eschatological reality of the in-breaking of the Kingdom of
heaven in the incarnate Jesus.17 In the person of Jesus, the Kingdom of God is at hand.
And Jesus’ ministry (including his death and resurrection) aims at bringing about genuine
repentance from sin and the generation of new life in the repentant person. Thus, in Jesus,
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the promised Messiah has come. What has been prophesied in Jeremiah 31 has become
reality and true possibility—once for all reconciliation with God through Christ.
According to New Testament scholar J. W. Heikkinen, “Metanoia, then, is the keyword
symbolizing the character of the response on the part of men to the preaching of the
judgment and the rule of God. It marks a total turning on God’s terms, a movement from
the direction in which they are going to its opposite in order to be re-established in a
relationship of faithfulness to their covenant—God.”18 In Jesus, the day of salvation has
arrived for all who repent of their sins and turn to him.



Faith/Believe
When Jesus announces the Kingdom of God in the Gospel of Mark, he says, “The

time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel”
(1:15). In this announcement formula, Jesus indicates that the action of believing is part
of or equivalent to the “to turn to” dimension of repentance. As theologian R. T. France
explains:
Conversion … can be seen as involving two elements, ‘from’ and ‘to’.
Each of these elements has its own vocabulary in the NT, the key wordgroups being respectively metanoeo, ‘repent’ and pisteuo, ‘believe’. And
each of these terms is far more common in the NT than epistrepho;
sometimes the two are used together to denote the full ‘conversion
process’ (e.g. Mk. 1:15; Acts 20:21). They are ‘opposite sides of the same
coin’. A study of the NT teaching on conversion must necessarily include
the use of these terms, and particularly the former.19
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The study of New Testament conversion words would not be complete without looking at
the biblical notion of faith (verb form pisteuo; noun form pistis). Whereas metanoia
appears frequently in the Gospels and Acts, Paul prefers pistis (faith as noun), while John
and Mark prefer pisteuo (faith as verb, to believe).
According to Paul, faith is a significant element of Christian conversion.
Throughout his letters, he emphasizes the important role of faith in all aspects of the
Christian life. Biblical scholar Leon Morris points out that Paul “uses the noun pistis 142
times, whereas it occurs but 101 times in all the rest of the NT. He also has the verb
pisteuo (“to believe”) 54 times and the adjective pistos (“faithful,” “trustworthy”) 33
times.”20 The question naturally arises, why did Paul emphasize faith so much and what
did he mean by it?
A study of these terms in his letters provides the answer. For Paul, the act of faith
constitutes the adequate response to the Gospel message. Through faith, an individual can
appropriate Christ’s salvific work—the work he accomplished through his death on the
cross and resurrection from the grave. For Paul, pistis denotes the “reception of Christian
proclamation and the saving faith which was called forth by the gospel (Rom. 1:8; 1
Thess. 1:8). For Paul pistis is indissolubly bound with proclamation.”21 In other words,
faith comes from hearing the Gospel and believing it. Through faith we appropriate the
grace gift of God’s forgiveness and new life.
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“Faith” for Paul can also denote incorporation into the Body of Christ. As R. T.
France points out, “The members of Paul’s churches are described simply as ‘those who
believe’ (Rom. 1:16; 1 Cor. 1:21 etc.).”22 Leon Morris comments on how pisteuo in the
Pauline epistles signals this movement into Christ: “It is a distinctively Christian feature
that the verb pisteuo (‘to believe’) is often followed by the preposition epi (‘on’) or eis
(‘into’), and Paul follows this usage. This brings out the truth that Christians rest their
faith ‘on’ Jesus or are brought ‘into’ union with him.”23 Thus, believing incorporates the
Christian into the Body of Christ, enabling Paul to speak of believers as being “in
Christ.”
Paul refers to his church members’ conversion as “the time when ‘you believed’ (1
Cor. 15:2, 11).”24 Or, as biblical scholar O. Michel puts it, “their turning to God is
described as ‘believing’ (pisteuein, 1 Cor. 15:2, 11).”25 According to Paul, then, believing
in Christ is the initial point of conversion.



Pisteuo in John’s Writings
In the Johannine literature, the verb pisteuo (“to believe”) holds a central place.26

The apostle writes his Gospel so that his readers “may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the
Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name” (John 20:31). One of
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the best-known Bible verses, John 3:16, shows the connection that exists between believe
in Jesus and eternal life. As O. Michel points out: “Faith and life are intimately
connected. He who believes in the Son has the promise that he will not perish but have
eternal life (John 3:16 ff.; 11:25). The promise points to a fulfillment that lies already in
the present.”27 Belief in Jesus is such a central motif in the Gospel of John that the author
uses the verb pisteuo close to 100 times.
According to R. T. France, John uses the verb pisteuo in three distinct ways in his
Gospel.
First, John uses the verb pisteuo in connection with intellectual content. When this
is the case, the verb pisteuo is used together with hoti, thus calling people to “believe
that ….”28 Bible commentator Craig R. Koester observes this connection between believe
and knowledge in the Gospel of John as well:
To know Jesus is to recognize that he has come from God, that he is the
Holy One of God, and that he brings salvation (4:42; 6:69; 17:8).
Accordingly, there is a cognitive dimension to faith. To believe that Jesus
is the Messiah means recognizing that he is the one in whom God’s
promises are fulfilled (1:41, 45; 20:31). Similarly, believing that Jesus is
the Son of God means that Jesus is the one in whom God is present and
active (20:31).29
So one aspect of “to believe” in the Gospel of John is to specifically believe that Jesus is
the Son of God who brings salvation to each individual.
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The second distinct use of the verb pisteuo occurs when John “uses pisteuo eis
(literally, ‘believe into’), and once pisteuo en (‘believe in’). This usage is known only in
Christian writings, and in the rest of the NT it occurs only ten times (three of which are in
1 John), so it may fairly be regarded as John’s special contribution to Christian
language.”30 Our object of believing is the person Jesus himself.
The third distinct use of the verb pisteuo occurs when it “is used absolutely, with
no explicit indication of the object of belief. Often these uses follow closely on references
to believing ‘into Jesus’ … so that the meaning is not in doubt. In the context of John’s
overall usage of the verb it can apparently be used absolutely as a shorthand expression
for Christian commitment.”31 Thus, in this sense it expresses Christian commitment to
Jesus the person and to the truth about him.

Summary
From the discussion so far, it has become evident that the Bible provides various
accounts dealing with conversion in different narrative forms using a range of different
words. The narrative forms have ranged from Hebrew prophetic and narrative literature,
to parable-accounts in the Gospel of Matthew, to John the Baptist’s and Jesus’ depiction
of repentance in the Gospels, to the epistles of the apostle Paul and the Gospel narrative
of the apostle John. This diversity indicates that no single narrative form can subsume
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and reflect the range of conversion experiences of individuals. And our word studies thus
far indicate that no single word can capture all that Christian conversion entails.

Representative New Testament Texts
In the previous section, the focus has been on key New Testament words that
convey the idea of conversion. However, simply studying the biblical conversion
language does not do justice to what Scripture has to teach and to how the biblical stories
engage us when it comes to the topic of conversion. Thus we will take a closer look at
representative texts in the New Testament that use metaphors, story, and imagery to
convey aspects of conversion.

The Gospel of John
In the Gospel of John, we will examine how Nicodemus functions as a
representative figure of a certain type of faith. His relationship to Jesus will be
investigated and conclusions will be drawn on what his story teaches us about
conversion. Since the biblical phrase “born again” has played such a significant role in
contemporary discussion on conversion, we will also examine Jesus’ use of the metaphor
of being “born again” or “born from above.” Our representative texts come from the three
times in which Nicodemus appears in John’s Gospel (2:23-3:16; 7:50-52; 19:39-42).
Jesus’ comments that immediately precede his first meeting with Nicodemus shed
light on the fact that Nicodemus encounters Jesus with inadequate faith. John 2:23-3:1
says:
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Now when He was in Jerusalem at the Passover, during the feast, many
believed in His name, observing His signs which He was doing. But Jesus,
on His part, was not entrusting Himself to them, for He knew all men, and
because He did not need anyone to testify concerning man, for He Himself
knew what was in man. Now there was a man of the Pharisees, named
Nicodemus …”
The story of Nicodemus is framed within John’s larger concern of the kind of belief that
leads to life in Jesus’ name (John 20:31). That a proper belief is at issue here can be seen
in what precedes the introduction of Nicodemus. We are told that many people believed
in Jesus’ name, but Jesus was not entrusting himself to them. The words “believed” and
“entrusting” come from the same Greek verb pisteuo. Jesus does not entrust himself since
he knows that their belief is inadequate and based on a wrong interpretation of the signs
he has performed. These individuals have not yet come to know the truth about Jesus’
identity, namely, that he is the Son of God. Nicodemus is introduced by the phrase “now
there was a man,” which clearly links him to one of those people to which Jesus had not
entrusted himself because they had an insufficient faith. This prelude sets the stage for
understanding the interaction between Jesus and Nicodemus, which is recorded in John
3:1-16:
Now there was a man of the Pharisees, named Nicodemus a ruler of the
Jews; this man came to Jesus by night and said to Him, ‘Rabbi, we know
that You have come from God as a teacher; for no one can do these signs
that You do unless God is with him.’ Jesus answered and said to him,
‘Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the
kingdom of God.’ Nicodemus said to Him, ‘How can a man be born when
he is old? He cannot enter a second time into his mother's womb and be
born, can he?’ Jesus answered, ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is
born of water and the Spirit he cannot enter into the kingdom of God. That
which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is
spirit. Do not be amazed that I said to you, ‘You must be born again.’ The
wind blows where it wishes and you hear the sound of it, but do not know
where it comes from and where it is going; so is everyone who is born of
the Spirit.’ Nicodemus said to Him, ‘How can these things be?’ Jesus
answered and said to him, ‘Are you the teacher of Israel and do not
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understand these things? Truly, truly, I say to you, we speak of what we
know and testify of what we have seen, and you do not accept our
testimony. If I told you earthly things and you do not believe, how will
you believe if I tell you heavenly things? No one has ascended into
heaven, but He who descended from heaven: the Son of Man. As Moses
lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must the Son of Man be
lifted up; so that whoever believes will in Him have eternal life. For God
so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever
believes in Him shall not perish, but have eternal life.’
What does this passage teach us about conversion? First, we learn about the nature of
inadequate faith. As already mentioned above, proper belief is at issue in this encounter
between Jesus and Nicodemus. Nicodemus is one of those to whom Jesus does not
entrust himself since his faith is based on a wrong interpretation of Jesus’ signs (3:2).
Thus Nicodemus’ belief is inadequate; he cannot yet “see” (v. 3) or “enter” (v. 5) the
Kingdom. Inadequate faith is an improper way for a person to relate to Jesus. Craig R.
Koester observes, “if faith involves knowing God, trusting God, and being faithful to
God, then sin is the opposite of faith. It means not comprehending the truth about God
and Jesus (8:24; 16:9), and not knowing the truth about oneself.”32 Thus we learn from
Nicodemus’ inadequate faith that we have a need to know the truth about Jesus, namely,
that he is the Son of God.
Second, we learn from this encounter between Jesus and Nicodemus that
conversion is something brought about by the Spirit and comes from above. In the
dialogue, Jesus points Nicodemus toward the question that matters most: Are you born
from above? John uses the Greek phrase “gennethenai anothen” in both John 3:3, and 3:7
and it can be either translated as “to be born again” or “to be born from above.” Bible
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scholar W. L. Kynes notes that this phrase points “to the saving activity of God in
imparting spiritual life to his people and in restoring all of creation.”33 There is a radical
discontinuity between what we are able to do and the work that the Holy Spirit does in us.
New Testament scholar Beverly Gaventa comments:
To cast the requirements for entry into God’s kingdom into the language
of birth is, first, a radical move that assumes there is discontinuity in the
life of the one so born. The use of birth imagery is not radical because it is
unique to Christians, but because of the inherent radicality of suggesting
that human beings can experience a new birth or a different kind of birth.
What is involved here is not an improvement of the individual, but a new
origin for the individual. The old origin in flesh and the new origin in
Spirit are discontinuous with one another.34
Thus the second thing we learn from this encounter between Nicodemus and Jesus is that
the birth from above is something that the Holy Spirit accomplishes for us. We cannot
bring about what he does; we have not the power or the knowledge. This is a divine
work, not a human one. Furthermore, this birth from above is necessary in order for us to
“see” and to “enter” the Kingdom of God.
Third, we learn from this passage that faith and new birth are centered on the
person of Jesus and his work on the cross. In his conversation with Jesus, Nicodemus is
befuddled as to how one can be born again. Gaventa, commenting on Nicodemus’s
misunderstanding of being born again, notes, “Nicodemus simply hears the words of
Jesus on an ‘earthly’ level, to enter a second time (deuteron eiselthein, v.4), when they
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are supposed to be heard spiritually.”35 Gaventa further points out that “many of Jesus’
sayings in John involve a double meaning, with the result that ironic misunderstanding
appears throughout the Gospel. The irony continues in contemporary Christianity, since
the meaning of anothen that Jesus rejects has become a dominant way of describing
conversion.”36 Since Nicodemus is confused about the double meaning of gennethenai
anothen (being born again or being born from above), Jesus shifts away from the
metaphor to a discussion of faith and the cross. Koester observes, “Questions about new
birth in the first part of the conversation issue into statements about faith in the second
part because faith is the form that new birth takes (3:12, 15, 16, 18, 36). This visible
anchor point for faith and new birth is the cross, for Jesus’ death conveys the love of God
that brings new life when it is received by faith (3:14-16).”37 John 3:16, 18, and 36 all use
the pisteuein eis construction mentioned above, which means believe into the person of
Jesus. Rudolf Schnackenburg notes that, “To believe means to accept the self-revelation
of Jesus and to attach oneself to this unique mediator of salvation to attain eternal life
(3:36 etc.).”38 The faith, then, that leads to spiritual new birth from above is centered on
the cross and believes into the person of Jesus.
Fourth, even though John’s Gospel makes clear distinctions between belief and
unbelief and salvation and judgment, Nicodemus’ story indicates that conversion can be a

35

Ibid., 134.

36

Gaventa, From Darkness to Light, 134.

37

Craig R. Koester, Symbolism in the Fourth Gospel: Meaning, Mystery, Community, 2nd ed.
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2003), 184.
38

Rudolf Schnackenburg, The Gospel According to St. John. vol. 1 (New York: Crossroads,
1990), 560.

34
process of moving towards Jesus, a process in which it is not exactly clear when
conversion has occurred. At first blush, this does not seem apparent. John’s distinctions
of belief and unbelief seem to depict a black-and-white type of world. Bible scholar
Marianne Meye Thompson elucidates this bipolarity by writing:
In John’s symbolic universe, everything seems to be depicted in pairs of
stark opposites: light and darkness, Spirit and flesh, truth and error, belief
and unbelief, knowledge and ignorance, salvation and judgment, life and
death, freedom and slavery, love and hate. People belong to one realm or
the other and are characterized by one reality or the other. Hence, those
who believe have been born of the Spirit, walk in the light, know the truth,
and have eternal life. But those who do not believe are of the flesh, walk
in the darkness, are ignorant of the truth, are already condemned, and
destined for death.39
This seems to indicate that either you are “in” and eternal life belongs to you, or you are
“out” and already under judgment. Nevertheless, while John’s symbolic universe is black
and white, his characters in his Gospel do not always fit neatly into one of the two
categories. Nicodemus is one of these characters. He cannot be easily placed in the belief
or unbelief category, especially since his second (7:50-52) and third (19:38-42)
appearances in the Gospel of John signal a moving towards Jesus even to the point where
one wonders if he has finally come to believe and has received new birth.
In his first appearance, Nicodemus is a man who has an inadequate faith. When
Jesus talks to him about being born from above, he is befuddled and misunderstands what
Jesus says. Jesus reprimands him for his lack of understanding since he is a teacher of the
law (v.10).
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The second time Nicodemus appears in John’s Gospel is when he defends Jesus,
who is being accused by the chief priests and Pharisees of leading the crowds astray. We
are not told how Nicodemus responds to the chief priests and Pharisees question, “You
are not also from Galilee, are you?” At this point Nicodemus’ spiritual relationship to
Jesus remains ambiguous. But he has moved from being a confused teacher of Judaism to
a public supporter of the falsely accused Jesus.
The third time Nicodemus appears in the Gospel of John is when he buries Jesus
with the help of Joseph of Arimathea. At this juncture, three things seem to indicate that
Nicodemus has moved even closer to Jesus. First, he does not come by night, which
seems to indicate that he is moving from darkness into the light. Second, Nicodemus,
together with Joseph of Arimathea, gave Jesus a burial that only kings would receive.40
Thus it seems to indicate that he has finally understood Jesus’ identity. Third, it was the
responsibility of a disciple to bury his master. Through the act of burying Jesus,
Nicodemus seems to be identifying himself as one of Jesus’ disciples.
What should we make of Nicodemus’ actions? Koester, commenting on
Nicodemus, states:
The reminder that Nicodemus had come to Jesus ‘by night at first’ (19:39)
could suggest that he was still in the dark and that the horizon of his
thinking ended at the grave, for the piles of spices he heaped upon the
corpse would be useless for one being ‘lifted up.’ Yet such a judgment is
too harsh, for on Good Friday Nicodemus acted before nightfall, while it
was still the day of Preparation (19:42), and his extravagant outlay of
myrrh surpassed even what Mary had expended on Jesus the week
before.41
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Despite Nicodemus’ actions, the text never clearly states that he comes to believe.
Through Nicodemus and other characters in the Gospel of John, an interesting dynamic
emerges. While John explains faith in clear-cut categories, Nicodemus shows us that
people’s conversion experience is not always that black and white. We might wonder
when or even whether Nicodemus crossed over the line from unbelief to belief. Perhaps
the situation of Nicodemus should lead us to question whether crossing a boundary line is
the only possible way of perceiving conversion.
Paul Hiebert, a leading Christian anthropologist, has argued for two types of ways
our mind forms categories through which the notion of conversion can be understood.
The first category is the “bounded sets” one, which entails specific characteristics that
define who a Christian is and is not. This clear line of demarcation leads to an
understanding of “conversion as a single dramatic event, crossing the boundary between
being a ‘non-Christian’ and being a ‘Christian.’ To do so a person must acquire the
defining characteristics.”42 Within the bounded set category, there is no room for
ambiguity. The second way of perceiving conversion is through the “centered sets”
category. This category “is created by defining a center, and the relationship of things to
that center.”43 In this category what matters is one’s trajectory of movement towards or
away from Jesus. Hiebert explains that, “while the centered set does not place the primary
focus on the boundary, there is a clear division between things moving in and those
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moving out. An object either belongs or it does not.”44 The exact moment of turning and
moving towards Jesus might be made up of several steps of turning. The centered set
model allows for that ambiguity in the process of turning, whereas the bounded sets
model does not. In light of Hiebert’s insights, we can perceive Nicodemus through the
centered sets category and see that his trajectory was toward Jesus.

The Synoptic Gospels
So far, I have said little about the contribution that the synoptic Gospels make to
the subject of Christian conversion. What they yield, in fact, is somewhat disappointing
and yet understandable. The Gospels mainly present the story of Jesus’ mission to Israel.
Scot McKnight states: “Jesus’ message is anchored in a specific historical period for a
specific people. He is called to awaken Israel from its spiritual slumber and to rise into a
new life of covenant obedience. So it is not surprising that an important note in Jesus’
message of repentance is that it is primarily national and not narrowed simply to the
salvation of individuals.”45 Since our own conversion experience is removed from Jesus’
national agenda and these unique historical circumstances, we may wonder what, if
anything, the synoptic Gospels teach us about Christian conversion today. Commenting
on this subject, France, writes:
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In the case of Jewish evangelism the line between ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’
conversion is necessarily blurred in the NT, as the writings span the period
during which Christian self-consciousness developed. That is why it is not
helpful to ask, as is sometimes done, at what state the original disciples of
Jesus ‘were converted’, and to expect an answer in terms of our own
experiences and expectations of conversion today. No doubt God could
tell us at what stage Peter was ‘born again’, but has not seen fit to do so,
and it would be a bold man who tried to fill the gap. If Peter had been a
Greek it might have been easier to do so, but Peter was a Jew who
responded as a Jew to a call from a Jewish prophet, and who only
gradually came to realize that something more fundamental had happened
than a return to covenant obedience.46
Interestingly enough, McKnight points out that most studies on conversion ignore
the synoptic Gospels. In his book Turning to Jesus: The Sociology of Conversion in the
Gospels, he provides us with a needed corrective to this problem. In it he argues that, for
all Christian belief, Jesus should be the starting point, and this holds true when it comes
to conversion too.47 Having said this, he adds that Jesus must be understood “in his own
terms and what is implied in his own world. Only then can we even begin to address our
particular world of faith.”48 Furthermore, one should not expect to find a detailed
discussion from Jesus explaining every aspect of conversion. The study of conversion in
the Gospels yields only basic knowledge of the conversion process. McKnight points out
that “the Gospel stories have other concerns, we do not learn here as much as we would
like about how conversion took place.”49
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Two problematic responses to this basic information in the Gospels are typical:
“Christians have used the stories as if the whole story of conversion is there, or they have
neglected them entirely.”50 Both pitfalls need to be avoided.
Perhaps Paul G. Hiebert’s model is able to provide us with insight at this point.
The approach one chooses to understand conversion is essential. If one tries to understand
conversion through the bounded sets categories, all the essentials of a conversion need to
be defined in order to establish who is “in” and who is “out.” If the Gospels are
approached in this way, one would likely be frustrated because they fail to yield all the
defining elements one hopes for. And yet, that should be expected. It is not the Gospels’
purpose to tell us every detail about conversion.
On the other hand, if one tries to perceive conversion through a centered sets
category, one looks more for insights that help one understand what constitutes a turning
toward Jesus or a turning away from him. Hence, one focuses more on the process of
conversion rather than trying to establish a conversion boundary line and exact moment
of conversion. With this approach of studying conversion in the Gospels, one can glean
more insights since it focuses more on movement and process, as exemplified in the story
of Nicodemus, rather than on the collective whole.
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Acts 2:37-42
In the book of Acts, conversion is a central focus.51 Since exploring all the
conversion narrative accounts is beyond the scope of this investigation, I have chosen
Acts 2:37-42 as the representative text. New Testament scholar James Dunn argues that
“Luke probably intends Acts 2.38 to establish the pattern and norm for Christian
conversion-initiation in his presentation of Christianity’s beginnings. At the close of the
first Christian sermon the leading apostle sets the precedent for the instruction of
enquirers.”52 That Acts 2:38 functions as some form of a pattern or norm of Christian
conversion-initiation can be seen by the fact that the preaching pattern is repeated in Acts
3:19-20. So I will focus on Acts 2:37-42, where it says:
Now when they heard this, they were pierced to the heart, and said to Peter
and the rest of the apostles, ‘Brethren, what shall we do?’ Peter said to
them, ‘Repent, and each of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for
the forgiveness of your sins; and you will receive the gift of the Holy
Spirit. For the promise is for you and your children and for all who are far
off, as many as the Lord our God will call to Himself.’ And with many
other words he solemnly testified and kept on exhorting them, saying ‘Be
saved from this perverse generation!’ So then, those who had received his
word were baptized; and that day there were added about three thousand
souls. They were continually devoting themselves to the apostles’ teaching
and to fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.
The crowd asks Peter what they shall do in light of the message about Jesus they have
just heard from him. The apostle Peter has made it clear to them that God has made Jesus,
whom they crucified, both Lord and Christ (v. 36). Four aspects of conversion can be
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inferred from Peter’s answer to the crowd’s question. Conversion involves (1) repentance
and faith, (2) baptism for the forgiveness of sins, (3) the reception of the gift of the Holy
Spirit, and (4) incorporation into the Christian community.
The first aspect of conversion that this passage highlights is our need for
repentance. Peter’s call to repentance indicates a turning from sin (repentance) and a
turning toward God (faith). Darrell Bock puts it this way: “Peter is telling his audience to
change direction from the attitudes that led them to crucify Jesus, and look to God
through Jesus for forgiveness.”53 Repentance is the response to the truth of Peter’s
proclamation that Jesus truly is the Lord and Christ and that the promises of God are still
true. New Testament exegete Ben Witherington elaborates this point: “Nevertheless, the
text stresses that the situation is not irremediable. The promises of God are still ‘for you,
and your children, and those who are far off,’ meaning the Jewish audience (v.39), and
these promises can bear fruit in their lives if they will repent and believe the gospel about
Jesus.”54 Thus repentance and faith55 are one component of having God’s salvific
promises bear fruit in one’s life.
The second aspect of conversion is baptism in the name of Jesus that leads to the
forgiveness of sins. Does this mean that the rite of water baptism brings about
forgiveness of sins? F. F. Bruce explains:
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It would indeed be a mistake to link the words ‘for the forgiveness of sins’
with the command ‘be baptized’ to the exclusion of the prior command to
repent. It is against the whole genius of biblical religion to suppose that
the outward rite could have any value except insofar as it was
accompanied by the work of grace within. In a similar passage in the next
chapter (3:19) the blotting out of the people’s sins is a direct consequence
of their repenting and turning to God; nothing is said about baptism,
although it is no doubt implied (the idea of an unbaptized believer does
not seem to be entertained in the New Testament). So here the reception of
the Spirit is conditional not on baptism in itself but on baptism in Jesus’
name as the expression of repentance.56
Baptism apart from repentance does not lead to the forgiveness of sins. The discussion of
the nature and function of baptism is beyond the scope of this present chapter; however,
one should note that the apostle Peter unequivocally calls for every person to be
baptized.57 Baptism in this passage should be understood as “an initiatory rite intimately
associated with conversion to Christianity.”58 Hence baptism and forgiveness of sins are
clearly elements associated with Christian conversion.
The third aspect of conversion is the reception of the gift of the Holy Spirit who,
among other things, convicts an individual of sin. Dunn argues that “the gift of the Spirit
is for Luke the most important element in Christian conversion-initiation.”59 The gift of
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the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit is God’s gift in response to a person’s
repentance and baptism. Without the Spirit there is no conversion. Thus, the central
element in a Christian conversion is God’s gift of the Holy Spirit to those who come to
him in repentance and for the forgiveness of sins.
The fourth aspect of conversion is that those who responded to Peter’s message
with repentance and baptism were immediately incorporated into the Christian
community. We are told in Acts 2:42 that “They were continually devoting themselves to
the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.” Charles
Talbert notes, “The gift of the Spirit here [Acts 2:38-39] incorporates people in the
reconstituted Israel, the people of God.”60 Thus one crucial element of conversion is
incorporation into the church.61

Romans 6:1-14
What shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin so that grace may
increase? May it never be! Or do you not know that all of us who have
been baptized into Christ Jesus have been baptized into His death?
Therefore we have been buried with Him through baptism into death, so
that as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, so
we too might walk in newness of life. For if we have become united with
Him in the likeness of His death, certainly we shall also be in the likeness
of His resurrection, knowing this, that our old self was crucified with Him,
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in order that our body of sin might be done away with, so that we would
no longer be slaves to sin; for he who has died is freed from sin.
Now if we have died with Christ, we believe that we shall also live
with Him, knowing that Christ, having been raised from the dead, is never
to die again; death no longer is master over Him. For the death that He
died, He died to sin once for all; but the life that He lives, He lives to God.
Even so consider yourselves to be dead to sin, but alive to God in Christ
Jesus. Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey
its lusts, and do not go on presenting the members of your body to sin as
instruments of unrighteousness; but present yourselves to God as those
alive from the dead, and your members as instruments of righteousness to
God. For sin shall not be master over you, for you are not under law but
under grace.
What insights can we glean from this text on the apostle Paul’s understanding of
conversion? In order to answer this question, we need to briefly understand the argument
he is making in this passage. His “insistence on grace and the exclusion of the Law from
the process of soteriology”62 prompts the question by his opponents: “What shall we say
then? Are we to continue in sin so that grace may increase?” (Rom 6:1). Paul answers
this question with an emphatic no and poses his counter-thesis: “Or do you not know that
all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus have been baptized into His death?”
Verses 3 through10 are used then to explicate his counter-thesis, which he then restates in
verse 11. In verses 12 through 14 he draws conclusions that show the ethical implications
of his argument.63 From Paul’s argument, two aspects of conversion can be delineated.
One involves dying to sin with Christ on the cross. This means that we do not
look upon Jesus’ crucifixion from afar, but that we participate in it through our
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identification with his death to sin. Paul is concerned with the spiritual transformation
that takes place in this death to sin.64 He uses the metaphor of being baptized into the
death of Christ Jesus. Witherington explains, “Paul actually believes that the old self, the
old person has died, has been crucified with Christ, is dead and buried, and that this is
what water baptism symbolizes: the death and burial of the old person—in other words,
the negative side of conversion, referring to what has been left behind.”65 Conversion,
then, entails a death to sin’s rule in our life.
The second aspect of conversion that Paul pictures is the movement from being in
Adam to being in Christ. In Paul’s thought world, sin and death is the sphere in which our
life in Adam takes place. Prior to conversion, we are not free but enslaved to sin. Stephen
Westerholm explains Paul’s understanding of our life under sin: “Humanity apart from
Christ is ‘in Adam,’ living in conditions determined by Adam’s sin: slaves themselves of
sin, cut off from God’s favor, subject to condemnation and death.”66 However, God has
sent Christ his Son to rescue us and move us from death and sin in Adam to redemption
by being united with Christ. Westerholm describes this change:
Their baptism marks them out as those who, with Jesus, have died to the
life that was marred by sin and now shares with Christ a new life in God’s
service. The baptized are no longer ‘Adam-people’ but, by a divine
transference, ‘Christ-people,’ members of the new humanity, whose terms
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of existence are defined, not by Adam’s disobedience, but by the
obedience and righteousness of Christ.67
This spiritual transfer does not take place because of the baptismal rite; rather, it takes
place when “we become united with a death to sin precisely like Christ’s.”68
Our observations about this change need to include to what end this spiritual
transfer takes place. Theologian Charles B. Cousar explains that in this passage Paul uses
“the language of transference, the movement from one allegiance to another. It is not as if
persons are liberated from the clutches of sin so as to become independent or
autonomous; they are to live ‘to God’ (6:10) or, as the remainder of Romans 6 stresses,
they are to serve righteousness.”69 Thus conversion is moving from a life under sin and
enslavement and to the life in Christ that is lived to God.
In the preceding paragraphs, I have looked at representative texts in the New
Testament and delineated the contribution that they make to a deeper biblical
understanding of the subject of Christian conversion. In the following section, I will
focus on one significant conversion experience, namely Paul’s, and examine whether it
should be considered paradigmatic.
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The Apostle Paul’s Conversion
At times, evangelicals highlight Paul’s conversion as the essential paradigm for
understanding people’s initiation into the Christian faith. To see if this is warranted, I will
first examine the biblical narrative of Paul’s conversion, and then I will determine
whether or not his conversion should serve as our conversion paradigm.

Paul’s Conversion in Scripture
Paul’s conversion is described three times in the book of Acts (Acts 9:1-20, 22:121; 26:2-23). The first account is told in the third person, from an omniscient perspective,
and the other two accounts are told in the first person. Charles H. Talbert argues,
“Because the narrator of Acts 9 enjoys an omniscience that the character, Paul, does not
enjoy in chaps. 22 and 26, it is the Acts 9 narrative that is authoritative for the perspective
of Acts. The narrator’s omniscient point of view enables him to see what is unavailable to
the limited point of view of Paul.”70 Paul’s conversion in Acts 9 also marks a turning
point in the expansion of the church, whereas the other accounts in Acts 22:1-21 and
26:1-23 are apparently summaries of speeches that Paul gave before the Jews and King
Agrippa. Thus the focus of our examination of Paul’s conversion will be on the account
in Acts 9.
Acts 9:1-20 reads as follows:
Now Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the
Lord, went to the high priest, and asked for letters from him to the
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synagogues at Damascus, so that if he found any belonging to the Way,
both men and women, he might bring them bound to Jerusalem. As he was
traveling, it happened that he was approaching Damascus, and suddenly a
light from heaven flashed around him; and he fell to the ground and heard
a voice saying to him, ‘Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me?’ And he
said, ‘Who are You, Lord?’ And He said, ‘I am Jesus whom you are
persecuting, but get up and enter the city, and it will be told you what you
must do.’ The men who traveled with him stood speechless, hearing the
voice but seeing no one. Saul got up from the ground, and though his eyes
were open, he could see nothing; and leading him by the hand, they
brought him into Damascus. And he was three days without sight, and
neither ate nor drank.
Now there was a disciple at Damascus named Ananias; and the Lord
said to him in a vision, ‘Ananias.’ And he said, ‘Here I am, Lord.’ And the
Lord said to him, ‘Get up and go to the street called Straight, and inquire
at the house of Judas for a man from Tarsus named Saul, for he is praying,
and he has seen in a vision a man named Ananias come in and lay his
hands on him, so that he might regain his sight.’ But Ananias answered,
‘Lord, I have heard from many about this man, how much harm he did to
Your saints at Jerusalem; and here he has authority from the chief priests
to bind all who call on Your name.’ But the Lord said to him, ‘Go, for he
is a chosen instrument of Mine, to bear My name before the Gentiles and
kings and the sons of Israel; for I will show him how much he must suffer
for My name’s sake.’ So Ananias departed and entered the house, and
after laying his hands on him said, ‘Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus, who
appeared to you on the road by which you were coming, has sent me so
that you may regain your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit.’ And
immediately there fell from his eyes something like scales, and he
regained his sight, and he got up and was baptized; and he took food and
was strengthened. Now for several days he was with the disciples who
were at Damascus, and immediately he began to proclaim Jesus in the
synagogues saying, ‘He is the Son of God.’
The focus in the analysis of this text will be on the components that it mentions that are
crucial for conversion.
First, there is the context for Paul’s conversion. It did not just happen in a
vacuum. He was persecuting Christians. He was present when Stephen was stoned (Acts
8:1) and most likely had heard Stephen speak. Paul’s pre-conversion actions against the
church (8:3; 9:1-2) indicate that he at least had a partial knowledge of the Christians’
central claim that Jesus was the Messiah. He likely knew even more about the Jesus
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followers, as scholar C. K. Barrett points out: “If it is correct …that Paul had gone to
great trouble to persecute the church we may reasonably assume that he had also gone to
some trouble to inform himself concerning the erroneous teaching which he took it upon
himself to stamp out.”71 Thus when Paul encounters the risen Jesus on the road to
Damascus, all this background flows into the conversion.
The second point important in Paul’s conversion experience is the
Christophany—the flashing light and the audible voice. According to Barrett, “The
appearance of Jesus proved at once that Jesus was alive and (since God had vindicated
him) that he had been right and his opponents wrong, and that the new faith which was
focused upon him was true. The rest followed, not indeed in detail and immediately but
as the result of theological reflection.”72 This supernatural encounter with Jesus was a
critical catalyst in Paul’s conversion.
The third thing we can observe about Paul’s conversion is that it was not an
instantaneous experience; his conversion process took at least three days. And part of this
process involved repentance. Talbert states:
There is in 9:8-9 mention of a period of preparation. The risen Jesus had
told Saul to go into the city and wait to be told what to do (v.6). …. Saul’s
fast seems more likely to have reflected the standard Jewish practice of
fasting as a sign of repentance (Jer. 14:12; Neh. 1:4; Jonah 3:7-8). Thereby
Saul places himself in a position to be able to receive what the Lord has in
store for him. 73
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This act of repentance does not downplay God’s grace working in Paul’s life. On the
contrary, his conversion was only possible because of God’s prior work of grace.
The fourth component of Paul’s conversion is the reception of the Holy Spirit.
This event is described in Acts 9:17-19. Ananias comes and lays his hands on Paul and
tells him that the same Jesus who already appeared to Paul was about to return his sight
to him and fill him with the Holy Spirit (9:17). And this indeed occurs in 9:18.
Following the reception of the Spirit, Paul underwent water baptism (9:18). This
is the fifth element in his conversion.
The final component of his conversion was his incorporation into the Body of
Christ. Evidence of this comes from Ananias, who greets Saul as “Brother Saul” whereas
prior he has referred to Saul as “this man” who persecuted Christians (9:17, 13). After
baptism and breaking his fast, Paul spends “several days … with the disciples who were
at Damascus and immediately he began to proclaim Jesus in the synagogues, saying, ‘He
is the Son of God’” (9:19-20). Throughout the rest of Acts, the man who persecuted Jesus
and the Way now preaches about Jesus and serves in the Way.
Before I can address the question regarding the paradigmatic status of Paul’s
conversion, it is necessary to look at how proponents of the New Perspective interpret his
conversion to Christianity.
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The New Perspective on Paul’s Conversion
J. M. Everts juxtaposes the traditional understanding of Paul’s conversion and the
New Perspective74 understanding when she writes, “Several decades ago many biblical
scholars would have agreed that Paul’s remarkable experience on the road to Damascus
was a paradigmatic instance of Christian conversion. Today many biblical scholars would
describe the same experience as Paul’s unique call to be apostle to the Gentiles.”75
Proponents of this later view, such as K. Stendahl and James D. G. Dunn, have come to
the conclusion that Paul’s so-called conversion experience does not constitute a
conversion since he was not converting to a new religion. In regard to this, scholar Philip
H. Kern says, “often those who deny that Paul was converted insist on the impossibility
of moving from Judaism to Christianity since the latter did not exist.”76
This interpretation of Paul’s initial encounter with Jesus is a current debate in
New Testament scholarship. For example, J. L. Houlden, a proponent of Stendahl’s view,
argues:
The so-called conversion of Paul (described in Acts 9; 22; 26; and more
intimately in his own words in Gal. 1:15–16) is in many ways comparable
to such prophetic calls; indeed, ‘call’ (Grk. kaleō) is Paul's own most
characteristic word for the summons of God both to himself and to others
(1 Cor. 1:1–2; 7:17–24). It is certainly not conversion in the sense of a
move from irreligion to belief, or from a life of vice to one of virtue (Phil.
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3:6), nor was it perceived by Paul as a move from one religion to another;
there is scarcely any sign that Paul saw the new faith as other than the true
Judaism, the realization of God's plan for his people (Rom. 9–11). Rather,
it was a call from God to serve as emissary (apostle) of Jesus Christ,
whom God had sent for the purpose of drawing Jews and gentiles alike
into his people.77
Houlden’s view is not unanimously accepted by biblical scholars. For example, C.
K. Barrett highlights the radical discontinuity between Paul’s pre- and post-conversion
state when he writes: “This was a radical change of religious direction, and it was
accompanied by as radical a change of action: the active persecutor became an even more
active preacher and evangelist. If such radical changes do not amount to conversion it is
hard to know what would do so.”78 Barrett’s verdict is bolstered when one looks at how
Paul’s thinking radically changed on the nature of God. He came to see Jesus as the Son
of God, a distinct personage from God the Father. Likewise, he came to view the Spirit as
yet another distinct Person in the Godhead. He acknowledged the Trinity, a threeness in
God that on the surface seemed to run afoul of God’s oneness as expressed in the great
Shema, a oneness that Paul continued to affirm along with the threeness he now
understood to be theologically correct (Deut. 6:4; cf. 1 Cor. 8:4-6; 2 Cor. 13:14; Eph. 4:46). Thus, while the New Perspective focuses on continuity between Judaism and
Christianity and Paul’s pre- and post-encounter with Jesus, it seems that the greater
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emphasis should be laid on his discontinuity with his past. Ben Witherington,
commenting on this discontinuity, writes:
This especially includes the way Paul used to evaluate Jesus, and the way
he did so after his conversion. He used to know or at least view Jesus from
a fallen human point of view, but he does so no longer (2 Cor. 5:16-17).
Herein lay the most drastic of the transvaluation of values, which carried
in its wake a change in Paul’s view of numerous other things such as the
nature of the Godhead, the Law, the basis of salvation for Gentiles as well
as Jews, and a host of other matters.79
I therefore conclude that the New Perspective is right in acknowledging the
continuity between Paul’s prior life before his encounter with Jesus and his call to the
Gentile mission. However, I think that the New Perspective errs when it disregards the
radical discontinuity between Paul’s pre-conversion understanding of Jesus and his
Judaistic commitments, and his post-conversion understanding of Jesus and his new
Christian commitments. Gaventa notes: “‘Call’ does not encompass Paul’s recognition of
Jesus as Messiah or his radical change in values and commitments. The term touches on
the change Paul describes, but it is not sufficient to evoke all that is included in those
texts.”80 Thus, it is best to understand the Damascus road experience as both Paul’s call
and his conversion.

Is Paul’s Conversion Paradigmatic for All Christians?
Is Paul’s conversion account in Acts to be understood to be the paradigmatic
Christian conversion? In light of the arguments I have presented, I contend that the
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answer is no. Paul’s conversion should not be considered paradigmatic for all Christians
if by that we mean that our experience of conversion needs to mirror his experience
exactly.
First, Paul’s conversion was inextricably linked with his call to be a missionary to
the Gentiles. Surely for Christians there are different callings. Not everyone is called to
be an apostle or a missionary or a church planter—all tasks performed by Paul. Since his
conversion is so intertwined with his calling and commission, it should not be understood
as paradigmatic. It is important to consider, nonetheless, that every conversion entails a
calling to entering into partnership with God and other believers in the mission of
reaching a lost and hurting world. However, each individual has a distinct calling; not
everyone is meant to play the roles that Paul did (see 1 Cor. 12:4-11, 27-30; Eph. 4:1113).
A second reason to question whether or not Paul’s conversion serves as a standard
to measure oneself by is the uniqueness of his experience. Scot McKnight asks
concerning Paul’s conversion: “Isn’t it fair to ask if Paul’s experience was not somewhat
unique? Do all, or even many, see blinding lights? Is not Paul’s experience of the
traumatic and dramatic sort in fact an unusual kind of conversion?”81 Paul’s experience
was unique. Surely not everyone is meant to have an audible and vision-blinding
encounter with Jesus.
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If one understands Paul’s conversion to be instantaneous, which some scholars
do,82 a third reason arises as to why Paul’s conversion should not serve as the paradigm
for all Christians. The process of conversion differs from person to person. Some
experience a radical conversion that happens in a short period of time, while for others
the conversion process is more gradual. It is wrong, therefore, to hold up an instantaneous
understanding of conversion as the standard.
I, however, do not understand Paul’s conversion to have been an instantaneous
occurrence. I think that Acts 9 makes it clear that his conversion was a process, taking at
least three days before it was complete. I would concur with Anthony J. Gittins’
assessment:
Paul’s conversion (Acts 9:3ff.; 22:4-21; 26:12-18; Gal 1:11-24) is often
taken as typical, exemplifying a dramatic, instantaneous ‘turning.’
Certainly it illustrates personal, autonomous decision making, based on
the discovery of a new relationship with God, an act of pure grace. But
Paul’s undoubted transformation is far from instantaneous; it takes place
over a period of time and is marked by several incidents (call, debilitation,
blindness, the laying on of hands, baptism, recovery of strength).
Moreover, it is by no means the only authentic expression of Christian
conversion.83
Thus the question as to whether Paul’s conversion is paradigmatic is even more obscured
by scholars’ division over whether to understand it as instantaneous or as a process.
Having argued why Paul’s conversion narrative is not the paradigmatic
conversion story, we must acknowledge that it does teach us about conversion and it
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reveals several of the elements of conversion that should be normative for every Christian
conversion. So his conversion account is one important account out of a variety of other
important texts, words, and metaphors that teach us about Christian conversion.

Conclusion
In this closing section, I will first delineate the aspects of conversion that I have
been able to identify through the study of New Testament words, representative New
Testament texts, and the story of Paul’s conversion. Then I will articulate other themes
that have emerged concerning the nature of conversion.

The Biblical Elements of Christian Conversion
As I have shown, Scripture makes it clear that six elements of conversion are
typically present. One element is repentance. Repentance is a relational concept that is
rooted in the Old Testament idea of the covenant relationship between God and his
people. Repentance leads to the restoration of our broken relationship with God. Through
Jesus’ ministry, a new, once-and-for-all reconciliation has become a true possibility for
those who repent and believe. Repentance entails turning with the entire person away
from sin. Moreover, it is usually accompanied by feelings of sorrow over sin against God.
Repentance is the “retreat” or “negative” side of conversion; it involves turning away
from sin. Faith is the “advance” or “positive” side of conversion; it involves turning
toward God.
Conversion also involves faith. Faith is the positive response to Jesus’ offer of
forgiveness and new life in him. Faith has a cognitive dimension and a relational one.
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The Gospel of John makes clear the importance of believing certain truths about the
person of Jesus in order to have an adequate faith. However, the Gospel also highlights
that faith is trust into the person of Jesus and not into some doctrinal facts.
Conversion involves baptism as well. In the book of Acts, water baptism is clearly
associated with conversion (Acts 2:38; 16:11-15, 25-34). As France points out,
evangelicals don’t always associate water baptism as closely with conversion as the New
Testament does. He states:
Our [evangelical] tendency to see baptism as a symbolic optional extra, or
to be embarrassed by the inclusion of a physical act as part of the spiritual
process of conversion, contrasts with the strongly ‘realist’ language of the
NT about the saving significance of baptism (e.g. Jn. 3:5; Rom. 6:3-4; Gal.
3:27; Col. 2:12; Tit. 3:5; 1 Pet. 3:20-21). While there are no NT grounds
for believing that baptism by itself makes a person a Christian, the idea of
an unbaptised Christian is equally foreign to its thought. ‘Without it
[baptism] a believer did not enter the primitive community of faith.’84
As France shows, the New Testament points to the fact that water baptism is neither a
means to salvation, as those who believe in baptismal regeneration claim, nor is it
something that the Bible portrays as optional. Water baptism is an outward symbol of a
person’s repentance and faith (Acts 2:38). Gordon Smith commenting on the importance
of water baptism states: “We can appreciate that this command is given because we
human beings need an external ritual action that complements and confirms what is
happening to us internally.”85 Thus water baptism is a biblical element of conversion that
functions as initiation into the Christian community.
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Conversion also involves the reception of the gift of the Holy Spirit. This is
something that God does. The Holy Spirit brings about our birth from above and applies
to our life the work of the cross for the forgiveness of our sins.
Furthermore, conversion involves incorporation into the Christian community.
This is clearly seen in the book of Acts, where new converts are immediately brought into
the Christian community (Acts 2:42, 44; 9:19b). For Paul, those who believe are
incorporated into the Body of Christ. Thus, conversion entails incorporation into the new
covenant community.
Conversion also includes a transfer of allegiance. We can see this transfer most
clearly in Paul’s discussion in Romans 5-8 where he contrasts life in Adam with a
Christian’s life in Christ. Conversion is not just a new status that is declared over us; it is
also a movement from being a servant to sin and death to being a servant to Christ. This
movement under the headship of Christ has ethical implications because it entails that we
are dead to sin and that we become instruments of righteousness for God (Rom. 6:13).
This does not mean that Christians no longer sin; rather, it means that sin does not rule in
our lives any longer, and we are free by the power of the Holy Spirit to live our life unto
God. Our allegiance is now to him.

Themes Describing the Nature of Christian Conversion
In the preceding investigation into the New Testament notion of conversion, other
themes besides the elements of conversion have emerged. Here I will delineate those
themes.
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First of all, we have seen that conversion can take different forms: it can be
instantaneous or also a process. The three thousand listeners who responded to Peter’s
message in Acts 2:38-41 seem to have had an instantaneous conversion experience. Since
the Gospel message in the New Testament is proclaimed in such a way that makes
forgiveness of sins and salvation available immediately, it is reasonable to deduce that an
instantaneous conversion is possible. However, conversion also seems to be experienced
as a process. Contrary to popular belief, Paul’s own conversion took at least three days
(Acts 9). Thus conversion can be experienced in an instantaneous way or as a process.
We also noticed that conversion does not always follow a set pattern. At times,
the key elements of conversion occur in a different order. For example, in Acts 2:38 the
gift of the Holy Spirit occurs after repentance and baptism. And yet, Cornelius receives
the gift of the Holy Spirit before his baptism (Acts 10:44-47). The essential elements of
conversion remain the same, but they do not follow one set pattern—they may occur in a
different order.
Furthermore, the conversion process can be ambiguous. Nicodemus is an example
of someone whose relationship to Jesus is characterized in the Gospel in an ambiguous
way. In our life experience, the conversion process is not always as clear-cut as we would
like. Hiebert provides us with a great tool of perceiving conversion through the centered
sets category instead of the bounded sets category. The centered sets category shifts the
focus away from the boundary and focuses on a person’s trajectory toward or away from
Jesus. This shift in focus allows us to acknowledge whether or not a person is moving
away from or towards Jesus and keeps us from having to determine at what exact point he
or she has crossed the boundary marker from unbelief to belief. The centered sets
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category helps us to perceive the conversion process from a different viewpoint and
makes more sense out of the ambiguity in many people’s experiences. Gordon T. Smith
gives a great analogy of ambiguity that he relates to the conversion process:
He [Dr. James Cheung] compared a conversion to an air flight across an
international border, perhaps between Canada and the United States. A
passenger approaches the pilot midflight and asks at what exact moment
the airplane will be crossing the border. But assuredly the pilot cannot
know the precise moment. And if the passenger insists that she absolutely
must know when the border is crossed, the pilot will say in frustration, ‘I
cannot tell you the exact moment, but when we have landed you will know
for certain that you have crossed the border.’86
We do not always know the exact moment of a conversion, but we can tell the
trajectory a person is on. And when the conversion process comes to an end, there is
assurance that conversion has occurred. Thus Hiebert’s centered sets category, together
with Gordon Smith’s illustration, explains how the experience of conversion can be an
ambiguous process where only towards the end of the process people gain assurance and
clarity about their conversion.
Finally, conversion is experienced differently by different people. In at least one
way, Paul’s conversion resembles all Christian conversions. The regeneration that occurs
is the same regeneration all Christians undergo as a grace gift from God. But what differs
is the way conversion is experienced. Not everyone has the same drastic conversion
experience Paul had. Moreover, not everyone receives the same calling that he did. Our
conversion experiences differ, sometimes in surprising ways. What else should we expect
from an unpredictable and mysterious God? Conversion, like God, is dynamic, and yet
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when conversion occurs, no matter how it happens, we will find the essential elements
present.

CHAPTER 3
A HISTORICAL AND THEOLOGICAL EXPLORATION OF CONVERSION

Our Christian past shapes our Christian present; decisions taken in the past shape
our current predicaments and possibilities.
—Alan Kreider

In this chapter, I will explore the theology of conversion as understood by two
Protestant thinkers: Martin Luther and William Perkins. The purpose of this exploration
is threefold. First, I will show particularly through Luther that it is possible for the church
to conceive of conversion in an inadequate, unhealthy way. This will demonstrate that at
any point in time, including the present, evangelicals could conceive and practice
conversion in inadequate ways, leading to the production of narrow conversion spaces.
Second, I will elucidate how the theologies proposed by these two men resulted in the
creation of particular conversion spaces/avenues and practices. Third, I will seek to show
that the conversion avenues these men created can be resources for today’s evangelical
church. They have the potential to enhance the churches’ ability to lead different people
through the conversion process and into mature faith. This chapter will lay the foundation
for a later exploration of a spiritual autobiography class that addresses the particular need
for creating an additional conversion avenue for children of believers.

Martin Luther: Departing from Inadequate Conceptions of Conversion
The Protestant Reformation began with Martin Luther (1483-1546). But he did
not begin his ecclesiastical life as a reformer. Like many of his contemporaries, Martin
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Luther conceived conversion through the categories offered by the churches of his time.
In his day, the doctrine of justification did not provide clear guidelines as to the extent of
faith and works of love that were necessary to be saved. Thus it was unclear how many
acts of faith and works of love were enough to meet the minimum criteria for
justification. Conceiving conversion through this doctrine caused Luther much anxiety
because he could never have certainty regarding his own ability to meet the minimum
criteria of faith and works of love in order to be justified. Moreover, he came to realize
that engaging in works of love and acts of faith did not rid him of his condition as a
sinner; therefore, he experienced inner turmoil and uncertainty.
Reflecting on this period of his life, he writes about his struggle to obtain
assurance of salvation: “my conscience wouldn’t give me certainty, but I always doubted
and said, ‘You didn’t do that right. You weren’t contrite enough. You left that out of your
confession.’ The more I tried to remedy an uncertain, weak and troubled conscience with
human traditions, the more I daily found it more uncertain, weak and troubled.”1 The
human traditions in this passage—works of love, confession, and contrition—are linked
to the Catholic2 doctrine of justification. Luther found it impossible to meet the
precondition for salvation as stated by these traditions, and he feared the worst:
condemnation and divine punishment.
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The inner struggle he faced led him to reflection, study, and, later, to his
Reformation breakthrough. Critical on this journey was his development of a particular
concept of conversion. This can be traced from his lectures on the Psalms in August 1513
to its maturity in his lectures on Galatians in 1519. Before diving into how Luther works
out his theological view of conversion, it is important to understand the medieval
theology that he challenged, namely the via moderna’s pactum theology.3
While Luther attended the University of Erfurt, he was introduced to and educated
in the via moderna,4 which was the predominant school of theology at the university.
Theologian Alister McGrath notes, “During his period at the University of Erfurt (15015), the faculty of arts was dominated by representatives of the via moderna. He [Martin
Luther] would have gained a deep appreciation of the basic features of this nominalist
philosophy during this time there.”5 Understanding Luther’s theology as a reaction to the
via moderna’s teaching on conversion can be helpful in understanding his teaching on
conversion. Before we see how he reacted to this theological position, we need to
understand that he embraced it before he rejected it.
The theological concept in the via moderna that touches on conversion is known
as the covenant theology or also as pactum theology.6 Luther adhered to such a pactum
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theology before his Reformation breakthrough. Alister McGrath explains this theological
viewpoint:
According to the theologians of the via moderna, the covenant between
God and human beings established the conditions necessary for
justification. God has ordained that he will accept an individual on
condition that this individual first fulfills certain demands. These demands
were summarized using the Latin tag facere quod in se est, literally ‘doing
what lies within you’, or ‘doing your best’. When individuals met this
precondition God was obliged, by the terms of the covenant, to accept
them. A Latin maxim was often used to express this point: facienti quod in
se est Deus non denegat gratiam, “God will not deny grace to anyone who
does what lies within them.’7
The doctrine held that “God has established a covenant (pactum) with humanity
by which he is obliged to justify anyone who meets a certain minimum precondition.”8
This precondition for justification can be met if a person gains merit through faith and
works of love.
In Luther’s early lectures on the Psalms at the University of Wittenberg, it is
evident that he held to the via moderna pactum theology. McGrath demonstrates this by
quoting from Luther’s Psalms lecture known as the Dictat super Psalterium:
It is for this reason that we are saved: God has made a testament and a
covenant with us, so that whoever believes and is baptized will be saved.
In this covenant God is truthful and faithful, and is bound by what he has
promised.
“Ask and you will receive; seek and you will find; knock and it shall
be opened to you. For everyone who asks, receives, etc.” (Matthew 7.7-8)
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Hence the doctors of theology rightly say that God gives grace without fail
to whoever does what lies within them (quod in se est).9
Through the covenant between God and humanity, a framework is created in
which God provides a way for humans to be justified with relatively small effort and yet
receive a large divine reward. However small that human effort is, it is a human effort
under which God is obliged to reward the sinner with grace.10 This notion of conversion
is semi-Pelagian. Defining semi-Pelagianism, Horton says:
Although it did not accept original sin, this view taught that the fall
weakened the moral nature of human beings so that they required
strengthening grace. The initial act of responding to God is due to free
will, but grace assists the believer in a life of faith and good works. This
view was condemned at the council of Orange in 529. This council
declared that grace is necessary at the beginning as well as throughout the
Christian life.11
Thus, while not denying that God accomplishes salvation, it locates goodness and ability
in the human person apart from and prior to God’s gift of grace. “Doing what lies within
you” happens prior to and apart from God’s salvific work. Although pactum theology
affirmed that God’s special grace is needed for salvation, it also affirmed that a person
does something (task) apart from and outside of God’s grace (gift) to bring about
salvation.
Luther’s movement away from this more works-oriented theology occurred
gradually. From 1513 to 1519, the budding reformer struggled to come to terms with two
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particular questions.12 First, is it possible for a person to prepare for conversion? This
question was particularly tied to the medieval understanding of humility and the via
moderna’s notion of tag facere quod in se est (doing what lies within you). Second,
Luther was concerned with “how the Christian perseveres in conversion to the attainment
of final and perfect righteousness.”13 He addressed this issue in his lectures on Galatians.

Is Preparation for Conversion Possible?
In Luther’s lectures on the Psalms (1513-1515), one can observe a tension within
his view of conversion; he wrestles with the question of the nature and extent to which a
person can prepare for conversion. During this time, Luther had begun to react to some of
medieval theology’s teaching regarding conversion and justification. Luther scholar
Marilyn J. Harran has shown that at this early stage of his lectures on the Psalms, Luther
held a contradictory position on this matter of the preparation for conversion. She notes,
“Luther offers contradictory positions regarding whether or not a person can prepare for
his conversion to faith, or whether humility provides the disposition for conversion.”14
This ambiguity in Luther’s theology marks an emerging shift away from the via moderna
conception of conversion and towards conclusions that would radically reshape much of
Christendom’s understanding of the issue.
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Initially, Luther consistently adhered to pactum theology’s claim that human
beings could proactively spiritually prepare for conversion. In other words, man must do
what lies within him, with humility constituting one of the chief means of readying
oneself. As McGrath explains:
Luther’s early understanding of justification (1513-14) may be
summarized as follows: humans must recognize their spiritual weakness
and inadequacy, and turn in humility from their attempts at selfjustification to ask God for his grace. God treats this humility of faith
(humilitas fidei) as the precondition necessary for justification under the
terms of the pactum (that is, as the quod in se est demanded of humans),
and then fulfills God’s obligations under the pactum by bestowing grace
upon them. It is clear that Luther understands humans to be capable of
making a response towards God without the assistance of special grace,
and that this response of iustitia fidei [righteous faith] is the necessary
precondition (quod in se est) for the bestowal of justifying grace.15
So pactum theology held that a person’s humility of faith prior to conversion and
without the assistance of God’s grace fulfilled the divine obligation of doing what lies
within one and thereby obliged God to justify that person. Accordingly, preparation for
conversion was not only a humanly possible, but a necessary task for justification.
However, this view of conversion did not satisfy Luther for long. His struggle to
free himself from his received notion of conversion can be seen in his lectures on the
Psalms. Harran captures this internal discrepancy. On the one hand, she describes
Luther’s captivity to nominalist theology when she comments on his notion of humility in
the Dictata:
What is required is that man not resist grace or, phrased more positively,
that he recognize his sinfulness and confess it. Man can act to foreclose
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the possibility of conversion. Thus these passages show that to attain to
conversion man must either maintain a passive and receptive state or
actively recognize his own need. This suggests that it is necessary for one
to reach a degree of humility and self-knowledge before conversion. 16
Yet Harran also points out Luther’s eventual divergence from his formative theological
training:
The following passage from Psalm 84 is indicative, however, of the
direction of Luther’s thought: “Indeed, faith, which is given by God’s
grace to the ungodly and by which they are justified, is the substance,
foundation, fountain, source, chief, and the firstborn of all spiritual graces,
gifts, virtues, merits and works…. Faith is the prerequisite before
everything.”17
In what Luther says here it becomes clear that he perceives faith as God’s grace (gift) to
the ungodly and as essential for a person’s justification.
Because of these contradictory statements, Harran notes that Luther seemed to be
asking himself about humility in conversion, “whether knowledge of oneself as sinner in
need of God’s grace occurs before conversion, simultaneously with it, or as its
consequence.”18 Luther was trying to understand the order of salvation. Throughout his
lectures on the Psalms, he presented conflicting answers on this issue.
Over a period of three years, Luther continued to move further away from pactum
theology’s understanding of conversion. In his Lectures on Romans (1515-1516), he
further developed the insight that faith is a gift to the ungodly. His focus shifted from the
role of humility as a human achievement to the character of conversion as a change from
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unbelief to faith in Christ. Throughout the Lectures on Romans, Luther’s opposition to
the belief that a person can earn salvation apart from God’s grace becomes stronger. For
example, he describes humility as God’s work, not ours:
And thus God through His own coming forth causes us to enter into
ourselves, and through this understanding of Him He gives to us also an
understanding of ourselves. For unless God had first come forth and
sought to be truthful in us, we could not have entered into ourselves and
be made liars and unrighteous men. For man of himself could not know
that he is such a person before God, unless God Himself had revealed it to
him …. Therefore, we have to yield to this His revelation, His words, and
believe and thus declare them righteous and true and thereby also confess
that we ourselves are sinners according to them (a fact we did not know
before).19
Here Luther makes it clear that it is only through God’s work in our life that we
can come to the self-knowledge that we are unrighteous people who need to recognize
our need for conversion. Harran notes, “In a sense, such a person is indeed already
converted—preparation and conversion are blended into one.”20 Thus humility is no
longer a human achievement (task) that happens prior to and apart from God’s grace
leading to conversion; rather, it has become part of God’s gift to us.
This change in Luther’s theology is once and for all settled in his Lecture on
Hebrews (1517-1518), as Haran explains:
It is faith alone that sets one free from the impurity of one’s heart. With
Paul, Luther insists that “faith in Christ is all that is necessary for our
righteousness.” These lectures, however, unlike the Dictata and Lectures
on Romans, contain no suggestion that righteousness is gained through
faith and humility. Nor does Luther refer to humility when he writes of
man’s initial reception of faith: “It is our function passively to receive God
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and his working within us…. Thus our knowing is a being known by God,
who has also worked this very knowing within us. (For Paul is speaking of
faith.) Therefore God has known us first.” The thrust of Luther’s statement
is to dispel any thought of preparation for faith. God precedes man in
everything, including the preparation of man’s heart to receive faith.21
As we can see, Luther’s concept of conversion shifted from an emphasis on a
person’s preparation for conversion through humility—a human task performed apart
from God’s grace—to a focus on faith as the gift of God. Luther resolved his tension by
concluding that people cannot prepare for conversion.

Christian Perseverance in Conversion
Another crucial question and struggle for Luther was over Christian perseverance
in a person’s post-conversion life. In his Lectures on Romans, he described the Christian
as semper peccator, semper iustus (simultaneously justified and sinner). The Christian
person finds himself between these two poles as semper penitens (always penitent), or, as
Harran puts it, as “always converting to God from one’s sins; always persevering in
conversion.”22 Thus, the question whether or not persevering in one’s conversion is a
person’s task (work) through humility remains unresolved. Luther aims at resolving these
problems in his Lecture on Hebrews and his Lectures on Galatians (1516-1517), as
Harran observes:
By 1519 perseverance in conversion means living and acting out of faith.
Faith, in turn, is the possession of Christ in the present and His working
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within one to bring forth good works. The question of man’s responsibility
for maintaining himself in humility is answered by faith itself. Through
faith, Christ both is the exemplum of humility for the Christian to follow
and, even more important, gives him the grace to live in humility before
God.23
Luther’s transition to a gift-centered theology of conversion is largely complete at this
point; he clearly dispels the idea that perseverance is some sort of work of humility apart
from God’s gift and working through faith.

Luther Critiques the Selling of Indulgences
Luther’s emerging and new understanding of conversion and justification was
exhibited in other ways too. For example, one particular inadequate tradition that he
opposed vehemently was the Catholic church’s practice of selling indulgences. During
his time, the church sold indulgences as a way for people to atone for their sins and
receive the pope’s forgiveness of their sins. This money-generating practice misled
people into believing that they could purchase the forgiveness of their sins and live in the
assurance of salvation.24 Luther addressed this misconception in his 95 Theses. Among
other things, he said, “We say on the contrary, that papal indulgences cannot remove the
very least of venial sins as far as guilt is concerned.”25 He makes it clear in his Theses
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that indulgences were a reductionist human tradition and not a Christian way of
conceiving conversion.
The practice of selling indulgences reflects an inadequate way of conceiving
conversion and living a Christian life. Church practice stemming from an inadequate
view of conversion—such as indulgences—fails to lead to the holy and transformed life
that God has for us, and gives a false assurance of salvation. In the case of indulgences,
people were given limited options—a financial transaction—in order to experience
salvation. Through his experience, scriptural study, and reflection, Luther re-examined
the then-contemporary notions of conversion. In the process, he gave people a new way,
apart from what he called “human traditions,” to conceive conversion. As he argued,
justification was no longer something people could buy or earn; rather, it was something
God had provided in advance, the gift of justification by grace through faith alone. Luther
provided a new language and cast a broader vision through which conversion could be
experienced, lived, and understood that was vastly different from the inadequate view of
conversion reflected in many practices by the Catholic church at that time.
Luther’s struggle with an inadequate and too limited notion of conversion is an
illustration that at any point in time, a church’s way of conceiving conversion can
become too narrow and reductionistic. Has this become true of today’s evangelical
churches? We will see. But for now, back to Luther.

Luther’s Conversion Experience—a Paradigm?
Luther’s understanding of conversion initially rested on the pactum theology
which caused him severe anxiety. Of great importance is his retrospective account of his

74
personal conversion and theological breakthrough. In the introduction to his collected
Latin writings from 1545, Luther penned his own account of his conversion experience in
which we find his mature conversion theology reflected. The two questions that Luther
struggled with in his early lectures and writings have been resolved. In his account he
states:
Though I lived as a monk without reproach, I felt that I was a sinner
before God with an extremely disturbed conscience. I could not believe
that he was placated by my satisfaction. I did not love, yes, I hated the
righteous God who punishes sinners, and secretly, if not blasphemously,
certainly murmuring greatly, I was angry with God, and said, “As if,
indeed, it is not enough, that miserable sinners, eternally lost through
original sin, are crushed by every kind of calamity by the law of the
Decalogue, without having God add pain to pain by the gospel and also by
the gospel threatening us with his righteousness and wrath!” And thus I
raged with a fierce and troubled conscience. Nevertheless, I beat
importunately upon Paul at that place, most ardently desiring to know
what St. Paul wanted.
At last, by the mercy of God, meditating day and night, I gave heed to
the context of the words, namely, “In it the righteousness of God is
revealed, as it is written, ‘He who through faith is righteous shall live.’”
There I began to understand that the righteousness of God is that by which
the righteous lives by a gift of God, namely by faith. And this is the
meaning: the righteousness of God is revealed by the gospel, namely, the
passive righteousness with which merciful God justifies us by faith, as it is
written, “He who through faith is righteous shall live.” Here I felt that I
was altogether born again and had entered paradise itself through open
gates. There a totally other face of the entire Scripture showed itself to me.
Thereupon I ran through the Scriptures from memory. I also found in other
terms an analogy, as, the work of God, that is, what God does in us, the
power of God, with which he makes us strong, the wisdom of God, with
which he makes us wise, the strength of God, the salvation of God, the
glory of God.
And I extolled my sweetest word with a love as great as the hatred
with which I had before I hated the word “righteousness of God.” Thus
that place in Paul was for me truly the gate of paradise.26
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Within Luther’s own account of his conversion, there are two points in his
testimony that I would like to highlight: God’s alien work (through the Law) and God’s
appropriate work (Gospel). Moreover, I will demonstrate that the two key themes of
conversion that Luther had been struggling with prior to his conversion experience are
resolved in his account of his conversion.
First, Luther describes God’s alien work (through the Law) when he speaks of his
despair and humility. Harran points out that “for all of his preparation, the insight he
received came to him apart from his own efforts. The despair he felt was itself God’s
opus alienum.”27 This stands in contradistinction to what via moderna pactum theology
promulgated, namely that one could prepare for one’s own conversion apart from God’s
grace. Luther’s understanding, despair, and humility were brought about through the
word of God. He recognized through the opus alienum that the righteousness that God
required was unattainable by his human efforts. For Luther, the Law is God’s means to
lead man into humility and despair, but at the same time prepare him for his conversion
through the Gospel. Hence Luther’s relation between Law and Gospel plays into his
account of his conversion: “First, by contemplating the precepts of the Law, man learns
what he is to do; second, the Law demonstrates to man how sinful he is, since he cannot
fulfill its commands—thus the Law provides the occasion for sin.”28 In his own
conversion process, Luther experienced the Law as God’s means of leading him into
humility and despair, realizing his sinfulness and inability to be righteous on his own.
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In his conversion account, Luther also describes God’s appropriate work
(Gospel). The alien work of God, which brought Luther to the recognition of his
helplessness in attaining righteousness, prepared the way for “God’s appropriate work,
opus proprium, he received grace mediated through the Word to know that God Himself
gives man the righteousness He requires.”29 Therefore, Luther comes to understand that
we are made righteous by faith in Christ as stated in Scripture: “He who through faith is
righteous shall live.” Luther realizes that faith is God’s work in man. This way of
attaining righteousness Luther calls passive righteousness, and he also refers to it as an
alien righteousness. Paul Althaus explains what the concept of passive righteousness
meant to Luther:
God sees the sinner as one with Christ. He forgives his sin and considers
the sinner to be righteous for Christ’s sake. Thus the righteousness granted
to the sinner is not his own produced by himself but an ‘alien’
righteousness belonging to Jesus Christ. Righteousness is not a quality of
man as philosophy and the scholastic theology determined by it thought it
to be; rather it consists in being righteous only through God’s gracious
imputation of Christ’s righteousness, that is, it is a righteousness ‘outside
of’ man. Man cannot earn this for himself but can only permit it to be
granted and given to him through God’s free grace for Christ’s sake.30
This insight helped Luther understand the character of conversion as a gift. Thus, we see
here also his recognition that one cannot prepare for conversion. We cannot take the first
step in conversion by preparing ourselves and doing what lies within us. God alone
initiates our conversion. Faith is God’s work in man (gift).
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A further emendation to Luther’s understanding of conversion issues from the
resolution of his struggle with spiritual perseverance. His new insight into this aspect of
conversion is formulated in his 1545 preface to Luther’s Collected Works. Harran,
commenting on Luther’s preface, notes the following:
God, through the Law, His alien work, brings man to despair and humility
and to a recognition of his need, and through the Gospel, His appropriate
work, He gives man faith and the knowledge of His forgiveness. The
Christian is then able to persevere in conversion through faith, itself a gift
and the very possession of Christ, who works through man. God both
converts man to Himself and allows him to make progress in Him, to
persevere in his conversion and thereby to grow in holiness. For all that he
has and is man remains dependent upon God, the loving God who first
converted to man in the incarnation, who both prepares man for
conversion and sustains him as he perseveres in it.31
Thus, perseverance according to Luther is itself a gift of God and does not depend
on human effort. Luther touches on this when he writes in his 1545 preface, “There I
began to understand that the righteousness of God is that by which the righteous lives by
a gift of God, namely by faith.”32 Thus, God sustains people in their conversion.
Luther’s conversion account reflects his mature vision of conversion and
functions as a sort of paradigm for how one ought to perceive his or her own
conversion/justification. In the 1545 preface to his collected Latin writings, he has
explicated his counter-narrative to the via moderna’s conversion narrative (a narrative
that supported the practice of buying indulgences and many other “salvation tasks”).
Ultimately, his conversion theology can be summarized in this manner:
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Man is passive in the process of conversion (no preparation apart from grace).



Conversion is brought about through the proclamation of the word (Law, opus
alienum, revealed that the righteousness that God requires is unattainable by
human effort and leads to despair and humility; Gospel: grace mediated through
the Word to know that God Himself gives man the righteousness He requires.)



The Christian is able to persevere in conversion through faith. God sustains man
in conversion and preserves him.



Conversion is brought about through the grace of God (gift); man is passive and
unable to bring about a righteousness before God.



“Man’s will is held captive by sin, and is incapable of attaining righteousness
unaided by grace.”33

Luther’s Theology Creates New Conversion Spaces/Avenues
I would like to highlight two conversion avenues that Luther’s theology of
conversion produced, namely proclamation space and catechism space. In the opening
chapter I stated that space is socially produced and shaped by various interests,
theological priorities, and assumptions that we make. Just like the via moderna’s pactum
theology led to the production of a particular conversion avenue, Luther’s conversion
theology leads to the production of different conversion avenues. The conversion avenue
that a particular theology creates enables certain types of conversion and inhibits others. I
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have created my own typology for the conversion avenues that are produced, namely
proclamation space and catechism space.

Proclamation Space. Regarding proclamation space, Luther understood the centrality the
word of God plays in the process of conversion. According to Harran:
Following Paul, throughout his lectures on Galatians Luther is dedicated
to teaching that salvation is dependent on faith, which in turn is gained
through the hearing of the Word. The Word is the power of God that acts
upon man to transform him into a new creature, and where the Word is not
preached, and thus not heard, there can be no salvation. Luther is thus
concerned with correcting those who teach that there are alternative routes
to salvation. Indulgences provide only one example of a new and
dangerous legalism that pretends to offer the possibility of righteousness.
In reaction to this legalism, Luther argues that the proclamation of the
Word must be reinstated as the center of Christian life and the source of
faith and righteousness.34
Luther shifts the focus away from practices—such as confession, penance, and
indulgences—and points to the significant role that the word of God plays in conversion,
thus creating and affirming the central role that preaching has had in the Protestant
tradition. Luther created the proclamation space by moving the proclamation of God’s
word to the center of the Protestant worship service. Through the proclamation of Law
and Gospel, people are initiated into the Christian faith.

Catechism Space. Luther created another effective avenue for conversion that I term
catechism space. After visiting churches in Saxony from 1528 to 1529, Luther was
compelled to write the Small and Large Catechism in order to “put in place measures to
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increase public knowledge of basic Christian teachings.”35 In the preface to the Small
Catechism, he recounts his shocking experience visiting the churches in Saxony:
The deplorable, wretched deprivation that I recently encountered while I
was a visitor has constrained and compelled me to prepare this catechism,
or Christian instruction, in such a brief, plain and simple version. [2] Dear
God, what misery I beheld! The ordinary person, especially in the villages,
knows absolutely nothing about the Christian faith, and unfortunately
many pastors are completely unskilled and incompetent teachers. [3] Yet
they all supposedly bear the name Christian, are baptized, and receive the
holy sacrament, even though they do not know the Lord’s Prayer, the
Creed, or the Ten Commandments! As a result they live like simple cattle
or irrational pigs and, despite the fact that the gospel has returned, have
mastered the fine art of misusing all their freedom.36
Luther’s catechisms also played an important role in spreading his reformation
theology, including his understanding of conversion. Prior to the catechisms, his “reform
… remained a loosely grouped, ad hoc movement focused primarily on improving the
preaching.”37 However, “in the mid-1520s this changed. The Lutheran reformers
recognized that they needed to take some more formal steps. The two catechisms, the
Small written for parents and families, the Large for pastors and teachers, were the first
public results.” 38 Braeunig explains the significance of the Small and Large Catechism
when he states, “What had been so painfully and laboriously achieved in the struggles of
the church and set forth in its confessional writings was thereby made available for
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transmission to the coming generation.”39 Thus, Luther’s reformation theology, including
how he conceived of conversion and its means, were spread throughout German
households, as well as to pastors and their congregations.
Luther’s educational strategy located the instruction of the Christian faith in the
Christian household. His decision to provide parents with the means for instructing their
children in the essentials of the Christian faith and life was rooted in two biblical
convictions. First, he recognized the biblical responsibility of Christian parents to instruct
their children in the Christian faith. Wengert notes that Luther’s appeal to the
responsibility of Christian parents is grounded “in Luther’s profound understanding of
the Christian callings in this world. Fathers and mothers were precisely those called and
ordained by God to train their children or to see that others did it for them.”40 He also
recognized that parents need help in knowing what and how to teach. So he created the
Small Catechism for the primary purpose of equipping Christian households with the
necessary tools to teach the Christian faith and thereby empowered parents to embrace
their God-given responsibility.
Second, Luther’s decision to empower laypeople to carry out the task of
instructing children in the Christian faith is rooted in his doctrine of the priesthood of all
believers.41 He negates the “formerly stated qualitative difference between priests
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(character indelibiles) and laity”42 and empowers the laity to carry out their God-given
ministry. As Braeunig says, “The wide dissemination of the catechisms served to
implement the Reformation doctrine of the priesthood of believers and enabled the
laymen to participate with the clergy in the critical tasks of the church.”43 According to
Nestingen, the Small Catechism “was a key document in what became in Protestantism a
larger effort to move the altar from the church into the kitchen bringing home the witness
of the Christian faith at the family table.”44
In summary, Luther’s affirmation of the priesthood of all believers and his
conviction of the responsibility of parents to instruct their children in the faith led to the
production of the catechism space as a conversion avenue in every Christian parent’s
home.
That Luther’s catechisms intend to lead people to faith in Christ becomes evident
through their underlying theology of Law and Gospel. According to Wengert, Luther’s
catechisms are a reaction against Catholic ones. In his catechisms, Luther “jettisoned the
medieval penitential order, which moved from faith to contrition to satisfaction, and
replaced it with an evangelical one, based upon his understanding of justification by faith

human intermediaries. As priests (1 Pet 2:5, 9), believers directly offer sacrifices of praise and thanksgiving
to God and minister to the needs of others. Ordained pastors, in turn, are not different from other believers
in spiritual status but only in function and appointment.” Grenz, Pocket Dictionary of Theological Terms,
95.
42

Markus Wriedt, “Luther’s Theology,” in The Cambridge Companion to Martin Luther, ed.
Donald K. McKim (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 102.
43

Braeunig, “Luther’s Catechisms as Resources,” 124.

44

Nestingen, “Luther’s Cultural Translation,” 440.

83
alone and its hermeneutic: the distinction between law and gospel.”45 Luther’s Small
Catechism starts out with the Ten Commandments and moves into the Apostle’s Creed.
This makes sense in light of his dialectical theology of Law and Gospel. According to
Braeunig, “‘No man can get so far as to keep one of the Ten Commandments as it should
be kept’ (LC, I, 316). ‘By the Law is the knowledge of sin’ (Rom. 3:20) specifies the
major function of the Law, also for the Christian.”46 The Law works in the Christian life
before conversion, driving one to Christ, and after conversion, reminding one of the
continuous need for Christ. Wengert explains the dialectic between Law and Gospel:
“One must begin not with faith … but with commandments (Law) that drive inexorably,
first, to the gospel and Christ and, then—with one’s need and the source of rescue
revealed—to prayer, now understood not as work of merit but as the cry of the believer in
desperate need of help.”47 Therefore the dialectic of Law and Gospel underlies Luther’s
catechisms and is meant not only to provide some basic Christian teaching but to be the
means of conversion. Braeunig observes this dynamic and articulates it as follows:
It is not difficult to see that in the First Chief Part Luther is not merely
quoting the Ten Commandments as though this were a bare teaching of the
Law, but is relating them to the Gospel in Christian instruction. He is
presenting not simply the fruits of Christian living but in each instance
also its roots. Here, as in each of the chief parts, Luther is not presenting a
fragmentary doctrine from the Bible, but the unitary Christian teaching,
Law and Gospel, in clear distinction and yet in the most intimate relation
to each other, so that the teaching is not content with ‘the form of
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godliness’ but equally intent on transmitting ‘the power thereof’ (2 Tim.
3:5).48
This means that Luther is not merely getting people to memorize the Ten
Commandments and then the Apostle’s Creed; rather, the catechism, through the Law,
teaches people the need for God and, through the Apostle’s Creed, teaches the Gospel in
order that people come to a saving faith in Jesus Christ.
At a closer look, it becomes clear that Luther not only intends the catechisms for
Christian households but for a wider audience. Even if the catechisms use expressions
like “we Christians,” they “were not intended to be exclusive, but are indicators of the
positive character of the instruction. It was directed to believers, but also kept in mind
those who ‘wish’ to be Christians, and included even such as might remain strangers to
the Christian life.”49 Thus the intention of the catechisms is to lead both Christian
children and outsiders to faith in Christ. They can be used to instruct those inside the
Christian community or those who come from outside it.
Besides utilizing the dialectic between Law and Gospel in the catechism to
transmit faith, Luther also casts a vision for the Christian life. While discussing the
essential Christian faith as taught by Luther in his catechisms, Persaud states:
Faith in God, is for [Luther], faith as trust in Jesus Christ worked by the
Holy Spirit. The practices of worship and devotion, prayer and caring for
the neighbor are all to be centred in this faith in Jesus Christ and are to
flow from this faith. Christians are freed in order to live in ways that
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honour God and seek their neighbour’s good. In these two works, Luther
does not present a dichotomy between faith and behavior.50
This holistic view of the Christian life differs markedly from various widespread
contemporary gospel presentations that focus exclusively on praying a sinner’s prayer
and fail to cast a vision for the Christian life. In its concern with spiritual formation,
Luther’s catechisms address the believer’s whole course of life, including his or her
responsibility for leading others to faith. Such a missional outlook is not at odds with his
strong reaction against notions of works-based righteousness. Instead, he sees good
works, including missional ministry, as flowing from our faith in Christ, as emanating
from our redeemed state, rather than being preliminary to it. Commenting on 1 Peter
1:17, Luther states, “There is no faith where there are no good works. Therefore link faith
and good works together in such a way that both make up the sum total of the Christian
life.”51 Clearly, his catechisms teach the relationship between faith and works which is so
often missing in our Gospel presentations today. By emphasizing this relationship, Luther
avoids neglecting the process of sanctification that ensues upon and forms a natural
extension of a person’s initial conversion.
Besides these fundamentally important theological underpinnings of Luther’s
catechisms, I would like to highlight three minor, but still important, characteristics of
this creedal, didactic work. First, the format in which the Catechism was made available
aided parents in carrying out the task of instructing their children in the Christian faith.
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Wengert states that when the Small Catechism was first published, “each section
appeared on large single sheets of paper, to be sold like newspapers and hung up in
churches, schools, and homes. Each sheet bore the title: ‘How the head of the household
is to present the Ten Commandments [or Creed, etc.] to the members of the
household.’”52 Hence, the “poster” format in which Luther’s Small Catechism was made
available aided in instructing children in the Christian faith.
Second, Luther’s catechisms were not dumbed down to the lowest common
denominator. Even though he wrote in easily comprehensible German, he nonetheless
tailored his instructions toward the believing individual. The “believing individual” is
regarded as the most mature spiritual state according to his four spiritual categories of
people as outlined in his Treatise on Good Works.53
Finally, Luther did not place the burden of educating children on Christian parents
alone; rather, he had in mind both the church and the Christian home as places of
instruction. Braeunig makes the following remark on this point:
For a fair evaluation of the catechisms it must also be remembered that
they did not carry the whole burden, for the instruction had its setting in
the midst of the Christian congregation. Luther insisted that it was not
enough for them to comprehend and recite these parts according to the
words only, but the young people should also be made to attend the
preaching, especially during the time which is devoted to the Catechism,
that they may hear it explained, and may learn to understand what every
part contains, so as to be able to recite it as they have heard it, and, when
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asked may give a correct answer, so that the preaching may not be without
profit and fruit (LC, Short Preface, 26).54
Therefore, according to Luther, the transmission of the faith is both the responsibility of
the parents and of the faith community.

Luther’s Legacy
I outlined above two of Luther’s primary conversion avenues: proclamation
space and catechism space. Both were a product of his conversion theology.
His proclamation space was the proclaiming of God’s word in the worship
service. This is still practiced by Protestants, including evangelicals. In fact, it is hard for
evangelicals to imagine a worship service where the preaching of God’s word does not
stand at the center of the worship service.
His catechism space—catechetical instruction—is something that most
evangelicals are not as familiar with. The term catechesis can be defined as “‘to share a
communication that one receives’ and ‘to teach, instruct.’”55 Luther’s Small Catechism
was designed to instruct people in the basics of Christian belief, and the catechism was to
be memorized. Luther aided the memorization process by using a question-and-answer
format in “his explanations of the commandments, the Creed, and the Lord’s Prayer with:
Was ist das? Antwort”56 (What is that? Answer).
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His proclamation space and catechism space contain potential predicaments and
possibilities for today’s church.

Predicaments. Let’s start by looking at the possible predicaments that the proclamation
space contains. Nowadays, for Protestants and evangelicals, the sermon generally is the
centerpiece of the worship service. This has produced the predicament that some church
leaders believe that the sermon is the main avenue needed for people to come to a faith in
Christ. And yet, it has been my experience that many people attending worship services
and listening to sermons have no clarity about how to become a Christian and what it
means to live a life as a follower of Jesus. Often sermons only communicate snippets of
the Gospel story, and it is hard to make sense out of it when there is no one to explain the
Gospel to a congregant in a personal way. Perhaps a person is struggling with a particular
question or misconception about God that needs to be addressed before he or she can put
their trust in Jesus. Whatever the situation, if it serves as an obstacle to entering into a
saving relationship with Jesus, it likely needs a supplement to the proclamation of
Scripture from the pulpit. Perhaps seeker courses, an evangelical catechism, and small
group Bible studies where people can ask questions and experience God’s grace and love
in community and friendships are the kind of supplements needed.
When it comes to teaching a catechism, one predicament has to do with the lack
of faith and passion of the instructor. Virgil Thompson links the weakness of catechetical
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instruction with a weakness of faith: “Do we ourselves fail to teach well—with
dedication to and enthusiasm for the classical Lutheran tradition in the faith—because we
do not believe that anything will come of the promise which we teach?”57 In transmitting
the faith to the next generation, it is essential to teach it with dedication and commitment.
Thus, one of the predicaments to avoid is having people teach the catechism who lack a
passion for the faith.
A second predicament of using a catechism in transmitting the faith is that it can
turn into a mere memorization exercise where the spirit of the catechism’s content is lost.
Theologians J. I. Packer and Gary A. Parrett point to this problem when they note that,
shortly after the Reformation, “it became all too easy in too many places for catechesis to
be diminished to a mere memorization of the questions and answers in the printed
catechisms.”58 Thus, there is always the danger that the transmission of faith through a
catechism is undermined when it is solely turned into a memorization exercise.

Possibilities. In regard to proclamation space, not much needs to be said since mature
believers are familiar with the potential of proclaiming God’s word. We should never
underestimate how God works powerfully through the proclamation of the Gospel. Since
so much has been written on what preaching can accomplish, this section is going to pass
over this subject and move on to catechesis.
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Implementing the use of catechism within a church brings with it a number of
possibilities as well. I will outline two possible benefits. First, a church can use
catechisms to equip parents in the church to instruct their children in the faith. In my
experience, parents struggle both with the “how” and “what” questions when it comes to
passing on their faith to their children: What should they teach? And how can they teach
it? A course that introduces parents to a catechism and teaches them how to use it can be
a powerful tool for the church to equip their parents to teach their children.
Second, implementing catechetical instruction helps churches and parents teach
core Christian beliefs. Most Sunday school curriculum is focused on teaching Bible
stories, a practice which is important. However, it is also essential to equip teenagers with
Christian doctrine. Having a good understanding of Christian doctrine provides a strong
framework for holding a Christian faith in a pluralistic world.
In the second part of Kenda Dean’s book Almost Christian: What the Faith of Our
Teenagers Is Telling the American Church, Dean turns attention to the 8 percent of
American teenagers who the National Study of Youth and Religion describes as highly
devoted youth. She identifies four cultural tools held by these teenagers: “A creed to
believe, a community to belong to, a call to live out, and a hope to hold onto.”59
Catechetical instruction provides teenagers with a creed to believe in. Moreover,
catechesis can help teenagers make sense of God’s work in their lives. Dean writes:
Catechesis shapes missional imaginations, which help us recognize God’s
activity in Jesus Christ and in us, as Christ calls us to participate in his
redemptive work in the world. Catechesis clarifies the church’s
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understanding of who God is; shapes our ability to participate in the
Christian community; provides the means for discerning our call as
disciples and for claiming our hope in God’s future. Catechesis, therefore,
gives teenagers cultural tools that build up young faith, improve teenagers’
exposure to the Son and therefore the likelihood that their faith will mature
and bear fruit. Catechesis makes young people—and the rest of us—more
combustible before God. Yet catechesis does not guarantee that teenagers
will follow Jesus. Only the Holy Spirit ignites faith, transforming human
effort into holy fire that comes roaring into our lives at the first hint of
welcome, insistent on igniting us, sharing us, and being shared.60
Teaching a Christian catechism can provide people with a solid understanding of
Christian doctrine that equips them for living the Christian life.

Puritanism
Whereas Luther was reacting against the via moderna’s pactum theology and the
Catholic church’s practice of selling indulgences, Puritanism was a reform movement
that arose in “opposition to Anglicanism within the Church of England under Queen
Elizabeth I.”61 The dissatisfaction began because the Puritans were convinced that the
Reformation within the Elizabethan church had not gone far enough. The Church of
England was still “infested” with “popish” teachings:
Puritans found basic disagreement with the Elizabethan religious mode of
action. Puritans argued that at best the Book of Common Prayer and the
cult it engendered were half Roman and papist because of the required
vestments, stipulated prayers, the continuance of the liturgical year, and
the ambiguity of the sacraments. Further, both the structure and the nature
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of the ethical life (or lack thereof) fell far short of the minimal standards
demanded of the Christian life.62
Puritanism, then, started out as a reform movement that was dissatisfied with the
progress the English Reformation had made. One of its key agendas was to purify the
English Church of Roman Catholic traditions. Moreover, Puritans identified a lack of
piety within the church, which also became one of the movement’s key concerns.
Church historian Roger Olson delineates three universal characteristics of Puritan
theology: “a pure church, a covenant relationship between God and the elect, and a
Christianized society.”63 I will use the first two themes to delineate how the personal
conversion experience came to play a central role in Puritan life and theology.

A Pure Church
One of the key theological ideas that characterized the Puritan movement was the
concern for a pure church. Olson points out that the Puritan reformers were mainly
concerned with two things: “ridding the church of remaining vestiges of Roman
Catholicism and cleansing its ministerium and membership of unbelievers.”64 This
dissatisfaction with the Elizabethan Church was rooted in the nature of the Puritans’
religious experience. As Brauer observes:
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Puritan dissatisfaction was rooted in religious experience. Joachim Wach
contended that all religious experience manifests itself in three basic
modes of expression: thought, action, and association. If Puritanism
expressed dissatisfaction with the English Reformation at key points in all
three modes, then obviously this dissatisfaction must reflect a difference in
underlying religious experience.65
The Puritans did express dissatisfaction in those three areas.66 The difference in
the Puritans’ religious experience, coupled with the desire for cleansing the churches’
ministerium and membership, led to a heightened emphasis on the conversion experience
as a distinguishing mark. Since the aim was to purify the church, the Puritans had to
define more clearly who qualifies as a true believer. This task was accomplished by
discerning God’s saving work in one’s life. Within the framework of covenant (federal)
theology, Puritans developed a pastoral theology that helped individuals identify signs of
grace in their life. This was the tool that Puritans developed and employed to discern
conversion and to make the distinction between a believer and an unbeliever.
Concurrent with the Puritans’ need to distinguish true believers from unbelievers,
there also developed conversion narratives and paradigms—language and story forms
through which one could tell his or her conversion experience. Hence the Puritan
insistence on a conversion experience was the major identity marker that differentiated
the Puritans from the Church of England.67
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The Puritans’ own religious experience and their desire to purify the church were
the ground in which a new brand of conversional piety emerged and gained central
importance. Conversion was more talked about, sought after, preached, and looked for.
Systems were delineated to identify the signs of grace in a person’s life and provide a
means to gain assurance that one belonged to the elect. One way to identify the signs of
grace was to look at the signs of sanctification in a person’s life. Olson offers the
following description of the Puritan approach:
A larger number of Puritans sought to solve the dilemma by identifying
“signs of grace” that could be observed in true believers’ lives and
requiring candidates for full membership in the church to display them and
make public professions of belief. The vast majority of Puritans—whether
remaining within the Church of England or separatistic Congregationalists
or Presbyterians—defended infant baptism but combined it with a
requirement of later public entrance to the church as full adult members.
Persons who could neither explain their beliefs nor give satisfactory
account of their personal “acquisition of faith” would be rejected from full
membership.68
This emphasis on apparent signs of grace in a person’s life raised another problem
for the Puritans, who were Calvinists in their theological outlook. Since the signs of grace
focused, in part, on proper living, there was the danger of emphasizing human work
(task) over the work of God (gift) in salvation. How could they call for holy living and
signs of grace and maintain that God alone elects and saves? Thus they drew on and
continued to develop a continental covenant theology to be able to maintain their focus
on outward signs of grace and piety while avoiding the trap of falling into a worksoriented salvation.
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This leads us into Olson’s second defining characteristic of Puritan theology—
covenant (federal) theology.

A Covenant Relationship Between God and the Elect
The Puritan need to distinguish true Christians from nominal ones was based on
an experiential piety and visible signs of grace in a person’s life. Discerning the signs of
grace was worked out within the structure of covenant theology. Richard Muller,
commenting on the Puritans use of covenant theology, notes, “In their theology of
covenant and piety of conscience the English Puritans attempted to resolve the possible
antinomy between their emphasis on the sovereignty of God’s will in salvation and their
commitment to high ethical norms.”69 Put another way, the Puritans were trying to affirm
with their covenant theology the biblical truths that salvation is both gift and task.
Covenant theology encapsulated “the possibility of stressing both the emotional
and the rational, the subjective and the objective.”70 Brauer explains:
The objective was preserved in the structuring of God’s initiative in a
definite form, but the subjective was protected in that man had to enter this
relationship personally through an experience of forgiveness and faith.
The rational was preserved in that a man living under the covenant lived
according to God’s law as originally written in the heart and as present in
the structures of nature’s law. The emotional was equally preserved in that
the ability to live under the covenant was dependent upon constant
incursions of God’s Spirit stirring up man’s zeal.71
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Covenant theology provided a theological framework that allowed the Puritans to
continue to affirm God’s objective work in salvation. This framework helped them to
continue in their Calvinistic heritage and avoid any contemporary notion of works
righteousness that had infected the church. Moreover, covenant theology allowed the
Puritans to steer clear of antinomianism and affirm human responsibility (piety). This
emphasis on personal piety also helped them address the issue of a dead orthodoxy within
the Church of England, where the lives of some Christians did not reflect their salvation
professions. The discrepancy between professing a Christian faith and not living
according to its teaching allowed the Puritans to call for proper Christian living. Finally,
covenant theology allowed them to affirm their personal conversion experience, which
had put them at odds with the Church of England in the first place. Covenant theology’s
role in Puritan belief and practice was so central and vital that the Puritans continued to
develop and modify it during the existence of their movement.
Covenant theology basically entails that “God entered into covenant commitments
with men, and from beginning to end covenants encompassed and circumscribed the
divine-human relationships. There had been the Covenant of Works with Adam. But after
the fall of man God established his Covenant of Grace.”72 In what follows we will
explore the covenant of grace.
The covenant of grace has a twofold nature, which is both conditional and
absolute. According to Olson, “it is conditional in that humans as individuals and as
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groups (i.e., Israel, the church) are required to participate in it freely and voluntarily. If
they do accept its conditions, signs of grace will appear in their lives.”73 The covenant is
absolute in the sense that God even brings about the conditional aspect of the covenant.
Or, as theologian Mark Shaw puts it, “Grace is the dominant force on both sides
graciously moving man to receive what is graciously offered.”74 Consequently, “if a
person is indeed keeping the human side of the contract, it is because God has
foreordained it and given to that person the will and the means to keep it.”75 It is right to
conclude then that covenant theology provides room for human responsibility which is
placed within God’s sovereignty and thereby enables people to live in faith.
Even though there are some questions in terms of logic,76 the Puritans’ covenant
theology manages (at least in its beginnings) to maintain the tension of conversion as
both gift and task. It emphasizes that conversion is a grace gift by God, while it also
makes clear that the Christian life is a human task.
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William Perkins: the Puritan Practice of Discerning One’s Conversion
William Perkins (1558-1602) is essential for our inquiry since he has contributed
in a substantial way to Puritan thought regarding conversion. Part of the reason for his
prominence was his exceptional gift of preaching and his ability to minister to common
people. Theologian Joel R. Beeke provides this summary of Perkins’ historical
importance:
In time, Perkins—a rhetorician, expositor, theologian, and pastor—
became the principle architect of the young Puritan movement. His vision
of reform for the church, combined with his intellect, piety, book writing,
spiritual counseling, and communication skills enable him to set the tone
for seventeenth-century Puritans—in their accent on Reformed,
experiential truth and self-examination and in their polemic against
Roman Catholicism and Arminianism.77
William Perkins contributed in at least two foundational ways to the Puritan
concept of conversion. First, he devised a system that enabled people to search their
conscience and discern God’s saving work in their life. With his method of discerning
signs of grace in a person’s life, he provided not only his contemporaries but also us
today with a great pastoral tool. Second, he provided his contemporaries with detailed
religious terms for individuals to describe their own conversion experience. Thus, he was
foundational in shaping the narrative identity of the Puritans and provided people with
the needed tools to formulate their own conversion narrative.
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Discerning Conversion
Discerning God’s saving work in people’s lives arose as an issue among the
Puritans since people in the English church seemed to assume salvation on a faulty basis.
Thus, there was ambiguity regarding the assurance of salvation. The Puritans’ discussion
around conversion, particularly discerning true believers from false ones, was largely
framed around the doctrine of assurance. Perkins undertook to address this ambiguity by
working out clearer grounds for discerning one’s conversion and gaining assurance.
Beeke writes:
Perkins proposes three grounds of assurance: the promises of the gospel
that are ratified by God’s covenant, the testimony of the Holy Spirit
witnessing with our spirit that we are the children of God, and the fruits of
sanctification. These three interconnected grounds, all of which depend on
the applying ministry of the Holy Spirit, are so important that Perkins
called them “the hinge upon which the gate of heaven turns.” The believer
ought always strive to grow in assurance by seeking as large a degree of
assurance as possible from all three of these grounds or means.78
The first ground of assurance, “the promises of the gospel that are ratified by
God’s covenant,” asserts that the covenant of grace is the primary ground of assurance.
So, underlying Perkins’ work on discerning signs of grace (conversion) in a person’s life
is his covenant theology. According to Beeke:
Assurance flows out of the covenant’s absolute nature that is grounded in
God’s gracious being and promises, not out of the covenant’s conditional
nature that is connected with man’s performance. Perkins writes, “God
hath spoken to us: he hath made promise of blessing to us: he hath made
covenant with us: and he hath sworn unto us. What can we more require of
him? What better ground of true comfort [is there]?”79
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Since the covenant is grounded in God’s absolute nature and contains a promise
contingent upon the individual’s ability to discern signs of grace, the believer can be sure
of his or her salvation because of an objectively grounded recognition of grace.
For Perkins, then, covenant theology is the ground that provides the possibility of
discerning signs of grace and of attaining assurance that one belongs to the elect. As
Beeke points out:
Perkins taught that one primary means God uses to work out his election is
the covenant of grace. The golden chain of salvation as recorded in
Romans 8:29-30 (predestination, effectual calling, justification,
sanctification, and glorification) was linked to the elect through the
instrument of preaching God’s gracious covenant. Consequently, while
Perkins preached about God’s sovereign grace toward his elect from
eternity and God’s covenant acts of salvation by which election is realized,
he was particularly concerned in his practical theology with how this
redemptive process breaks through into the experience of the elect. He
wanted to explain how the elect respond to God’s overtures and acts, that
is, how the covenant of grace impacts the will of the elect so as to move
them from initial faith to full assurance, which enables them to say, “I am
sure that I am a child of God, elected by the Father, redeemed by the blood
of the Son, and indwelt by the Holy Spirit.”80
Assurance comes about when one can discern the signs of grace unfolding in one’s life.
The second ground of assurance, “the testimony of the Holy Spirit witnessing
with our spirit that we are the children of God,” might be the most difficult to discern and
stand on. Thus Perkins focuses the most on the third ground of assurance.
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The third ground, “the fruits of sanctification,” are his primary focus in discerning
a person’s conversion. He notes that “even when the Spirit’s testimony is not felt deeply
enough to persuade the believer of his election, the effects of the Spirit will be
demonstrated in sanctification.”81 In other words, the Spirit’s work will be observable in
a person’s life. Mark R. Shaw observes, “Thus the covenant of grace is for Perkins first
and foremost the story of divine love in action in the provision of salvation. But just as
mighty movements within the earth gradually stir the face of the landscape, so God’s
grace does not fail to move and alter the man upon whom it operates.”82 This work of
God’s grace becomes visible as fruits of sanctification in a person’s life (usually
expressed in human response/action to God’s initiative). Beeke makes this observation:
Perkins spent the most time expounding assurance by means of
sanctification in part because this kind of assurance generated the most
pastoral questions. Perkins asserted that the works of sanctification are a
“sign or document of faith,” not a principal ground or basis for it.
Nevertheless, these works are important for assuring the believer of his
election and salvation in Christ, for they provide assurance of the essential
effects of justification. The believer can draw comfort from their heat even
if no flame is visible. These works are also benefits of Christ, and so they
direct the believer’s gaze to Christ. In no way do they justify the believer
before God ….83
For Perkins, human works that arise from God’s gracious work in one’s life are
taken as evidence for election—God’s salvific work. They do not give the individual
believer credit with God, but the believer can gratefully acknowledge what God is doing
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and can draw the warm comfort of salvation assurance from these evidences of his grace
being operative in one’s life.
Perkins offers a variety of “marks of works of sanctification” that believers can
discern in their lives. Beeke provides one of his lists as an example:
I. To feele our wants, & in the bitternesse of heart to bewaile the offense
of GOD in euery sinne. II. To striue against the flesh, that is, to resist, and
to hate the vngodly motions thereof, and with griefe to thinke them
burthenous [burdensome] & troubleseome. III. To desire earnestly and
vehemently the grace of GOD, and merit of Christ to obtaine eternall life.
IV. When it is obtained, to account it a most precious iewell [jewel]. Phil.
3.8. V. To loue the minister of Gods word, in that he is a minister, & a
Christian, in that he is a Christian: and for that cause, if neede require, to
be ready to spend our blood with them. Matth 10.42. 1 Joh. 3.16. VI. To
cal vpon GOD earnestly, and with teares. VII. To desire and loue Christs
coming and the day of iudgement, that an end may be made of the daies of
sinne. VIII. To flie all occasions of sinne, and seriously to endeauvor to
come to newness of life. IX. To perseuere in these things to the last gaspe
of life.84
This list was to be used to reflect on one’s own experience and to search for these
marks of grace. If a person has experienced any of these marks, he can be assured of
God’s saving work in his life. Per Beeke, “because the entire golden chain of salvation—
election, vocation, faith, justification, sanctification, eternal glorification, and so forth—
are ‘inseparable companions,’ the believer ‘may infallibly conclude in his own heart, that
he hath, and shall have interest in all the other in his due time.’”85 Using this image of the
“golden chain,” Perkins provides a way for Christians to gain assurance of their election
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based on the sanctification they perceive in their lives. By helping people gain such
assurance, he intends to aid Christians in living a spiritually victorious life.

Conversion Narrative
Not only did Perkins define the signs of grace, he also analyzed the various steps
involved in a person’s conversion, so that believers could measure whether they truly had
experienced such a process or not. He specified four steps in the conversion process:
humiliation, faith in Christ, repentance, and sanctification (new obedience).
The first stage of conversion is humiliation. The experience of humiliation is
brought about through the preaching of the word of God, which brings about an
awareness of the Law and how people do not measure up. “Technically, humiliation
involved four facets: hearing of the word, awareness of God’s law, conviction of sin, and
despair of salvation.”86 This first stage of conversion can be experienced by those who
are elect and those who are not. Even though humility normally should be experienced,
Perkins does not make it normative.87 Only individuals who proceed to the second stage
are indeed experiencing conversion.
The second stage of conversion is faith in Christ. Shaw notes the following:
For the elect under the influence of effectual calling the step of
humiliation merges almost imperceptibly with the step of faith. To believe
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in Christ, instructs Perkins in the Case of Conscience, involves
apprehending and applying Christ to oneself. More formally, “faith is a
supernatural gift of God in the mind, apprehending the saving promise
with all the promises that depend on it ….”88
According to Perkins, faith is a gift from God, not something that one accomplishes
oneself. It involves apprehending Christ and applying him to oneself.
The third stage of conversion is repentance. Perkins carefully places the human
response of repentance after faith instead of before. Thus he follows carefully Calvin’s
ordo salutis and clearly emphasizes that repentance itself is the saving work of God. For
Perkins, repentance entails two halves, as Shaw articulates:
Initially sorrow for sin is experienced which prepares the believer for the
eventual turn from sin. Inwardly this negative aspect of repentance which
follows faith is like the stage of humiliation which preceded faith. This
true godly sorrow must flow from the conviction that “we have offended
so merciful a God and loving father.” The second half of the full turn of
repentance involves a change “of the mind and the whole man in affection,
life and conversation.” At its deepest level, true repentance is evidenced in
the resolution of the regenerate heart not to sin in anything but to please
God and obey him in all things. Not to experience repentance of this
variety casts doubt on the efficacy of the humbling and believing steps.
Likewise, if repentance is not joined to humiliation and saving faith in
Christ, it is equally useless. For Perkins none of the stages of conversion is
optional. They are, in fact, all of a piece, parts of the Spirit’s single work
of regeneration.89
So repentance plays a key role in Perkins’ chain of conversion.
The final stage of conversion is sanctification (new obedience). Within Perkins’
pastoral theology, sanctification is central. It is particularly on this ground that assurance
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can be discerned. Shaw makes this observation concerning the “new obedience” that is
brought about through conversion:
The concept of new obedience was at the very heart of his piety of law and
Perkins took care to define it. The first aspect of new obedience was that it
was a fruit of the Holy Spirit. When the Christian finds his life issuing
good works he needs to be reminded that “it is Christ that doth it in us.”
Furthermore, new obedience embraces the entirety of God’s law. All, not
just part, is to be kept. Finally, new obedience flows from the renewed
mind, will, affections, and all parts of the person. Specifics related to this
point are: (1) the absence of the outward, public, and abiding sin; (2)
spiritual warfare within, resisting, restraining, and defeating corruption;
and (3) the exercise of the inward man with motions of faith, joy, love,
hope, and praise. Such a description of new obedience underscores that the
Christian life for Perkins is not essentially something mystical, emotional,
narrowly religious and ecclesiastical, or even intellectual. The heart of the
Christian life is intensely moral.90
Perkins’ emphasis on new obedience highlights the importance he placed on lived piety.
This clearly is a reaction to the dead orthodoxy found in England’s Anglican churches
against which the Puritan movement emerged and affirmed the life-changing conversion
experience.
By delineating four stages of conversion and by insisting on the necessary
character of those stages, Perkins laid the foundation for the Puritan conversion narrative.
The introspection that Perkins encouraged and his theory of conversion provided the
individual with the opportunity to compare his or her own experience with what he was
describing. Bruce Hindmarsh describes the significance of this conversion blueprint:
Here then was a map for the spiritual geography of the soul. Perkins
provided the detailed religious terms for an individual to describe his or
her own sense of spiritual inwardness, and to understand how this
interiority changed through time and in the midst of crisis. The ‘map’
offered guidance not only for how to describe the present and past
90
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experience of inwardness, but also for how to act (‘what a man must doe’)
in anticipation of the future—even when that ‘acting’ involved a passive
sort of waiting and trusting. There was a definite teleology to divine grace,
and knowing this allowed one to orient oneself in narrative space. This
ability to define one’s own sense of inner space was all the more important
with the heightened self-consciousness that appeared in the
Renaissance …. In this sense, then, Perkins proposed and outlined a
distinctive and lucid Puritan form of ‘narrative identity’: if a believer
could discern these stages in her life, correlating outward and inward
experience, then she would possess a well-ordered and integrated sense of
herself—who she was, where she had come from, and where she was
going.91
This “map for the spiritual geography of the soul” is one of the Puritans’ novel
contributions to the theology of conversion and church practice. It conveys that
conversion is both gift and task.

Perkins’ Legacy
I discussed above two Puritan practices related to conversion: discerning signs of
grace in a person’s life, and writing a conversion narrative. Both of these practices
provide today’s evangelical churches with the possibility of creating conversion avenues
that have the potential to foster conversion and lead into a mature faith.
First, the practice of discerning signs of grace is the process of reflecting on and
discovering how God has been at work in a person’s life. It is the art of noticing how God
has been drawing a person to himself. The practice of discerning signs of grace was
particularly used by Puritan pastors to help those struggling with questions of salvation
and assurance. Pastors such as William Perkins helped people notice signs of grace at
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work in their lives in order to provide them with clarity and confidence in regard to their
salvation. According to Edmund S. Morgan, William Perkins said that “to see and feel in
our selves the want of any grace pertaining to salvation, and to be grieved therefore, is the
grace it self.”92 Helping people discern signs of grace is a practical pastoral tool that can
be used to build up, care for, and encourage God’s people. Facilitating the practice of
discerning signs of grace in a person’s life should be carried out not only by pastors but
by any mature Christian who has the gift of discernment and spiritual direction.
Second, the practice of writing a conversion narrative or spiritual autobiography
draws on what has been discovered in the practice of discerning signs of grace but takes
this a step further by organizing what has been discerned into a coherent written
narrative.93 Since the conversion narrative space involves both components of discerning
signs of grace and narrating God’s work in a person’s life, I will focus my discussion
primarily on the practice of writing a conversion narrative.
A practical way to facilitate the writing of a spiritual autobiography could entail
the establishment of a small group or small class in church with the purpose of discerning
signs of grace, writing spiritual autobiographies, and sharing them with one another. The
beginning of such a practice in the church brings with it both potential predicaments and
possibilities.
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Predicaments. There are two potential predicaments in regard to instituting the practice
of writing a conversion narrative. First, there is a danger of creating an environment in
which a particular conversion story is expected. For example, it is common for
evangelicals to expect an instantaneous dramatic conversion. Whether explicitly or
implicitly, it is frequently communicated that there is something wrong with a person if
his or her conversion was experienced as a process. Thus, one predicament to avoid when
facilitating a spiritual autobiography class is the creation of an atmosphere that sees
instantaneous conversions as the only acceptable way of coming to faith.
Second, there is a danger of relying on clichés to describe our conversion
experience. Such clichés might include phrases such as “I accepted Jesus into my life”; “I
prayed the sinner’s prayer”; “I gave my life to Christ”; and so forth. We often fall back
on clichés instead of doing the hard work of reflecting deeply about how God’s grace has
been at work in our life before, during, and after conversion, and describing that
experience in more detail. Gordon Smith argues that “divine initiative is always
particular, and thus our answers can never be formulaic.”94 Hence, while facilitating the
spiritual autobiography course, it is important to encourage people to go beyond
commonly used clichés.

Possibilities. The practice of facilitating a spiritual autobiography class not only provides
us with predicaments but also with amazing possibilities. I would like to highlight five
reasons for accepting the writing of spiritual autobiographies as beneficial.
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First, it helps people notice how God has been at work in their lives and to see the
process of salvation in their lives. When a person sees God’s work more clearly in their
life, it strengthens their Christian identity and provides clarity for their Christian living
and calling. Theologian Richard Peace expresses this the following way: “To write a
spiritual autobiography is a sacred task in that the process makes us aware of the spiritual
dimension of our lives. God is active in all lives at all times, but not all people notice—
much less respond to—God. To write a spiritual autobiography is to notice, and noticing
enables us to respond in new ways to God.”95 Thus, to write a spiritual autobiography is
helpful for going through the process of conversion and also for sanctification.
Second, going through the process of discerning signs of grace and writing a
spiritual autobiography can provide us with assurance of salvation. As we will see later in
chapter 6, many believers, especially second generation Christians, are unclear about
their conversion experience. Part of this struggle has to do with the standard conversion
narrative that is often held up by evangelical churches as the model, but this standard
does not fit the conversion experience of many Christians. By going through this process
of discerning signs of grace and writing a conversion narrative, Christians can find help
in strengthening and clarifying their Christian identity and assuring them of their
salvation. This process can enhance their confidence in the reality of Christ working in
their life.
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Third, writing a spiritual autobiography equips people to tell their story of how
God has been at work in their life. People who participate in a spiritual autobiography
class will have a fund of stories to draw on even when sharing their faith with others.
Fourth, a spiritual autobiography class is a potential conversion avenue for
people. God is at work in every person’s life, including those who are not yet Christian.
Hence, the practice of discerning signs of grace can unveil to those who need Christ how
he has already been at work in their life. As Richard Peace points out, “God is active in
everyone’s life whether they acknowledge it or not. By writing and/or telling their stories,
people who are not consciously following God may see and understand God’s activity in
their lives and may respond to God in new ways.”96
Fifth, if facilitated well, offering a spiritual autobiography class provides the
opportunity for teaching a more accurate theology of salvation. Walking people through a
spiritual autobiography class provides us with a way of talking about salvation in a more
biblically accurate way. Instead of overemphasizing the human role in salvation, it
reveals that God initiates salvation through the work of the Holy Spirit.97
I believe that this practice of writing a spiritual autobiography is so important and
useful that I have dedicated chapter 6 of this dissertation to further unpacking various
aspects of this practice, including its implementation in a local church setting.
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Summary
In this chapter I have shown that it is possible to conceive of conversion in an
inadequate way. Luther started out with conceiving conversion through the categories
offered by the churches of his time. However, through his own experience of anxiety
regarding his salvation and through the study of Scripture, Luther came to the conclusion
that both the via moderna’s pactum theology and the practice of selling indulgences were
inadequate. He concluded that justification is through grace and faith alone. Luther’s
Reformation breakthrough led him to oppose both pactum theology and the church’s
practice of selling indulgences and replaced them with his own conversion theology and
conversion avenues. His struggle with an inadequate conception and practice of
conversion reflects the possibility that at any point in time, a church’s way of conceiving
conversion can become too narrow and reductionistic. In chapter 4 I will argue that a
modern revivalist conception and practice of conversion, which has strongly shaped and
influenced many evangelicals conception and practices of conversion, is inadequate.
I have also shown that both Luther’s conversion theology and the Perkins’
conversion theology lead to the creation of particular conversion avenues. Luther’s
theology led to the production of the proclamation space and catechism space. Perkins
theology led to the creation of discerning sings of grace space and a conversion narrative
space. The conversion avenues that both Luther and Perkins created can be resources for
evangelicals today; these avenues have the potential to enhance the churches’ ability to
create spaces that foster conversion, allow for pastoral care, and equip people for
missionally engaging their world.
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CHAPTER 4
THE INFLUENCE OF MODERN REVIVALISM ON EVANGELICALS’ NOTION
AND PRACTICE OF CONVERSION

In this chapter I will explore how modern revivalism has influenced how many
evangelical churches conceive of conversion and practice evangelism.1 I claim that
modern revivalism is one of the major sources of predicaments that evangelicals face
today regarding their conception of conversion and the conversion avenues that result
from it. My aim in this chapter is to gain a deeper understanding of evangelical churches’
current predicaments and possibilities when it comes to the subject of conversion. In
order to accomplish this, I will follow two general lines of inquiry into modern
revivalism’s concept of conversion. First, I will seek to understand the historical context
that prompted modern revivalism’s theological emphasis; and second, I will identify how
modern revivalists conceived the conversion process and created the sociological spaces
for this process.
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Revivalism
Revivalism2 is a religious movement that has its roots in both seventeenth-century
Puritanism and eighteenth-century church renewal movements led by such people as
Charles and John Wesley and George Whitefield. In the American colonies, revivalism
emerged throughout the First Great Awakening in the 1730s and the Second Great
Awakening in the nineteenth century. Brauer, commenting on the roots of revivalism’s
beginnings during the First Great Awakening, writes:
By that date the churches were no larger or smaller than they were in
previous years, and the people appeared no better or worse than the
preceding generation, though religion was still central both for society and
for the individuals within it. It is not necessary to posit a “dark age of
piety” in New England and middle colony churches in order to account for
the emergence of Revivalism. In one sense, Revivalism was a belated
answer to a situation in which conversion remained a hope or a dream
even though its necessity had been undercut in both church and state. The
dream of the clergy persisted, but it was fulfilled in an unexpected way
and with totally unanticipated consequences.3
In order to realize this dream, Revivalism reestablished the centrality and
necessity of conversion in religious life. Conversion became the means to make this
dream of restoring the piety of the forefathers a reality. Thus Revivalism is an expression
of both a dream and an intense dissatisfaction with the status quo of American religious
life.
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Revivalism in the United States underwent some significant changes in the
nineteenth century. These changes were concurrent with America’s national
development. Andrew Jackson’s presidency “marked a transition from the elitism of the
founding fathers to a genuine democracy.”4 The Jacksonian society emphasized “a
democratic egalitarianism resting on a faith in the common man.”5 Furthermore, the
movement pushed toward a political democracy. This push in Jacksonian society towards
empowering the individual was reflected in modern revivalism, which emphasized a
greater spiritual autonomy for the individual than the Puritans had done previously.6
According to William G. McLoughlin, it was during the second great awakening and the
career of Charles Grandison Finney that modern revivalism began. Finney created
modern revivalism during the years 1825 to 1835.7 As will be delineated through the
course of this chapter, the three defining characteristics of modern revivalism are: a
strong emphasis on human ability, belief in the necessity of instantaneous conversion,
and the use of means (technique) to foster conversion. As a natural starting point for
investigating modern revivalism, we turn to Charles Grandison Finney.

4

John Wolffe, The Expansion of Evangelicalism: The Age of Wilberforce, More, Chalmers and
Finney (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2007), 30.
5

Richard Carwardine, Transatlantic Revivalism: Popular Evangelicalism in Britain and America
1790-1865 (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978), 3.
6

William G. McLoughlin, Jr., Modern Revivalism: Charles Grandison Finney to Billy Graham
(Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 1959), 117.
7

Ibid., 11; For a further account that argues that Charles Finney is the father of modern
revivalism, see Roger E. Olson, The SCM Press A-Z of Evangelical Theology (Lond: SCM Press, 2005),
113.

116
Charles Grandison Finney (1792-1875)
Charles G. Finney, the father of modern revivalism, was one of the most
influential figures in American religious history.8 His particular flavor of revivalism has
had a lasting impact on how many evangelicals think and practice conversion in their
churches and para-church ministries. Roger Olson notes, “His influence on revivalistic
preaching and methods of mass evangelism is, for better or worse, incalculable.”9 Since
his revivalistic methods and theology still shape the landscape of American
evangelicalism, it is essential that we take a closer look at the man and his theology.10

Biographical Overview
Charles Grandison Finney was born in Connecticut, but raised in Oneida County
in New York State. His life took a drastic turn while he was working as an apprentice
lawyer in Adams, New York. In 1821 he experienced a dramatic conversion which he
described as “‘a mighty baptism of the Holy Ghost,’ which ‘like a wave of electricity
going through and through me … seemed to come in waves of liquid love.’” 11 Finney’s
conversion entailed also his calling. Michael Horton comments, “The next morning, he
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informed his first client of the day, ‘I have a retainer from the Lord Jesus Christ to plead
his cause and I cannot plead yours.’”12
Shortly after his conversion, he began holding revivals in the rural district along
the Erie Canal in Upstate New York. Historian Nathan O. Hatch states that Finney’s
success as a volunteer lay missionary “led the local Saint Lawrence Presbytery to ordain
him as a minister in 1824, although he refused formal ministerial training and admitted
that he had not even read the Westminster Confession.”13
Next Finney turned to stirring revival in Oneida County around Utica. As Wolffe
says, this move “decisively launched” Finney’s “career as the leading revivalist in the
mid-nineteenth-century English-speaking world.”14 Finney also started holding revivals
in urban centers, such as Boston, New York City, and Philadelphia.
In 1832, he accepted a pastorate at the Chatham Street Chapel in New York City.
Then in 1835 his supporters built the Broadway Tabernacle in New York City. According
to Wolffe, “That year also saw the publication of Finney’s Lectures on Revivals of
Religion, which enjoyed enormous sales on both sides of the Atlantic. It was a highly
practical handbook of advice to ministers and others, premised on the conviction that
human agency was crucial in preparing the ground for revivals.”15 In the same year,
Finney accepted the position of professor of systematic theology at Oberlin College in
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Ohio. During this time period, he published his second influential book, Lectures on
Systematic Theology (1846-47). From 1849 to 1851, he at last managed to cross the
Atlantic to visit England, and he advanced to the position of president of Oberlin College
in 1851, remaining in that position through 1866.

The Roots of Finney’s Pragmatic Theology
Finney’s conversion experience and work as a lay missionary and revivalist
played significant roles in shaping his pragmatic revivalist theology. First, the roots of his
pragmatic theology can be seen in his own conversion experience. Johnson makes this
connection between Finney’s conversion experience and his pragmatic revivalist
theology:
He [Finney] relates that pride and other sins stood in the way of his
conversion, so he decided to do something about it. ‘On a Sabbath evening
in the autumn of 1821,’ he says, ‘I made up my mind that I would settle
the question of my soul’s salvation at once.’ In this manner he became
convinced that the only inability of man was his voluntary unwillingness
to do what he ought to do about his sins. Once he had settled the question
of his own salvation he became convinced that the total depravity which
the Calvinists talked about was a state of voluntary sinfulness. Whether
this was interjected by Finney at a later date or not, one can see the
evangelistic aim of this theology. His rejection of arbitrary regeneration
and total inability was necessary before he could construct a consistent
system of free will and moral responsibility, and thus project an allinclusive invitation into his revival meetings.16
Thus the first factor shaping Finney’s pragmatic revival theology comes out of his own
conversion experience and the role that he perceived himself playing in that process.
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The second factor that shaped his theology was his experience as a revivalist; as
Johnson observes: “His early successes in attaining conversion led him to adopt a
pragmatic approach to the problems of theology and thus to be quite impatient with the
Calvinistic theological system.”17 Finney “had urged sinners to repent and be converted
in his revivals, and he had seen them choose that life-changing experience. Finney had
seen that those who emphasized free will in revival preaching gained more converts than
those who preached a strict view of election.”18

Finney’s Reaction Against the Puritan Concept and Practice of Conversion
During Finney’s time of conversion and work as a revivalist, the Puritan view of
conversion as a protracted period was still the dominant way of understanding how
conversion was meant to be experienced. Finney opposed this notion, since from his
perspective it prevented people from repentance and conversion. Said Finney, “an idea
has prevailed in the church, that sinners must have a season of protracted conviction, and
that those conversions that were sudden were of a suspicious character. But certainly ‘this
persuasion cometh not from God.’ We nowhere in the Bible read of cases of lengthened
conviction.”19 His now-settled belief that conversion was instantaneous put him at odds
with the Calvinistic Old School Theology and its leading proponents—Charles Hodge,
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Archibald Alexander, and Benjamin Breckenridge Warfield, all of whom taught at
Princeton Theological Seminary. Finney aligned himself with the New School Theology
whose main proponents were New Englanders Timothy Dwight, Lyman Beecher, and
Nathaniel W. Taylor. Their theology was driven by practical concerns, as Johnson points
out:
These men were never as concerned with building a coherent scheme of
theological thought as they were in winning conversions. Timothy Dwight
was interested in obtaining the triumph of Christianity over the forces of
infidelity at Yale and in other places where they had crept in as a result of
the Enlightenment. Beecher and Taylor were interested in a restatement of
Calvinism that would enable orthodoxy to withstand the challenge of
Unitarianism.20
The Old School theology seemed to stand in their way of addressing their
concerns effectively. This led them to modify traditionally Calvinist doctrines to suit their
ministry needs. The Old School theologians responded to these modifications by charging
the New School theologians with heresy, while Finney charged the Calvinists’ Old
School Theology system with standing in the way of winning souls. According to
Johnson, Finney perceived the problem this way:
The Calvinist theology … led to a fatalistic conception of life. It caused
men to believe that they could do nothing for themselves but must wait for
God to save them in due time, if He so chose. If men were elected to be
saved, the Holy Spirit would eventually convert them. Finney’s messages
were designed to combat traditional Calvinism by arousing men to the
idea that they were sinners by choice and could only change the situation
by exercising their own wills.21
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The New School proponents perceived traditional Calvinist doctrines, such as
total depravity, unconditional election, limited atonement, and irresistible grace, as poorly
suited for conducting mass revivals and for calling sinners to make a decision to be
saved. They needed a theological system that affirmed human agency and emphasized the
moral obligation of each individual. The New School Theology provided the needed
theological foundation and rationale.

A Closer Look at Finney’s Doctrine of Conversion
As I pointed out, Finney’s concept of conversion emerged against the backdrop of
the Puritan understanding of conversion. He reacted against (1) the Calvinist affirmation
of human inability in the process of regeneration and (2) the Puritan insistence on a
protracted period of conversion. He countered these ideas by emphasizing human ability
and the need for an instantaneous conversion. I have not yet discussed another factor in
Finney’s development—(3) his moral government theology. In what follows, I will
briefly unpack each of these factors in an effort to layout Finney’s theology and practice
of conversion.

Human Ability
According to Hewitt, “the dominant theme in Finney’s thought is strict
voluntarism: a sinner can be regenerated simply by choosing to do so.”22 Finney arrives
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at this conclusion through “common sense” reasoning. One can trace his line of thought
in one of his most famous sermons, “Sinners Bound to Change Their Own Hearts.” The
sermon is based on Ezekiel 18:31 where it says, “Make you a new heart and a new spirit,
for why will ye die?” Finney raises the question as to what it means to make a new heart.
In the process of answering this question, he rejects the idea that “a change of heart” is
“something miraculous—something in which the sinner is to be entirely passive, and for
which he is to wait in the use of means, as he would wait for a surgical operation.”23
Finney continues to explain that to make oneself a new heart is a requirement and an
obligation that God places on every person. He argues that
to maintain that we are under obligation to do what we have no power to
do, is absurd. If we are under an obligation to do a thing, and do it not, we
sin. For the blame-worthiness of sin consists in its being the violation of
an obligation. But if we are under an obligation to do what we have no
power to do, then sin is unavoidable; we are forced to sin by a natural
necessity. But this is contrary to right reason, to make sin to consist in any
thing that is forced upon us by the necessity of nature.24
Since God requires people to make themselves a new heart, they must be able to do so.
God would not ask us to do what was impossible. According to Finney, then, a change of
heart
consists in changing the controlling preference of the mind in regard to the
end of pursuit. The selfish heart is a preference of self-interest to the glory
of God and the interests of his kingdom. A new heart consists in a
preference of the glory of God and the interests of his kingdom to one’s
own happiness. In other words, it is a change from selfishness to
benevolence, from having a supreme regard to one’s own interest to an
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absorbing and controlling choice of the happiness and glory of God and
his kingdom.25
Thus for Finney, a change of heart—which is conversion—is choosing God as one’s
supreme ruler; it is choosing the glory of God and the interests of his kingdom over one’s
own selfishness.
After asserting human agency in conversion, Finney addresses the question of
“How is this requirement, to ‘make to yourself a new heart,’ consistent with the often
repeated declarations of the Bible, that a new heart is the gift and work of God.”26 He
addresses this question both in his sermon and in his Lectures on Revivals of Religion. In
the latter work, he states that “the Scriptures ascribe the conversion of a sinner to four
different agencies—to men, to God, to the truth, and to the sinner himself.”27 Finney is
surprised that people “have regarded conversion as a work performed exclusively by
God.”28 He uses the following famous illustration to explain how all four agencies are
involved in conversion and that the sinner himself is the primary actor:
Suppose yourself to be standing on the banks of the Falls of Niagara. As
you stand upon the verge of the precipice, you behold a man lost in deep
reverie, approaching its verge unconscious of his danger. He approaches
nearer and nearer until he actually lifts his foot to take the final step that
shall plunge him in destruction. At this moment you lift your warning
voice above the roar of the foaming waters, and cry out, Stop. The voice
pierces his ear, and breaks the charm that binds him; he turns instantly
upon his heel, all pale and aghast he retires, quivering, from the verge of
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death. He reels and almost swoons with horror; turns and walks slowly to
the public house; you follow him; manifest agitation in his countenance
calls numbers around him; and on your approach, he points to you, and
says, That man saved my life. Here he ascribes the work to you; certainly
there is a sense in which you had saved him. But, on being further
questioned, he says, Stop! how that word rings in my ears. Oh, that was to
me the word of life! Here he ascribes it to the word that aroused him, and
caused him to turn. But, on conversing still further, he says, Had I not
turned at that instant, I should have been a dead man. Here he speaks of it,
and truly, as his own act; but directly you hear him say, O the mercy of
God! If God had not interposed, I should have been lost.29
Finney goes on to explain that it is proper to speak of all four different agents as the
means of getting the man to turn around from the plunge into destruction, just like it is
proper to speak of all four different agents as the means of conversion in a person’s life.
However, he identifies the sinner as the primary actor in conversion when he writes:
Now it is strictly true, and true in the most absolute and highest sense: the
act is his own act, the turning is his own turning, while God by the truth
has induced him to turn; still it is strictly true that he has turned and has
done it himself. Thus you see the sense in which it is the work of God, and
also the sense in which it is the sinner’s own work. The Spirit of God, by
the truth, influences the sinner to change, and in this sense is the efficient
cause of the change. But the sinner actually changes, and is therefore
himself, in the most proper sense, the author of the change.30
Thus, for Finney, the primary actor in conversion is the human agent who is able to
choose God over self.
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Instantaneous Conversion
As one can see, in Finney’s thought a clear shift from the Puritan perspective of
conversion to the modern revivalist view of conversion has occurred. Hewitt describes
this shift:
New England theologians had frequently made a distinction between
regeneration as the act of God and conversion as the faithful response of a
human sinner, thereby maintaining the primacy of God’s activity in saving
sinners and simultaneously affirming human responsibility. Finney
quickly dismissed such a distinction as foolish; in his theology
regeneration and conversion are collapsed in such a way that human
initiative gains complete ascendancy over divine sovereignty.31
Finney emphasized the task side of salvation while downplaying the gift side.
Moreover, “since conversion is understood as a simple choice, Finney insists at length
that it must be instantaneous. Any instruction gradually to grow in faith with salvation as
an end is a call to go on sinning.”32 In his sermon “Sinners Bound to Change Their Own
Hearts,” Finney pleads, “Sinner! Instead of waiting and praying for God to change your
heart, you should at once summon upon your powers, put forth the effort, and change the
governing preference of your mind.”33 He concludes his sermon by beseeching the sinner
to make an immediate decision “and obey the word of the Lord—‘Make you a new heart
and a new spirit, for why will ye die?’”34
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It is clearly evident, therefore, that Finney understood conversion to be a human
choice that could be made and should be instantaneously realized.

Moral Government Theology
Central to Finney's theological thinking is what has come to be known as moral
government theology. Finney’s theology of conversion needs to be placed within the
larger framework of his theological system. In his preface to his Lectures on Systematic
Theology, Finney states, “What I have said on ‘Moral Law’ and on the ‘Foundation of
Moral Obligation’ is the key to the whole subject. Whoever masters and understands
these can readily understand all the rest.”35 Johnson describes Finney’s moral government
theology:
The central thesis presented was that the world is divided into two parts or
divisions by God: the physical, dealing with material things, and the
moral, which had to do with the mind. The moral government depends on
motives, and consists of those considerations which are designed and
intended to influence the ‘minds of intelligent creatures to pursue that
course of conduct which will, in the highest manner, promote the glory of
God, their own interest, and the happiness of the universe.’ If there is to be
a moral government, there must be a moral governor, moral agents who
are the subjects of the government, a moral law, and moral obligation on
the part of the agents of the government. God is the moral governor and
men are the moral agents. Men cannot be agents of this government,
however, unless they have intelligence, and freedom to use this
intelligence. To the extent that every moral agent possesses such
intelligence and freedom to choose, he is under moral obligation, or in
other words, his choices are to be made on the basis of the fact that the
best moral government is obtained when the well being of the moral
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governor is regarded as the highest good. This choice is a voluntary one
but is made by the moral agent on the basis of his intelligence.36
Finney’s moral government theology is his foundation for human ability and moral
obligation.

The New Measure Means for Revival
In order to bring the sinner to repentance and to a decision, Finney employed New
Measure means. He was attacked by some of his contemporaries for employing these
measures.37 In this section, I will explore the nature and use of his New Measures.
In his Lectures on Revivals of Religion, he writes about why there was a need to
use New Measures in the first place. People were stuck in their sins and there was a need
to excite people out of their slumber. He argues that “there must be excitement sufficient
to wake up the dormant moral powers, and roll back the tide of degradation and sin. And
precisely so far as our own land approximates to heathenism, it is impossible for God or
man to promote religion in such a state of things but by powerful excitements.”38 Put
another way, “where mankind are so reluctant to obey God, they will not act until they
are excited.”39 According to Finney, “many are wedded to idols, others are
procrastinating repentance, until they are settled in life, or until they have secured some
favorite worldly interest. Such persons never will give up their false shame, or relinquish
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their ambitious schemes, till they are so excited that they cannot contain themselves any
longer.”40
Finney believed that a Calvinistic outlook undermines the church’s ability to carry
out revivals. He critiques this outlook when he writes, “there has long been an idea
prevalent that promoting religion has something very peculiar in it, not to be judged of by
the ordinary rules of cause and effect; in short, that there is no connection of the means
with the result, and no tendency in the means to produce the effect.”41 He adds that “No
doctrine is more dangerous than this to the prosperity of the church, and nothing more
absurd.”42 To illustrate the danger of the Calvinistic outlook, he wrote:
Suppose a man were to go and preach this doctrine among farmers, about
their sowing grain. Let him tell them that God is a sovereign, and will give
them a crop only when it pleases him, and that for them to plow and plant
and labor as if they expected to raise a crop is very wrong, and taking the
work out of the hands of God, that it interferes with his sovereignty, and is
going on in their own strength; and that there is no connection between the
means and the result on which they can depend. And now, suppose the
farmers should believe such doctrine. Why, they would starve the world to
death.43
He believes that the Calvinist doctrine of divine sovereignty has kept the church
from carrying out revival and seeing sinners turn to repentance. In fact, he holds the
church responsible for letting millions of people go to hell. The church’s denial of the
“natural connection between the means and the end” has eternal consequences. The result
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of such an outlook is that “generation after generation have gone down to hell. No doubt
more than five thousand millions have gone down to hell, while the church has been
dreaming, and waiting for God to save them without the use of means. It has been the
devil’s most successful means of destroying souls.”44 For Finney, then, the recovery of
the use of means is essential for the church’s success in stirring revival and leading
sinners to repentance.
Since for Finney “revival is the result of the right use of the appropriate means,”45
it is of the utmost importance to identify and apply the right means to gain the desired
result. Finney is so confident of this fact that he says, “the connection between the right
use of means for a revival, and a revival, is as philosophically sure as between the right
use of means to raise grain and a crop of wheat. I believe, in fact, it is more certain, and
that there are fewer instances of failure.”46 Thus a church and its minister are responsible
for using the right means in order to gain the right results, namely, the conversion of
sinners.
In his Lectures on Revivals of Religion, Finney discusses three of what have
become the most controversial New Measures, namely, the anxious meetings, the
protracted meeting, and the anxious seat to effect conversion. I will briefly explore the
nature of each New Measure.
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First, the anxious meetings “were appointed for the purpose of holding personal
conversation with anxious sinners, and to adapt instruction to the cases of individuals, so
as to lead them immediately to Christ.”47 The primary reason these meetings were viewed
critically is because of Finney’s “demand for immediate conversion by the anxious
sinner.”48
Second, for a protracted meeting, churches devoted “a series of days to religious
services, in order to make a more powerful impression of divine things upon the minds of
the people.”49 The protracted meeting was meant to stir and arouse a revival within the
church that would lead people to focus on the task of saving souls and leading family and
neighbors to conversion. Over time, this meeting became institutionalized in the church
and was the starting point “of the standard type revival meeting that became prevalent
throughout the United States in the nineteenth century.”50
Finally, the anxious seat was by far the most contested means that Finney used.
By anxious seat he meant “the appointment of some particular seat in the place of
meeting, where the anxious may come and be addressed particularly, and be made
subjects of prayer, and sometimes conversed with individually.”51 He identified two
purposes for the use of the anxious seat. The first was that, by coming forward to the
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anxious seat, people who were seriously troubled by their sin could make this fact
publicly known to others. Per Finney:
when a person is borne down with a sense of his condition, if you can get
him willing to have it known, if you can get him to break away from the
chains of pride, you have gained an important point towards his
conversion. This is agreeable to the philosophy of the human mind. How
many thousands are there who will bless God to eternity, that when
pressed by the truth they were ever brought to take this step, by which
they threw off the idea that it was a dreadful thing to have any body know
that they were serious about their souls.52
The anxious seat was designed to help a person who might hold back to make a firm and
clear commitment to Christ.
A second purpose for the anxious seat “is to detect deception and delusion, and
thus prevent false hopes.”53 Finney explained that awakened sinners were often not fully
ready to convert. The anxious seat, then, served as a kind of test. He explains:
If you say to him, ‘There is the anxious seat, come out and avow your
determination to be on the Lord’s side,’ and if he is not willing to do so
small a thing as that, then he is not willing to do any thing, and there he is,
brought out before his own conscience. It uncovers the delusion of the
human heart, and prevents a great many spurious conversions, by showing
those who might otherwise imagine themselves willing to do any thing for
Christ, that in fact they are willing to do nothing.54
So the anxious seat helped to uncover what was previously hidden in the human heart.
Finney compares the use of the anxious seat with baptism as a way of identifying
oneself publicly with Christ. He argues that baptism during the days of the apostles “held
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the precise place that the anxious seat does now, as a public manifestation of their
determination to be Christians.”55 Since revival meetings were often interdenominational,
the use of the anxious seat as a test of faith was seen as more appropriate than baptism
since it had no controversial and divisive connotations.56
In addition to the three more controversial New Measures mentioned above,
Finney also employed “door to door visitation, aggressive preaching, and allowing
women to testify in ‘promiscuous’ gatherings of both sexes.”57 Furthermore, historian
Bill Leonard identifies the “prayer of faith” as one of the most important New
Measures58:
Finney’s new measures included a practice called ‘the prayer of faith,’
prayers offered by Christians in behalf of unconverted who were prayed
for publicly, by name. In fact, Finney insisted that ‘there is reason to
believe millions are in hell because professors [Christians] have not
offered the prayer of faith,’ in their behalf. Many ‘parents let their
children, and even baptized children, go down to hell because they would
not believe the promise of God.’ 59
This is a further means that Finney applied to stir revival and encourage sinners to
instantaneously convert.
Ultimately, the end goal of using the New Measures means was to bring about
conversions. McLoughlin summarizes this well: “As Finney said, the ultimate design of
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any revival was to make men ‘ACT’ or to ‘push matters to an issue.’ The anxious seat
and the anxious meeting constituted the hand-to-hand combat which followed the heavy
cannonading of the revival sermon.”60 Finney pushed for an immediate decision since the
sinner was free to save himself if he submitted to Christ.

Decision Space
In concluding this section on Finney, I would like to highlight one conversion
avenue that Finney’s theology of conversion produced, namely the decision space. By
affirming human ability and moral obligation in the conversion process, it became the
norm to expect people to repent and to experience conversion instantaneously. Finney
affirmed that a sinner can be converted simply by choosing to change the controlling
preference from self-interest to the glory of God. Moreover, his theology produced a
high-pressure environment where various means were employed to awaken the sinner out
of his slumber and to get him to make a decision for Christ. The revival meetings were
geared towards this one end only—instantaneous conversion. As we will see in what
follows, the focus on and belief in the possibility of instantaneous conversion has
strongly influenced how evangelicals imagine and practice conversion to this day.
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Finney’s Revivalism in D. L. Moody and Billy Graham
Charles Finney has been called the father of modern revivalism, and rightly so.
His themes of human ability, instantaneous conversion, and the use of means in
conversion have influenced the evangelistic work of D. L. Moody and Billy Graham.
Since the essence of what constitutes modern revivalism has already been elucidated in
the section on Finney, my focus here will be to show that modern revivalism has lived on
to this present day and has influenced the way evangelicals conceive of conversion and
the types of spaces they produce for it.61

Dwight L. Moody (1837-99)
Dwight L. Moody was born in Northfield, Massachusetts in 1837. His father, a
bricklayer, died when he was young, and his mother was left to raise him. At the age of
seventeen, Moody moved to Boston and started to work in his uncle’s shoe shop. While
attending Mt. Vernon Congregational Church, Moody was converted through a Sunday
school teacher. In 1856, Moody moved to Chicago, where he worked as a shoe salesman.
While in Chicago, he “threw himself into the revival of 1857 and served as a full-time
employee of the Young Men’s Christian Association, whose national president he
eventually became. Sunday School work with children led to the creation, in 1864, of the
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nondenominational Illinois Street Church with Moody as pastor.”62 In 1871 a devastating
fire “destroyed his home, church and the Y.M.C.A. building.”63 Shortly thereafter,
Moody was invited by Rev. William Pennefeather to go to England and conduct a series
of evangelistic events, to which Moody agreed.64 During his time in Britain, he
discovered his calling as an evangelist.
Throughout his travels, Moody was “accompanied by the performer of popular
sacred songs Ira D. Sankey.”65 Moody “stirred the towns he visited with enthusiasm for
his simple gospel messages. In Glasgow in 1874 there were perhaps as many as three
thousand converts; in London in the following year the American evangelist regularly
drew audience of twelve thousand to just one of the four preaching places.”66 According
to McLoughlin, “Moody and Sankey arrived unnoticed in Liverpool in June, 1873. When
they left from that same city to return to the United States in August, 1875, they were
world famous.”67
It was during the trip to Britain that the system of revival that Moody used was
solidified and applied in the urban centers in the United States. According to Findlay,
“the peak of Moody’s popularity as a revivalist … was reached by the end of the 1870s.
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Although he continued leading revivals until his death in 1899, none of these later
campaigns could equal in public interest and acclaim his work between 1875 and
1880.”68

Moody’s Continuity with Finney’s Modern Revivalism
There is a clear continuity between Finney’s modern revivalism and Moody’s
form of revivalism. McLoughlin argues for this continuity:
Moody may never have read Finney’s Lectures on Revivals, but its
principles were common knowledge by 1875, and his revivals were
promoted throughout according to Finney’s experimental laws of the mind
and the right use of means. An editorial in the Nation aptly remarked of
Moody’s New York meetings in 1876, ‘The Moody and Sankey services
are an old-fashioned revival with the modern improvements.’69
The “old-fashioned” components of the revival that Moody carries over from his
predecessor Finney are an emphasis on human ability, instantaneous conversion, and the
use of means in evangelistic work. It is particularly in the use of means in which the
modern improvements can be observed.
First, Moody emphasized human ability to choose conversion. Central to his
theology was that “sinful men could all obtain eternal life simply by believing that Christ
died for their sins. If men did not ‘accept Christ’ they would certainly spend eternity in
hell. What Finney described as making a new heart, Moody called repenting and turning
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from sin.”70 Moody’s key text was Acts 17:30, where God commands people everywhere
to repent. He explained repentance and conversion in a similar way as Finney did:
‘Make you a new heart:’ ‘You say you can’t repent? When God
commands anything He gives you the power to obey,’ said Moody. ‘We
are free agents. God allows us to choose.’ The doctrines of innate
depravity and predestination were nonsense. When a man said ‘I am so
constituted I can’t believe,’ Moody told him ‘Men can believe if they will.
It is not because men cannot believe; it is because they will not believe.’71
Thus Moody affirmed human ability when it came to conversion, so he stands in
continuity with Finney’s emphasis on what people can do on their own.
Second is Moody’s emphasis on instantaneous conversion. Akin to Finney:
Moody often called repentance or conversion ‘a change of mind’ and
compared it to a soldier’s doing a ‘right about face’ or a businessman’s
getting off a train going in the wrong direction and getting on one going in
the right direction. He also compared it to a voter’s decision to change his
party: ‘If you belonged to a party and you were thoroughly convinced
tonight that you were in the wrong party, do you tell me you could not
change tonight and join the other party and go out to the polls and go to
work tomorrow and be on the other side of the question?’72
At the end of his sermons, Moody called for an immediate decision for Christ. Hence
another way that he stands in continuity with Finney’s modern revivalism.
Finally, Moody “agreed with Finney … that revivals were not miraculous events
sent from heaven and uncontrollable by man.”73 He approved of the use of means in order
to stir revival. Two common means that Moody applied were the act of standing up or
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walking the aisle as a public affirmation of faith, and the use of an inquiry room.
Regarding the public act of faith, Moody stated, “‘What you want is to get them to do
something they don’t want to do, and it is a great cross generally for people to rise for
prayer; but in the very act of doing it they are very often blessed [converted].’”74 The
inquiry room was a means used for those who after his evangelistic message were
anxious and guilty and wanted to inquire more about the Christian faith. Moody would
enter the inquiry room and give a brief message on salvation and freedom, after which
“he asked all who wished to find God ‘to get on their knees until the thing was settled.’
Moody then asked them to repeat after him, ‘Lord, what wilt thou have me do?’”75 Next,
a personal time of ministry began in which volunteers went around ministering to
inquirers with the hope of leading them to a decision.
Moody refined some of Finney’s practices, advancing “urban revivalism from
emerging principles to established and routinized techniques.”76 Moody held that
The principles involved in making a successful revival were no different
from those applied to any other human activity. Moody made a business of
saving souls and went about it in a businesslike manner. That was why
organization and lots of it, with a premium placed on media relations, was
a centerpiece in his strategy of saving Boston from sin. In religion, as
elsewhere, God had arranged that right methods secured appropriate
results.77
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In this article, historian Bruce Evensen notes how Moody applied the means of business
principles and mass media in order to stir revival.
According to Leonard, “Moody’s methods continue to influence modern
revivalistic, evangelical techniques. Music, sermons, counselors at mass rallies, media
campaigns, and training in the fine art of personal evangelism are among the major
aspects of contemporary evangelical action.”78 Hence, we can see how Moody not only
stands in continuity with Finney regarding the use of means, but that he developed them
further, allowing him to better reach the masses in urban settings.

Billy Graham (b. 1918)
William Franklin Graham was born in 1918 near Charlotte, North Carolina. He
grew up on a dairy farm in a conservative Christian home. At the age of sixteen, his
parents persuaded him to attend a revival meeting held by Baptist evangelist Mordecai F.
Ham. At the end of one of Ham’s sermons, Graham went forward and accepted Christ.
Shortly after graduating from high school, he enrolled in the fundamentalist Bob Jones
College only to leave after a semester and transfer to Florida Bible Institute. During his
time in Florida, he started to conduct revival services at a Baptist church nearby. In 1934,
he “received ordination as a Southern Baptist minister from the St. John’s Baptist
Association of Northern Florida. No theological examination was necessary. The
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fundamentalist ministers of the association believed that his revival conversions were
proof of his calling and ability.”79
After graduating from Florida Bible Institute, he attended Wheaton College,
where he met his wife and got connected to Torrey Johnson, the founder of Youth for
Christ. Torrey recruited Billy Graham to run a Sunday night radio broadcast called Songs
in the Night. In 1945, Torrey offered Graham a job as a Youth for Christ field
representative, which led to Graham speaking all across the United States and Europe at
Youth for Christ rallies.
In 1947, Graham started to hold evangelistic crusades alongside his work with
Youth for Christ. According to Olson, “the turning point into his fame came with his
‘Christ for Greater Los Angeles’ evangelism crusade in 1949. Several celebrities were
converted there, and William Randolph Hearst, the most powerful media mogul in
California at the time, ordered his people to ‘puff Graham.’”80 In 1950, Billy Graham
held a revival in Portland, Oregon, out of which grew his popular radio program The
Hour of Decision, a film ministry, and the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association. He
also played a leading role in founding Christianity Today in order to provide a “serious
evangelical counterpart to mainline Protestant and Catholic journals of opinion.”81
Throughout his career as an evangelist, he held evangelistic crusades around the world. It
is estimated that he has “preached the Gospel to more people in live audiences than any
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one else in history—over 210 million people in more than 185 countries and
territories.”82 Graham’s ministry has had an unprecedented global reach.

Graham’s Continuity with Finney’s Modern Revivalism
There is clear continuity between Finney’s modern revivalism and Graham’s
evangelistic ministry. First, Graham emphasizes human ability in the process of
conversion. Johnston, while examining Graham’s theology of evangelism, states that
“throughout his ministry, it was clear that Graham placed a strong emphasis on
persuading man to make a visible decision for Christ by an act of his will. In his
‘Invitation System’ Graham could only look on the outward manifestation of man’s
will.”83 Moreover, Johnston observes that “Graham emphasized the need for a visible
manifestation of a desire to come to Christ.”84
On the other hand, Graham’s understanding of what humans could do in respect
to conversion differed significantly from Finney’s view. Unlike Finney, Graham believed
that “No one can be converted except by the Grace of God, for we are too weak to turn
ourselves, unaided; and we turn only in response to some stimulus provided outside
ourselves.”85 He also believed that “no one can be converted except with the consent of
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his own free will, because God does not override human choice.”86 In a 1962 interview,
Ben Haden asked Graham, “Do you personally feel that a man prodded or prompted by
the Holy Spirit to receive Christ has the actual ability or potential of resisting the Holy
Spirit and refusing to accept Christ?”87 Graham responded:
Yes, I most certainly do. This brings us into a theological realm of
“irresistible grace”—which some Calvinists hold, but I don’t. There is a
mystery here that I don’t understand. The relationship between “free will”
(of man) and God’s sovereignty is one that I don’t think any of us will
ever really be able to fathom completely. But I do believe that men do
have the ability to resist God. The scripture says, Ye do always resist the
Holy Spirit (Acts 7:51). And I think this is possible. I have seen it many
times in my own experience—men who deliberately resisted the Holy
Spirit…. 88
In stating that no one can be converted except by the grace of God, Graham stands
in discontinuity with Finney’s notion of human ability, affirming total depravity and the
need for God’s enabling grace in conversion. And yet, he stands in continuity with
Finney’s notion of human ability since he affirms a person’s responsibility and ability to
respond to the Gospel, God’s gracious offer of salvation. Graham’s discontinuity and
continuity with Finney are captured well when he states that “God is represented [in
Scripture] as the author of the new heart and the new spirit, yet men are commanded to
make for themselves a new heart and a new spirit. It is the old paradox of Grace and free
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will.”89 Thus Graham affirms human ability in the process of conversion, even though his
understanding of it varies significantly from Finney’s.
Second, and intricately related to human ability in the conversion process, is
Graham’s affirmation of instantaneous conversion. According to Johnston, “virtually
every one of his sermons ended with a call of commitment to Christ. Graham firmly held
to the concept of instantaneous conversion both in his preaching and in his crusade
methodology, while giving himself ‘wiggle room’ for those that did not believe as
such.”90 This focus on instantaneous conversion can also be seen in Graham’s follow-up
pamphlet used by counselors at his crusades, Steps to Peace with God.91 The final step in
making peace with God involves receiving Christ through prayer. Commenting on this
final step, Johnston writes, “The pamphlet included a place for signing and dating the
commitment to Christ, affirming the concept of instantaneous conversion, as well as
assurance of salvation.”92 In his evangelistic crusades, Billy Graham called for an
instantaneous decision for Christ, thus standing in continuity with Finney’s modern
revivalism.
Finally, Graham built on Finney’s and Moody’s use of means. For example, he
used the media to stir excitement before carrying out his crusade in a city. McLoughlin
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notes how the primary use of a documentary of one of his revivals was to “arouse interest
in preparation for a Graham revival. Cities which invited his services were free to use the
film for publicity and inspirational purposes.”93 A further example is the use of protracted
meetings. For instance, his famous “Christ for a Greater Los Angeles” evangelism
crusade met over several weeks. Furthermore, his crusades included an altar call where
he asked those who wanted to give their life to Christ to come forward. The act of coming
forward is seen as the act of faith in Jesus Christ and in his forgiveness of sins and the
new life that he gives. The means of asking people to come forward is similar with
Finney’s practice of asking people to come forward to the anxious bench. Thus Billy
Graham’s use of means clearly stands in continuity with Finney’s modern revivalism.94

Cautionary Remarks
To begin with, it is necessary to end this section with a word of caution. My
analysis does not intend to equate the ministries of Charles G. Finney, Dwight L. Moody,
and Billy Graham. Even though they all stand in the tradition of modern revivalism, their
ministries and theology differed substantially. For instance, unlike Finney’s semiPelagian conception of conversion,95 Graham believed that no one can be converted
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except by God’s prevenient grace96 and Moody held the doctrine of election, thus
affirming the necessity of God’s grace for conversion.97
Still, I have argued that Dwight L. Moody and Billy Graham carried into the
present the three central themes of modern revivalism. Along with Charles Finney, they
affirmed human ability, they focused on calling people to instantaneous conversion, and
they used means that they believed would be most effective with their evangelistic
efforts. Thus, modern revivalism is alive and well today in the theology of many
evangelicals, and influences how they conceive of conversion and the conversion avenues
they produce today.

Modern Revivalism’s Legacy
One of the strength’s of modern revivalism has been its relentless call for a
personal conversion to Jesus Christ. In this way, modern revivalism follows in the
footsteps of the apostle Peter who, after having received the Holy Spirit on the day of
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Pentecost, preached, “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus
Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.
The promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off—for all whom the
Lord our God will call.”98 In the same way, modern revivalists have been preaching the
Gospel and hold a strong belief that people can respond to the Gospel and experience
conversion.
Despite the important focus on personal conversion, modern revivalism has
created problems in how churches conceive of the conversion process, and it seems to be
one of the root causes for evangelicals’ frequent struggle with effectively leading people
in the process of conversion and in making disciples. I want to highlight four
predicaments in our current evangelical churches that are in large part an inheritance of
modern revivalism. Identifying the negative consequences of modern revivalism will help
us understand why evangelicals are finding themselves less effective in evangelism and
discipleship. Moreover, it will allow us to start working on solutions where our modern
revivalist outlook and practices have caused us to be ineffective, one of which I have
sketched out in chapter 6.
The first predicament of modern revivalism is that it tends to separate conversion
from the church context. Within the Puritan movement, conversion was both an
individual and a communal experience. Conversion was a process guided by the religious
elite and clergy within the covenant community. Brauer notes: “The paradigm for
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conversion was carefully worked out by the ‘spiritual brotherhood’ and was at no point
left to chance. During the pangs of rebirth, penitents were carefully guided and given
sustenance by the clergy. Religious experiences were tested, and the flickering flames of
faith were vigorously fanned through personal counsel and guidance.”99 All this changed
in modern revivalism. In that movement, there occurred a shift away from the covenant
community. As Smith says:
The covenant community was no longer the arbiter of authentic
experience. Subjectivism and individualism had gone to seed. Increasingly
the only purpose for the church was to foster a particular kind of
conversion, so much so that conversion became an end in itself.
Conversions were sought without immediate reference to the nurturing
community. Everything depended on whether one could answer the
question ‘Are you saved?’ In due time this led to the late nineteenth- and
twentieth-century phenomenon of mass crusade evangelism, where
conversion happened outside the context of the covenant community,
divorced from its doctrinal heritage.100
In modern revivalism, conversion became a personal, individual transaction that did not
need to be connected to the church.
Biblically, this is problematic because conversion means incorporation into the
Body of Christ; no loose affiliation of members is conceived. Hence one of the
predicaments regarding our conversion practices is that the faith community does not
always play a role in the conversion process. Smith points out that “if the genesis of the
spiritual life is largely an individual transaction, then it follows that the rest of the
spiritual life is transacted on one’s own, in one’s own space, on one’s own terms. If one
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can be ‘saved’ without reference to the community, then one can presumably live the rest
of one’s Christian life without reference to community.”101 Modern revivalism’s act of
divorcing conversion from community cuts away the support and nurturing structure that
are intended for every believer.102 This lack of nurturing structure, particularly in a postChristendom context, leaves new believers without the tools they need for discipleship in
today’s pluralistic context.
Many evangelical churches have institutionalized, to varying degrees, aspects of
modern revivalism within their church structure.103 The goal of modern revivalism, a
decision for Christ, is often reflected as the church’s goal. Thus, even if a person comes
to faith in Jesus Christ in a church community that is shaped by modern revivalism, the
nurture and support structure for the new believer are often inadequate and new believers
are not encouraged and equipped for discipleship.
A second predicament of modern revivalism is that it gradually “excised
conversion from a carefully construed doctrinal context.”104 Unlike Puritans who
managed to keep the biblical tension between salvation as gift and task,105 in modern
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revivalism, conversion is eventually separated from the covenant theology. This
separation leads to an unbalanced emphasis on human agency (task) in the process of
conversion and tends to lose the Christian tradition’s consensus that the gift side of
salvation precedes the human response side.106 For example, Finney denied original sin
and “believed that every person has the ability and responsibility, apart from any special
assistance of divine grace [prevenient grace] other than enlightenment and persuasion, to
freely accept the forgiving grace of God through repentance and obedience to the
revealed moral government of God.”107 Finney denied the doctrines of irresistible grace
and prevenient grace, and he elevated the human side in the process of salvation. In the
process, he failed to account properly for the divine gift aspect of salvation. Hence, his
view of salvation was semi-Pelagian at best and may even be construed as Pelagian.108
His conception of conversion was excised from the doctrinal context of Reformed
theology and placed instead in his moral government theological construct.
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Of course, not every expression of modern revivalism falls into the heresies of
semi-Pelagianism or Pelagianism. As mentioned above, Billy Graham affirmed total
depravity and the need for God’s grace in the conversion process. Nonetheless, modern
revivalism’s notion of conversion is prone to endorse at least a semi-Pelagian form of
conversion. Ultimately, when God’s grace (gift) in the salvation process is minimized, it
leads to a secular do-it-yourself theology where God is no longer part of the equation. It
seems that this type of understanding of salvation is the majority outlook of folk
Christianity worldwide. It can be summed up in the phrase “if we take a step towards
God he takes a step towards us.”109
The third predicament of modern revivalism comes from the New Measures
methods employed to bring about conversion. Gordon Smith describes the impact of
these techniques:
The revivalist heritage has left many contemporary Christians with the
belief that conversions are the fruit of the right practices or techniques. By
learning these techniques, one can become a “soul winner”; with the right
methods, one could learn how to “lead people to Christ.” Some Christians
have been taught simple formulas in a one-size-fits-all approach to
evangelism: ask the right questions, lead people through a series of simple
statements, guide them through a timely prayer, and one can state with
confidence that these persons have become Christian believers. Reducing
the procedure to a formula, the father of revivalism, Charles Finney, put it
this way: it is all a matter of getting the approach right so that what
follows is a ‘result of the right use of the constituted means—as much so
as any other effect produced by the application of means.’110
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I would like to point out two problems with the use of New Measures techniques.
One is that they imply an understanding of conversion where the human agent is elevated
in the process of conversion. The methods used by preachers or churches are what
accomplish conversion. Too often, the Spirit’s role is left functionally unacknowledged in
the salvation process. What really matters is the role of the evangelist and his or her use
of the right technique.
Another problem with the use of New Measure methods is that it is likely to lead
to objectifying and manipulating people. I experienced this firsthand. While I was
studying at seminary, individuals who tried to lead me to Christ ignored much of what I
said to them. Instead, they stuck to their evangelistic method, making me their
evangelistic target. When conversion becomes so much about us and our technique, it
becomes that much less about the work of God and the Holy Spirit in a person’s life.
Instead of discerning how God is already at work in a person’s life, we follow our
evangelistic formula. When many evangelicals today talk about conversion, they make it
sound as if all depends on what they do or do not do in their evangelistic outreach instead
of what God is doing in that individual’s life.
The fourth predicament of modern revivalism comes from its focus on dramatic
and instantaneous conversions. Smith points out:
Those influenced by revivalism sought dramatic conversions and believed
that conversion (and thus salvation) happens in a moment—the moment,
of course, being directly linked to one’s “decision.” Conversion became a
discrete event that one could point to—a definitive moment, ideally a
climactic moment. The reality, though, is that most people’s experience is
far more complex. Too many people have been left alienated and
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perplexed about their own experience by revivalism’s pervasive notion
that conversion is simple and decisive.111
Modern revivalism holds up an instantaneous view of conversion as normative and even
expected. But this leaves many people wondering where they fit in the church. If they
have not experienced an instantaneous conversion, they may ask themselves, “Am I
really saved? How can I know?” And if they are convinced that they have accepted
Christ, will they be accepted by fellow Christians who seem to insist that conversions are
not progressive but only instantaneous? The problem is that modern revivalism’s notion
of conversion is often held up in churches as the only way of experiencing conversion
with the result that many people, including second-generation Christians, often cannot
find themselves in that dominant story.
Another problem with the focus on instantaneous conversion is that it favors the
dramatic over the ordinary. God, however, works in many different ways in people’s
lives. The emphasis on the dramatic conversion plays down the possibility that God
works through the ordinary, slow process. Gordon Smith, writing on this issue, states,
“This approach neglects the possibility that God might work slowly, through the renewal
of the mind, through the ordinary and the routine as Christians observe weekly worship,
practice the disciplines of the spiritual life, and grow slowly and incrementally in their
capacity to love one another.”112 There is a need for more “ordinary” conversion stories
to be held up in church so people with this kind of conversion experience can find
themselves in the salvific story. Churches shaped by modern revivalism’s concept of
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conversion have failed to provide a language and conversion narratives that help
congregants who do not experience conversion in a dramatic and instantaneous way make
sense out of God’s saving work in their lives.
Yet another critique on instantaneous conversion is that it leads to focusing our
evangelism on a decision instead of on discipleship. New Testament scholar Scot
McKnight puts it this way:
Most of evangelism today is obsessed with getting someone to make a
decision; the apostles, however, were obsessed with making disciples. …
Evangelism that focuses on decisions short circuits and—yes, the word is
appropriate—aborts the design of the gospel, while evangelism that aims
at disciples slows down to offer the full gospel of Jesus and the apostles.113
McKnight argues that decisions do not necessarily lead to discipleship: “studies across
the board … show that the correlation between making a decision and becoming a mature
follower of Jesus is not high.”114 He provides the following statistics regarding
“decisions” made in America:
among teenagers (ages thirteen to seventeen) almost 60 percent of the
general population makes a ‘commitment to Jesus’—that is, they make a
‘decision.’ That number changes to just over 80 percent for Protestants
and (amazingly) approaches 90 percent for non-mainline Protestants, a
group that focuses more on evangelicals. As well, six out of ten Roman
Catholic teens say they have made a ‘commitment to Jesus.’115
McKnight moves from looking at the statistics about decisions to statistics on
discipleship. He draws on the research from The Barna Group, which has developed a
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way to measure discipleship through such categories as “‘revolutionary faith, which sorts
out things like meaning in life, self-identification as a Christian, Bible reading, and prayer
as well as questions about how faith has been or is transforming one’s life.”116
Contrasting the “decision” faith with “discipleship,” McKnight states “that almost 60
percent becomes about 6 percent, that 80 percent or so of Protestants becomes less than
20 percent, and that almost 90 percent of non-mainline Protestants becomes about 20
percent.”117 He concludes “that making a decision is not the vital element that leads to a
life of discipleship” and that “our focus on getting young people to make decisions—that
is, ‘accepting Jesus into our hearts’—appears to distort spiritual formation.”118 He states
his argument most clearly when he writes:
I would contend there is a minimal difference in correlation between
evangelical children and teenagers who make a decision for Christ and
who later become genuine disciples, and Roman Catholics who are
baptized as infants and who as adults become faithful and devout Catholic
disciples. I am fully aware of the pointedness of this accusation, directed
as it is at us who have for years contended that we are saved while Roman
Catholics are (or may) not (be), but I am trying to make just that point. I’m
not convinced our system works much more effectively than theirs.119
McKnight’s comparison between making a decision for Christ and Roman
Catholic infant baptism is nothing new. John W. Nevin, one of Finney’s contemporaries,
called the idea that coming forward to the anxious bench to experience conversion was
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a trick, a form of quackery—worthy to be compared with Roman Catholic
pilgrimages, relics and ex opera operato sacraments. Fear is mistaken for
religion, ‘coming forward’ confused with conversion. Instead of
justification by faith, the revivalist preaches justification by feeling.
‘Conversion is everything, sanctification nothing. Religion is not regarded
as the life of God in the soul that must be cultivated in order that it may
grow, but rather as a transient excitement to be renewed.’120
Our evangelism efforts are missing the mark. The Great Commission is not being
carried out if disciples are not being made. The focus of modern revivalism on decision
has undermined the biblical focus on discipleship.

The Rationalization Effect
Modern revivalism is the predominant paradigm through which evangelical
churches conceive of conversion, and it leads them to produce a particular type of
conversion avenue. The conversion avenue is the process imagined and created that helps
lead people to experience conversion. The conversion avenue particular to evangelicals is
shaped by an emphasis on an instantaneous conversion experience. The process for
leading people to this moment of decision has been rationalized—meaning that the
process of leading people to make decisions for Christ has been structured according to a
rational principle in order to achieve the desired result in the most efficient way. In this
final section, I will draw on George Ritzer’s McDonaldization theory in order to elucidate
how this rationalization process has led evangelical churches to be effective and
ineffective in leading people in the process of conversion and enabling them to live as
disciples of Jesus Christ.
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The Four Dimensions of the McDonaldization Process
Ritzer uses the fast-food restaurant of McDonald’s “as the major example of, and
the paradigm for, a wide-ranging process” he calls McDonaldization. By this he means
“the process by which the principles of the fast-food restaurant are coming to dominate
more and more sectors of American society as well as of the rest of the world.”121 He
identifies “four alluring dimensions that lie at the heart of the success of this model and,
more generally, of McDonaldization. In short, McDonald’s has succeeded because it
offers consumers, workers, and managers efficiency, calculability, predictability, and
control.”122
The first dimension underlying the McDonaldization process is a focus on
efficiency. Ritzer defines efficiency as “the optimum method for getting from one point to
another. For consumers, McDonald’s (its drive through is a good example) offers the best
available way to get from being hungry to being full. The fast-food model offers, or at
least appears to offer, an efficient method for satisfying many other needs, as well.”123
Efficiency is one of the highest values that shapes the process, and it is reached “by
following the steps in a predesigned process.”124
The second dimension underlying the McDonaldization process is the emphasis
on calculability. Ritzer explains that “calculability emphasizes the quantitative aspects of
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products sold (portion size, cost) and services offered (the time it takes to get the
product). In McDonaldized systems, quantity has become equivalent to quality; a lot of
something, or the quick delivery of it, means it must be good.”125 The focus on
calculability leads to valuing quantity and time efficiency and tends to ignore the
qualitative aspect of food. Workers are measured for their ability to produce quantity in
the shortest amount of time.
The third dimension underlying the McDonaldization process is the emphasis on
predictability. Ritzer explains that “McDonald’s also offers predictability, the assurance
that products and services will be the same over time and in all locales.”126 The Big Mac
in Germany will look like and taste the same as it does in Hong Kong. Ritzer comments
on the success of the McDonald’s focus on predictability. It “suggests that many people
have come to prefer a world in which there are few surprises.”127 There is comfort in
knowing what to expect; one will not have to face any big surprises. Moreover, “the
workers in the McDonaldized system also behave in predictable ways. They follow
corporate rules as well as the dictates of their managers. In many cases, what they do, and
even what they say, is highly predictable.”128
The fourth dimension underlying the McDonaldization process is the emphasis on
control. According to Ritzer, “control is exerted over the people who enter the world of
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McDonald’s. Lines, limited menus, few options, and uncomfortable seats all lead diners
to do what management wishes them to do—eat quickly and leave.”129 In other words,
control of the environment in order to get people to behave on McDonald’s terms is part
of the process.

The McDonaldization Process in Modern Revivalism
These four dimensions of the McDonaldization process also play a role in the
church’s application of the modern revivalism paradigm. According to Paul G. Sonnack,
“revivalism has been two things: essentially it has been, and still is, a technique which, in
practice, has tended to develop into a system.”130 The particular evangelical conversion
avenue has become a rationalized system intended to produce the desired result—a
decision for Christ. Modern revivalism has been successful because it offers churches in
their evangelistic efforts efficiency, calculability, predictability, and control.
First of all, modern revivalism emphasizes efficiency. We can see this in Finney’s
Lectures on Revivals of Religion, which outlines a process that instructs the reader on
how to efficiently conduct evangelistic meetings and stir revival. Finney considered the
Calvinistic outlook and practice of conversion as inefficient because those who held this
view did not believe that New Measure means could be employed to yield the result of
revival and decision to change one’s heart. According to Finney, the Calvinistic doctrine
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of the sovereignty of God has kept Calvinists from effectively producing revival and
decisions. Ever since Finney, Moody, and Graham, evangelicals have built on the
efficiency of the modern revivalistic model for gaining decisions for Christ.
Second, modern revivalism has led evangelicals to value calculability when it
comes to the goal of revival. What is calculated are decisions for Christ. Moody had the
decisions that were made at an evangelistic crusade counted and announced to the press.
Quantity has become equivalent to quality. In fact, quantity—the number of decisions
made for Christ—has been placed over quality—making disciples. While making a
decision for Christ and becoming a disciple of Christ are not necessarily exclusive, the
fact remains that in a high percentage of cases, a decision for Christ does not lead into a
life of discipleship. Churches shaped by modern revivalism have tended to ignore, gloss
over, or even explain away this reality.
Calculability also plays a role in how to reach the greatest number of people with
the least amount of cost. Hence the emphasis on mass revivalism. Calculability plays yet
another role: it provides a way for churches to expend the least amount of effort while
achieving what appears to be the most results. The modern revivalism paradigm of
evangelism makes it simple to train workers who participate in evangelism. All workers
have to do is follow a simple formula for presenting the Gospel. Instead of teaching
volunteers holistically about the Christian faith and discipleship, they receive training
sessions on how to give a Gospel presentation and problem-solve the most common
objections. In terms of calculability, this implies value because it takes little time to do
this. And the impact can be quantifiably large. This makes evangelism both cost efficient
and time efficient.
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Third, modern revivalism has led evangelicals to focus on and value
predictability. Since “revival is the result of the right use of the appropriate means,”131
the process should always look similar and follow the same formula. For instance, D.
James Kennedy’s, the author of Evangelism Explosion, describes an evangelism formula
that he has found to be successful.132 Part of the evangelism formula are the two
diagnostic questions: (1) “Have you come to a place in your spiritual life where you
know for certain that if you were to die today you would go to heaven, or is that
something you would say you’re still working on?”133 (2) “Suppose you were to die today
and stand before God and He were to say to you, ‘Why should I let you into My heaven?’
What would you say?”134 So wherever in the world one is trained in the Evangelism
Explosion method, people will learn both diagnostic questions. Thus students learn what
to say, how to say it, and what to anticipate in evangelistic encounters. This carefully
controlled process makes life easier for those using the Evangelism Explosion Gospel
presentation, and it makes things easier from the church’s perspective since church
leaders know what to train their lay people for. This level of predictability is of high
value to evangelicals who use the kind of evangelism techniques that have grown out of
modern revivalism.
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Finally, modern revivalism has led evangelicals to focus on control. With our
methods and process, we control the evangelistic conversation. And if we do this at a
revival meeting, even better. Here we can evangelize, not only using our own terms, but
doing so on our own turf. The modern revivalist approach is not built around the receiver
but around the need to produce a decision for Christ.135 Those being targeted for
conversion are objectified. Their unique situation and concerns are subjugated to a
controlled process and scripted presentation. And when the meeting is over, evangelicals
leave. The meal has been served. There is nothing else left to do. For those who have
subsumed the Christ food, they may be invited to return. For those who have not so
chosen, they are often left to their own devices to do as they will. If they return for
another meeting, the meal will be the same, and the servers will sound and act the same.

Predicaments: the Irrationality of the Decision Conversion Avenue
The rationalization process that results from modern revivalism has led
evangelical churches to be both effective and ineffective in leading people in the process
of conversion and enabling them to live out their Christian faith. The implications of this
are significant since modern revivalism is one of the predominant paradigms from which
many evangelicals around the globe operate.136 And this paradigm has produced
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conflicting results—irrationalities, if you will—that I believe have contributed to an
ineffectiveness in evangelicalism to lead people from various walks of life through the
conversion process and set them on a trajectory of living out a consequential Christian
faith.
According to Ritzer, “rational systems inevitably span irrationalities that limit,
eventually compromise, and perhaps even undermine their rationality.”137 He believes
that the irrationality that the rationalization process produces is the fifth dimension of the
McDonaldization theory. Moreover, he argues that this process is “both ‘enabling’ and
‘constraining.’ McDonaldized systems enable us to do many things we were not able to
do in the past; however, these systems also keep us from doing things we otherwise
would do. McDonaldization is a ‘double-edged’ phenomenon.”138 In the same way, the
rationalization of the process used for leading people to the moment of a spiritual
decision has created a conversion avenue that is both enabling and constraining. It has
enabled evangelicals to effectively get people to make a decision for Christ by praying
the sinner’s prayer. And yet this very result has an accompanying constraining effect.
The first and most obvious irrationality that a focus on getting people to make
instantaneous decisions for Christ creates is that it fails to lead people into a life of
discipleship which, according to Matthew 28:19-20, is supposed to be our goal. The
conversion avenue created out of the conversion paradigm of modern revivalism focuses
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on the decision for Christ, but fails to continue the process of making disciples. So
evangelicals are effective at fostering decisions but ineffective at fostering disciples.139
The second irrationality that the rationalized process of fostering decisions has
created is that it assumes that all people are at the same stage spiritually, namely, on the
brink of responding with repentance and faith to the Gospel. I do not want to be
misunderstood here. I believe it is important that Christians, after preaching the Gospel,
call for repentance and faith since we never know for sure who is ready to respond to the
Spirit’s enabling grace. However, we can be fairly certain that there are many people who
are not yet on the verge of repentance and faith. Rather, they are in the early stages of
their spiritual journey where they have just started opening up to God and learning about
who he is. And yet the decision conversion avenue of modern revivalism treats all people
the same; it assumes they are ready, or must be made ready, to make a decision for
Christ.
Another critical difficulty with this assumption is that in a post-Christendom
world and in cross-cultural settings, vast numbers of people have hardly any knowledge
of Christianity. They lack the needed background to properly understand and respond to
their first hearing of a Gospel presentation (even though I have no doubt that people
respond occasionally with repentance and faith the first time they hear the Gospel
proclaimed). The problem is that the decision conversion avenue is unable to minister to
people who are not yet ready to respond.

139

For an account that argues that evangelicals’ focus on “decisions for Christ” blocks
discipleship, see Scot McKnight, The King Jesus Gospel: The Original Good News Revisited (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 2011).

164
In short, the irrationality that leads to ineffectiveness occurs when we do not have
a process for engaging those who are further away from God than on the brink of making
a decision for Christ. Mainly operating through the decision conversion avenue paradigm
keeps us from being receptor oriented in our evangelism, understanding the situation and
needs of the person with whom we are sharing the Gospel. We need multiple conversion
avenues that can engage people from various walks of life at the point where they find
themselves. Today’s evangelicals, however, are mainly able to reach those who have a
churched background (as I will discuss in chapter 5). This is further evidence that the
decision conversion avenue is overly restrictive and therefore ineffective. We must not
continue to operate as if all people are at the same point on their spiritual journey.
The third irrationality produced by the modern revivalism paradigm has to do
with elevating the instantaneous conversion narrative at the expense of constraining
others. Since the modern revivalism paradigm has emerged, it has become the most
dominant conversion paradigm in evangelical circles. To become a Christian means to
experience conversion in a dramatic and instantaneous way. Bill Leonard recounts his
teenage experience of attending Camp Zion in Myrtle, Mississippi, where becoming a
Christian meant experiencing the “traumatic event which chronicled the day and the
moment from here to eternity. Emotions might vary—tears, shouts, silence—feelings
were deceptive, but if you turned from sin, prayed the prayer, invited Jesus into your
heart and believed, salvation was secured.”140 Reflecting on his childhood camp
experience, Leonard states: “the folks at Zion were right about a great many things—the
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need for grace, repentance, regeneration, and the possibility of all. They were wrong in
the idea that theirs was the only way of salvation taught in Scripture.”141 Since
evangelicals have elevated the dramatic and instantaneous conversion experience, they
have made all other conversion experiences suspect. Those individuals who experience
conversion as a gradual process are left feeling as if their conversion is somehow
illegitimate. They may even begin to question the reality of their own conversion. Such
people who seek to be baptized may experience a pastor-driven interrogation process that
implies doubt regarding their faith-commitment to Christ. Since the modern revivalism
paradigm has been accepted as the only legitimate conversion avenue, it constrains other
possible ways of coming to faith within the faith community, and it thereby forces all
converts to “fit” their conversion experience into the instantaneous and dramatic
conversion narrative.

The Challenge at Hand
Some churches today exhibit a similar form of reductionism as the one Martin
Luther opposed centuries ago. This reductionism can be seen in evangelicalism’s
inheritance of modern revivalism that strongly shapes the way evangelicals imagine and
practice conversion. In this tradition, conversion tends to be reduced to a decision that is
usually made in the form of the sinner’s prayer. This ignores the process of conversion
that most people go through. Moreover, the emphasis on a human decision fails to
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highlight the role that the Holy Spirit plays in the conversion process. Conceiving
conversion as a decision to receive the free gift of salvation tends to downplay the cost of
following Jesus. Consequently, there is a need for evangelicals to reexamine how they
conceive conversion and the types of spaces that are created for the conversion process.
Just as Luther’s experience of anxiety over justification led him to search
Scripture and arrive at a Reformation breakthrough, evangelicals’ experience of
struggling with fostering consequential faith and the ineffectiveness of evangelistic
efforts to reach those with no Christian background should bring us back to Scripture to
investigate our current notion of conversion. Just as Luther took time to stop and think in
a way that altered church history, it is time for evangelicals to take time to stop and think
and create churches that can engage a post-Christian people and lead them through a
process of conversion that will form strong and mature Christians who are equipped to
engage their world missionally in the twenty-first century and beyond.

CHAPTER 5
THE INEFFECTIVENESS OF MODERN REVIVALISM EVANGELISM
TECHNIQUES IN A POST-CHRISTENDOM WORLD
Since the beginning of the evangelical movement,1 the need for individual
conversion has been emphasized as a crucial event in the lives of people.2 The
importance of having a personal conversion experience has also been an emphasis in
modern revivalism, which focuses particularly on the need for an instantaneous
conversion experience by way of making a decision for Christ. Since many evangelical
churches have institutionalized (to varying degrees) aspects of modern revivalism,
evangelism and conversion have been predominantly understood through the categories
of “instantaneous conversion” and “decision for Christ.”3 This understanding has led
evangelicals to conceive of conversion through modern revivalism categories and to
create conversion avenues that reflect modern revivalism theology. This emphasis on
conversion is reflected in evangelicals’ ongoing investment in evangelism practices.
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However, despite this emphasis on evangelism, recent studies4 suggest that their
evangelism efforts lack the ability to foster conversions in the changing cultural context.
In the West, the cultural context is shifting from Christendom to post-Christendom.
Evangelism practices that still assume a cultural Christendom have a limited
effectiveness in the new context.
I claim that evangelicalism’s modern revivalistic theology5 and the resulting
conversion processes are two of the major causes for evangelicals’ struggle in leading
people through the process of conversion and into mature faith. Moreover, it is my
contention that if evangelical churches fail to fully grasp the cultural context they are
ministering in and consequently adjust their evangelistic practices, they will lose even
more of their ability to effectively reach a growing portion of the population with the
good news about Jesus Christ.
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The Lack of Effectiveness in Current Evangelical Evangelism Practices
One of the main arguments regarding why evangelism efforts in the West have to
change is that these modern revivalist evangelism techniques are simply no longer
effective in reaching the majority of the population. The churches’ struggle to effectively
evangelize is partially ascribed to the cultural shift from Christendom to a postChristendom society. In order to explore why this is so, we need to first define what is
meant by the terms Christendom and post-Christendom.

Christendom
Alan Kreider provides us with three characteristics of Christendom. The first is
that Christendom is characterized by a common belief affirmed by means of a general
consensus. Per Kreider: “The belief system of Christendom is that of orthodox
Christianity as affirmed by the religious and civil leaders. This provides ‘the structural
ideology’ of the entire society. Christianity suffuses the ‘secular’; it shapes society’s
politics, institutions, values, and terms of reference.”6
Another characteristic of Christendom is that it provides a common sense of
belonging. “In Christendom the members of civil society and members of the Christian
church coincide precisely. … In Christendom everyone is a Christian.”7
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Lastly, Christendom generates and promotes a common behavior. Kreider states:
“In Christendom, Christian behavior is rooted in common sense, custom, and Scripture,
especially the Old Testament….” Unlike the early centuries, in which extended catechism
study prepared converts to live Jesus’ teachings, in Christendom, Christian behavior has
come to reflect the common sense of the host societies.”8 This description of
Christendom makes clear that the present post-Christendom context in the West is
significantly different.

Post-Christendom
Post-Christendom in the West came about through the collapse of ecclesial power.
The relationship between church and state has drastically changed. The church’s
influence in society has been significantly weakened. Theologian Stefan Paas states that
“Following the separation of church and state in many countries a process of
marginalization of the church has taken place,”9 where the church no longer plays a
dominant role in society. Moreover, “post-Christendom signals the fragmentation of
culture in the West. No longer can a single cultural (Christian) narrative be assumed.
Instead, the church is forced to find its own place within a society as one of its
institutions.”10 Thus there is a pluralization of society where Christianity provides only
one among many rival narratives. Drawing on the three characteristics noted by Kreider,
8
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we can state that there is no longer one single common belief system based on
Christianity, no longer a common belonging between civil society and members of the
church, and no longer a common behavior fully based on Christian principles and values.
Thus, the most dominant characteristic of a post-Christendom society is pluralism—
pluralism in religion, epistemology, ethics, community (and even how community is
conceived), and cultural values and expectations. What once held the West together has
been fractured and dismantled.

Pluralism: Difference and Dissolution
Since pluralism is the most dominant characteristic of a post-Christendom culture
and also characterizes some non-Christendom cultural contexts (such as non-Western
contexts), it is important to understand what challenges it represents for the Christian
faith and our evangelistic efforts.
Sociologist James Davison Hunter identifies two major challenges for the
Christian community in the late modern world: difference and dissolution. Difference
refers to pluralism, while dissolution is partly a consequence of pluralism. He writes:
On the surface, the problem of difference bears on how Christians engage
the world outside of their own community, while the problem of
dissolution bears on the nature of Christian witness. In reality, these
problems are interrelated and mutually reinforcing and together they
represent challenges that Christian believers have not adequately
acknowledged, the dynamics of which Christians have not understood well
and, thus, whose implications Christians have not worked through.11
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Hunter describes difference as the challenge of “how do we think about and relate
to those who are different from us and to a world that is not our world?”12 Hunter
explains that “The challenge of difference is rooted in the ever-present, indeed
unavoidable realities of modern pluralism. Pluralism in its most basic expression is
nothing more than the simultaneous presence of multiple cultures and those who inhabit
those cultures.”13 Christendom was characterized by the assumption of a homogenous
society marked by a fairly “insular nature of social life.”14 In such a homogenous society,
it is easy to “be convinced of the superiority of one’s own beliefs and ways of life and
never really have to seriously face up to the claims of another’s.”15 It used to be that only
a minority within a culture had to deal with differences; however, in a post-Christendom
society, the majority of the culture is in continuous “contact with the differences
represented by competing cultures.”16 The average person today experiences differences
“more frequently and more intensely than ever before in human history.”17 This conflict
of competing cultures and worldviews will probably remain a permanent fixture of
people’s experience. The church must figure out how to carry on its mission in this new
world.
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According to Hunter, the challenge of difference in a pluralistic society provides
the following context in which Christian witness takes place and for which the church
must equip believers:
First, pluralism has incalculable effects on the collective identity of the
tradition of belief itself. As Christianity has moved from being the
dominant culture-shaping influence to just one among many, its historic
role as defender of social order has dissolved. … Pluralism, then, changes
the public identity of the church, both in how it understands itself and in
how it is perceived. Second, pluralism inevitably changes the content of
belief and practice. To the extent that Christian believers and the church as
a whole engage the world, it will experience the pressures of assimilation
to the world. Third, pluralism certainly undermines the possibility of belief
but even more significantly, it undermines the character of belief—that is,
how one believes. Even for ordinary people. Belief requires a conscious
awareness and a deliberateness that is unfamiliar to past generations. As
the structures of belief have weakened, so has the self-assurance of belief.
There is little if anything one can take for granted about the faith any
longer.18
Since the experience of difference is intensified in a pluralistic society, churches need to
understand this cultural shift and rethink Christian witness and discipleship in lieu of the
new context.
The second challenge for the Christian community is the matter of dissolution.
Hunter refers to dissolution as “the deconstruction of the most basic assumptions about
reality.”19 A pluralistic culture is the context in which this dissolution unfolds. As Hunter
explains:
By its very nature, pluralism juxtaposes culture, each with its own
definition of words or perspectives on the meaning of words. God, love,
family, faith, courage, loyalty—the entire lexicon of signs, gestures,
utterances, speech acts, ideals, and beliefs—mean different things within
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different social and cultural contexts. Confidence in the meaning of words
cannot help but be undermined. We cannot be sure that words mean what
they once meant or that words are understood as we intend. In that doubt,
a gap emerges between speaker and word spoken, between word spoken
and the word as it is understood by those who hear it. Authority and truth
are weakened.20
According to Hunter, we are experiencing an aggressive expression of dissolution where
the “trust between human discourse and the ‘reality’ of the world” is severely negated
and the dissolution “fosters a doubt that what is said has anything to do with what exists
‘out there.’”21 Thus, we can no longer assume that people will understand our message,
or that they will accept our appeal to authority or our definition of what a word means. As
Hunter states:
there is no authority that can be appealed to in order to definitively
establish the meaning of words or to adjudicate which meaning is more
truthful or better than another. God? Nature? Science? Democracy?
Tradition? None of these sources of authority can be trusted because each
one exists under the same questioning gaze—they too are words that have
been emptied of meaning. None make any sense outside of their own
specific discourse.22
In light of such challenges, Christians must find ways of communicating the
Gospel faithfully and clearly in a pluralistic context characterized by difference and
dissolution.
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Assuming a Christendom Context
One problem with the evangelical modern revivalistic outlook is that evangelical
evangelism practices often assume a Christendom context.23 So when they use terms such
as salvation, the Son of God, sin, resurrection, faith, and hope, they presuppose that their
hearers understand what they are talking about. And when evangelicals display a
dependence on the Bible as authoritative, they still think that non-Christians will accept
this set of sacred books as authoritative too. But these assumptions and the practices built
on them are becoming increasingly ineffective. The cultural situation in which they once
worked no longer exists. Missiologist and theologian Krish Kandiah points out that
“methods which may have been effective in one historical and cultural context are
employed ad hoc in radically different contexts with limited effectiveness and, more
significantly, often a distortion of the gospel.”24 The churches’ evangelistic practices,
gospel presentations, revivals, and crusades all come out of the Christendom context and
assume this context is still present. The problem is, however, that the assumptions
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underlying our evangelistic practices are no longer valid and effective in a non- or postChristendom context.
Evangelism researcher Steve Hollinghurst provides us with an insightful
metaphor that helps us understand the significance of assuming the wrong cultural
context and ignoring the shift from Christendom to a post-Christendom society:
Once upon a time there was a large lake, and on its shores lived a fishing
community. They had become expert at fishing the lake and knew exactly
the right kind of boat to use, the right nets to cast, and where and when to
cast them. So, they thrived for many generations. However, after a while
they noticed that their catches began to dwindle, and then some days they
caught nothing at all. They began to be anxious and wondered what was
going wrong, as they had kept faithfully to all they knew about fishing and
worked hard to put it into practice. They decided to investigate.
Now earthquakes were not unknown in this area and indeed a large
one had happened a few years before. As they investigated, they found
that the earthquake had thrown up a cliff, diverting a river that had fed the
lake with fresh water several miles in a new direction. They decided they
would sail down it to find where it now went. Having navigated the river’s
new course, they found it opened out into a strange new lake they had
never seen before. Moreover, round this lake were some of the weirdest
people, fishing in a way they had never seen before. Not one of them was
fishing properly with a boat and a net; instead they were using all sorts of
strange methods and were landing catches of the strangest fish. They
decided to see if they, too, could catch some. So they put their boat onto
the lake, sailed out and lowered their nets but caught nothing. So, they
tried the other side, and behind and in front and every trick they knew, but
they still caught nothing.
Dejected, they went back home and called a meeting and the whole
community discussed what to do. Some said that it was clear they would
never get fish from the new lake and would simply have to keep fishing
the old one; after all, there were more fish in it yet, perhaps still enough to
last their lifetime. Others suggested that if they waited long enough,
perhaps another earthquake would divert the river back again and solve
the problem. However, others said they had to face the fact that the old
lake would soon have no fish and they had to find a way to fish the new
lake or the community had no future. What were they to do? What would
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you do, for indeed this is our story, the story of the church in Britain at the
start of the twenty-first century.25
Hollinghurst applies this story to the churches in Great Britain and the new
cultural situation in which they find themselves. These churches have been fishing as
they always have in the old lake. What they have discovered, though, is that their
evangelistic catch is not what it used to be. Their catch is shrinking. The evangelistic
methods they once used are increasingly ineffective. John Finney, a researcher in Great
Britain, has sociological data that backs up this story’s point:
76 per cent of those who came to faith as adults had a church background.
This means both that future church attendance is predictable largely on
current childhood attendance, but also that much of our current
evangelism is effective largely with those who have been raised with an
understanding of the Christian message and regular experience of
church.26
In other words, British evangelicals have been largely ineffective in adapting their
evangelistic efforts to reach people in differing cultural conditions. Hollinghurst states:
Our fishing is geared to the lake populated by those raised in a Christian
country and we are experienced at catching its Christendom fish.
However, since the early twentieth century the church has been losing
children at a rapid rate. This means that the de-churched population is both
ageing and shrinking in size; indeed, it has fallen by about 15 per cent
since the last Church Census of 1998. At present it looks as if the trend of
falling youth attendance will continue.27
The de-churched population (those who attended church when they were under fifteen
years old and no longer do) is shrinking and the non-churched (those who did not
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regularly attend church below the age of fifteen) is increasing. Hollinghurst writes that “If
the church is to break out of a pattern of long-term decline leading to attendance rates that
mirror those of the minority faith communities it must be able to successfully evangelize
those in the growing non-churched population.”28
Hollinghurst acknowledges that the fishing story paints a bleaker picture than
reality. John Finney’s survey reveals that 24 percent of adult converts came from the nonchurched group. The church is able to reach some from the new lake but finds it much
easier to catch fish in the old one. Hollinghurst notes, “Finney found that those who came
to faith from non-churched backgrounds very rarely responded to evangelistic preaching
or at mission events. Most could not say when they became a Christian; they had simply
done so gradually over a period of time and then came to a realization of what had
happened.”29 This is an important observation because most of our notions of conversion
and evangelism are built around an immediate response, and empirical evidence points to
a drastically different and mixed reality.
Conversion through an immediate response seems to predominantly be the
experience of the de-churched or those with some kind of church background.
Hollinghurst writes, “In terms of the fishing story it’s as if the few fish coming into the
stock pond from the new lake are somehow arriving without being caught by the fishing
community first. This is the opposite of the normal experience for those who had church
backgrounds, who largely responded to mission events and could name the time and
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place they did.”30 Thus he rightly concludes that “our mission events and current
approach to evangelism are geared to those with church backgrounds, who were of course
the majority of the population until partway through the twentieth century and had been
so since the establishment of Christianity as the faith of Britain a thousand years
earlier.”31
What is occurring in Great Britain is also happening in other places worldwide,
but especially in those geographical settings where Christianity so settled in that it at one
time significantly reshaped society.32 In the vast majority of these places, however, those
societies have since become culturally and religiously pluralistic. And yet, evangelicals
there have not altered their approach to evangelism. They still assume a Christendom
context. They assume that people are familiar with the Gospel stories and Christian
values, that they are socialized in some way with the Christian faith. Hence, when they
explain the Gospel with their typical illustrations, they believe that people still have a
context for understanding what is being communicated. However, increasingly in postChristendom Europe and in countries that were never part of Christendom, the church can
no longer and should not assume that people will have a common context for
understanding our Gospel presentations.
Indian Christian Dayanand Bharati, in his book Living Water and Indian Bowl,
argues that “the gospel is never communicated until the message is understood”
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[emphasis in original].33 He points out that “Most Christians irrespective of their
denomination and organization all the time try to pull the people up to the level of their
own understanding, rather than understanding people first and adjusting to their level.”34 I
would add to that, that in cross-cultural evangelism, many Christians try to pull people to
their cultural understanding of the Gospel. He continues, “Apart from the message as a
whole even the words and jargon they use hardly communicate anything to the people.
Yet most seem to take it for granted that irrespective of the words and terms they use, the
gospel message on the whole gets communicated.”35
Bharati recalls talking with a group of missionaries in India who had a hard time
accepting what he was saying regarding cross-cultural evangelism:
When I shared this with a group of missionaries, most of them could not
understand what I meant, nor could they appreciate the difficulty a Hindu
would face in understanding the message we try to communicate. In order
to help them to realize the difficulty, I read out some of the notes I had
prepared on the Bhagavad Gita and Upanishads. After reading only one
page most of them accepted that though they could read it themselves and
understand the language as a whole, they could not understand the subject
in depth as most of the concepts and terms were new to them. I then asked
them to step into the shoes of those to whom we do the same thing.36
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Through Bharati’s illustration, we can understand why evangelism techniques which
assume a Christendom cultural context are ineffective in reaching those with no Christian
background.

The Non-Christendom Context: A Hong Kong Case Study
While it is clear that evangelistic methods used in a Christendom context need to
change appropriately to be effective in a post-Christendom context, does this carry
through to non-Western cultural contexts? I believe that it does. My current ministry
context is Hong Kong. This vast metropolitan arena has never been part of the
Christendom context even though it is connected to Christendom by being a former
British colony. Nevertheless, the Christendom discussion is still relevant for this culture.
I believe this is so for three major reasons.
First, since Great Britain and Hong Kong’s history are so closely intertwined,
Christendom has at least to some degree left an impact on Hong Kong’s society. Hong
Kong was relinquished to Britain by the Qing dynasty in 1842 under the Treaty of
Nanking. And yet, until 1997, Hong Kong remained under British rule, and as a colony, it
inherited a significant amount of organizational and cultural infrastructure from its
colonial ruler. Historian John Carroll points out that “until the early 1970s governors
were selected from the British colonial service.”37 From its early colonial days, Hong
Kong served as a safe place for migrants and refugees coming from Mainland China and
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Southeast Asia during crucial historical moments, most notably during the post-war
periods (WWI and WWII) and during and shortly after the civil war between the
Nationalists and the Communists in China. It is estimated that in the 1950s nearly one
million refugees arrived in Hong Kong due to the Communists’ victory in the civil war
and the establishment of the People’s Republic of China. According to scholars FukTsang Ying and Pan-Chiu Lai, “the sudden arrival of these refugees brought to the
colonial government a number of problems to be solved, such as food, housing,
education, and health, the seriousness and urgency of which was underlined by the 1956
riot.”38
The influx of immigrants created a demand for charitable organizations and
missionaries, “such as the Catholic Maryknoll Sisters who, writes historian Cindy Chu,
‘spearheaded efforts for poor refugee communities’; opened schools, clinics and youth
centers in resettlement estates.”39 One of the main reasons churches and missionaries
were able to play such a significant role in addressing the refugees’ needs and
evangelizing them was the parallel movement of Christian missionaries who were forced
to leave the newly established People’s Republic of China and ended up in Hong Kong.
Ying and Lai point out that, “With the churches already established before 1949 and the
newly arrived missionaries as well as churches newly established, Hong Kong became a
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labour-intensive missionary field.”40 Other religious organizations, including Caritas,
YMCA, YWCA, and the Lutheran, Anglican, and Methodist churches engaged in similar
outreach, establishing community centers and schools, and distributing in kind donations
among the needy as part of an evangelistic outreach. These Christian charitable
organizations played a pivotal role in the social and cultural development of Hong
Kong’s welfare and education system. Ying and Lai note that “The churches’
involvement in education contributed to their long lasting cultural and social impact on
Hong Kong. When Hong Kong returned to China in 1997, though Christians, including
Protestants and Catholics, constituted roughly 8 per cent of the total population, Christian
churches ran about 35 per cent of the primary schools and 48 per cent of the secondary
schools in Hong Kong.”41 Moreover, “The Christian churches became the government’s
major partner in providing social services.”42
However, as the government has taken over the welfare service provision, the role
of these missionary Christian organizations has declined. Currently they are viewed
primarily as charitable organizations. And they are not necessarily associated with a
Christian worldview or with evangelism activities.
So through the schools and welfare system, a significant portion of Hong Kong’s
population has been exposed to and, to a certain degree, socialized in the Christian faith.
This has provided a pool of people who are able to understand and respond to
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evangelistic efforts that are rooted in revivalism and the Christendom context. In my own
experience of working in Hong Kong, many of the students who have had some form of
socialization in the Christian faith are the ones who later become Christians and who
respond to traditional evangelistic methods currently being employed. The pool of these
students is still large enough to justify using the old evangelism techniques since they
effectively reach this limited segment of the population. On the other hand, beyond this
pool of potential converts, the church needs to consider significantly altering its approach
to evangelism.
Second, and perhaps more so than in other countries, Hong Kong’s Protestant
Christianity has been shaped by evangelical and revivalist Christianity, both of which are
firmly rooted in the Christendom context and largely operate by assuming this context.
As mentioned above, because of the great influx of refugees due to the political turmoil
resulting from the establishment of the People’s Republic of China and the parallel influx
of Protestant missionaries who were being forced to leave China, the missionary’s
particular form of Christian spirituality has shaped Hong Kong’s Protestant Christianity.
Ying and Lai note that:
As the Hong Kong churches had been established mainly by missionaries,
especially those with evangelistic zeal and revivalist spirit, the theological
and spiritual tradition of the Hong Kong churches was characterized
mainly by fundamentalism and revivalism, emphasizing an individual’s
born-again experience, the importance of living a holy life, reading the
Bible diligently, preaching the gospel enthusiastically, looking forward to
the second coming of Jesus Christ, and so on.43
Hong Kong’s Protestant Christianity is shaped by the evangelistic and revivalist spirit.
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Furthermore, Ying and Lai argue:
Protestantism in Hong Kong was shaped thoroughly by the massive
migration of Chinese from the Mainland in the early 1950s. It made the
churches and missionary societies aware of the importance of the
missionary to the Chinese diasporic communities. The efforts made by the
churches and missionary societies to address the bodily and spiritual needs
of the diasporic Chinese communities contributed to the phenomenal
church growth and increase in social influence during the 1950s. In return,
the need as well as the mentality of the diasporic Chinese communities in
Hong Kong reinforced the revivalist tradition of Chinese Christianity and
thus shaped the formation of the character of the spiritual/theological
tradition of Protestantism in Hong Kong.44
As a consequence, many of the evangelicals in Hong Kong operate out of the modern
revivalism paradigm when it comes to conceiving conversion and practicing evangelism.
Third, the Christendom discussion is still relevant since the evangelism
techniques and practices in the churches are largely imported from a Christendom context
and applied in a non-Christendom context.45 The reason evangelicals like myself are
unable to engage a large portion of the population with our evangelistic efforts is because
our practices make certain fallacious assumptions about the people we are trying to reach.
Basically, we fail to meet the majority of individuals where they are on their spiritual
journey, and what we present to them about Christianity is inadequate for leading most
people to faith. We need to understand the Hong Kong context in order to be effective in
our evangelistic efforts. Merely importing evangelism processes that are rooted in a
Christendom context has proven ineffective.
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Concluding Thoughts
I conclude that the churches’ ineffectiveness in evangelizing those in a postChristendom and non-Christendom context stems at least in part from the fact that a
significant number of evangelical churches operate out of a modern revivalist system that
intends to produce “decisions for Christ.” Churches that operate out of this modern
revivalist system have been particularly effective in a Christendom context and in
societies where there has been a significant degree of Christian socialization through the
education system or other institutions. However, in a changing cultural context,
continuing to operate out of the modern revivalist system causes an increase in
ineffectiveness. As we will see in the following chapter, not only does captivity to the
modern revivalist notion and practices of conversion lead to ineffectiveness in a nonChristendom context, it also creates barriers for leading children of Christians through the
conversion process.

CHAPTER 6
USING A SPIRITUAL AUTOBIOGRAPHY COURSE AS A CONVERSION
AVENUE FOR CHILDREN OF BELIEVERS

Most evangelical churches elevate one particular conversion avenue and its
accompanying conversion narrative—instantaneous dramatic conversion—as
paradigmatic.1 There is a tacit expectation that every conversion experience will resemble
the dominant instantaneous dramatic conversion narrative. In this chapter I will argue that
expecting children of believers and second-generation Christians2 to have such a
conversion is pastorally problematic and potentially blocks or undermines the pathway
for them to experience a conversion that results in mature faith. I will support this claim
by exploring why this conversion narrative has been largely ineffective with children of
believers and second-generation Christians. Then, drawing on my historical investigation,
I will propose that the practice of writing a spiritual autobiography in a class setting can

1

For an account that argues that most Evangelical churches view the “instantaneous dramatic
conversion” and “decision for Christ” as paradigmatic, see Scot McKnight, Turning to Jesus: The
Sociology of Conversion in the Gospels (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2002), 9-10; and
Gordon T. Smith, “Conversion and Redemption,” in The Oxford Handbook of Evangelical Theology, ed.
Gerald R. McDermott (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 209-210.
2

By second-generation Christians, I mean children of believers who have come to a saving faith in
Jesus Christ. Charles H. Kraft explains the difference between first- and second-generation Christians
when he points out “the fact of cultural difference between ‘first-generation Christians’—those converted
‘out of the world,’ having consciously chosen to align themselves with the people of God—and ‘secondgeneration Christians,’ who have been raised in Christian homes. In the case of the former, conversion may
involve a radical departure from their former lifestyle. In the case of the latter, however, there may be little
or no behavioral change evident as a result of the conscious decision to personally affirm one’s
commitment to the Christian community in which one has been participating since birth.” Charles H. Kraft,
Christianity in Culture: A Study in Dynamic Biblical Theologizing in Cross-Cultural Perspectives (New
York: Orbis Books, 1979), 328-329.
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serve as an avenue for children of believers to come to faith, to overcome confusion
regarding their own conversion (for second-generation Christians), and to help them
identify and articulate how God has been at work in their lives, redeeming them and
calling them into discipleship.

How Evangelical Churches Reveal Their Conversion Expectations
As noted in chapter 2, C. S. Lewis warned against Protestant groups expecting
and even demanding that newcomers to the faith come to it the same way—that their
conversion narrative fit the same pattern, a one-size-fits-all view of being saved. I have
argued that most evangelicals are subject to Lewis’ warning. While evangelicals may not
think they have and expect a particular conversion paradigm, I believe there are two areas
where these particular expectations become evident.
First, a church’s theology of evangelism can reveal the pattern that the church
expects of those who experience conversion. For example, as I have shown, if evangelism
is understood through the modern revivalism paradigm, churches use techniques and
approaches that are meant to lead a person to the conviction of sin and to an
instantaneous conversion through a sinner’s prayer. Conversion avenues are produced
that facilitate instantaneous and dramatic conversion. The conversion experience that the
modern revivalist theology of evangelism assumes is that conversion is dramatic and
instantaneous. One moment you are living in darkness and sin, and the next moment you
experience a conversion that brings relief of guilt, forgiveness of sins, joy, and salvation.
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Conversion is imagined through the modern revivalist paradigm, and the experience of a
person’s conversion is expected to follow this exact pattern.3 Thus people who
experience conversion as dramatic and instantaneous are affirmed because their
conversion experience fits the expected pattern, while those who experience conversion
as a process are treated with suspicion because they fail to fit the expected pattern. A
church’s evangelism theology can reveal the type of pattern(s) of conversion a church
expects.
Second, the expected pattern of conversion often emerges when pastors and elders
interview baptismal candidates in order to determine whether to admit the candidate for
baptism. During the interview, baptismal candidates are asked to give an account of their
conversion experience. While pastors and elders listen to the candidate’s testimony,
feelings of uneasiness often arise when the person does not narrate the conversion
experience in accordance with the pattern of conversion that the local church has elevated
as paradigmatic. It is at this point that the tacit expectations emerge. Consequently, the
pastors and elders are left in a greater quandary regarding the candidate’s spiritual
qualification for baptism.
I have conducted and been part of these interviews and have felt the tension when
a person’s conversion account did not match the type of conversion experience that I
expected. I have also observed this tension in other pastors and elders when this situation
has arose. In such a scenario, a common response is to ask a series of questions that are

3

For a journal article that describes such tacit expectations, see Bill J. Leonard, “Getting Saved in
America: Conversion Event in a Pluralistic Culture,” Review & Expositor 82, no. 1 (Winter 1985): 111127.
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meant to help the candidate make his or her conversion experience fit the expected
conversion narrative. For example, when a baptismal candidate does not have a dramatic
and instantaneous experience and instead a more gradual conversion experience, pastors
and elders sometimes seek to help the candidate determine a date of conversion or a time
when the sinner’s prayer was prayed. In other words, they are trying to find a way to
make the candidate’s experience fit into their expected pattern of conversion. Our
expectations too often disallow us from seeing the saving grace at work in the person’s
life sharing the testimony. People frequently lack the vocabulary and clarity to express
God’s saving activity in their lives. Thus it is incumbent, especially on church leaders, to
understand that there are a variety of forms of conversion experiences that are biblical
and that may be communicated in terms that church leaders are not used to hearing.
Hence we should not expect everyone to conform to one particular conversion pattern or
to certain pre-identified ways of expressing their conversion.

Second-Generation Christians and the Expected Conversion Narrative
The following fictional story about Sam consists of various real experiences from
my own work as a youth pastor and helps to illustrate the struggle second-generation
Christians often face when churches expect them to experience conversion according to
one particular pattern.
Gospel Church Hong Kong (GCHK), like many other evangelical churches
around the world, places a strong emphasis on a life-changing personal conversion
experience. GCHK has inherited the modern revivalistic tradition, which shapes the
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church’s practices concerning conversion as an instantaneous event that begins with a
“decision moment.”
The church has people from various walks of life. One of them is Sam Chiu. Sam
is a teenager who grew up in a Christian family and has always believed in Jesus. He
attends church regularly and attempts to uphold its teachings. One night during a youth
meeting, the youth pastor awkwardly corners Sam and presents the Gospel to him. In this
conversation, Sam learns about the sinner’s prayer, which is allegedly necessary to utter
in order to become a Christian. Sam prays the prayer because he wants to be a Christian,
even though he had considered himself a Christian all along. He did not have an
instantaneous conversion story to tell. His conversion had been progressive and slow.
Indeed, he could not remember a time when he was not a Christian. And yet, he prays the
sinner’s prayer. This shows that Sam has become confused about his faith. Why? On
several occasions during church meetings, he had been exposed to testimonies of newly
converted believers. These testimonies told stories of radical changes experienced by
people who knew nothing about Christ and were “far away from God.” But suddenly,
after hearing “the Gospel” and “being exposed to God’s truth,” they decided to pray the
sinner’s prayer and give their life to Christ. Sam wondered if he needed to do this too.
His experience did not mirror theirs. He was not “far away from God,” nor was he
“unaware of God’s truth,” and he had always known “the Gospel.” But he prayed the
sinner’s prayer anyway so his conversion story would match the ones he had heard so
often, the ones that the church kept holding up as the models of how to come to Christ.
Unfortunately, Sam’s new faith action does not help him in the expected way. He
does not have the dramatic change or feeling that so many others said they had
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experienced. So now he feels unsure of his own salvation experience to the point where
he wonders whether or not he is even a Christian. He feels as if his story of praying the
sinner’s prayer falls far short of the story shared by so many others. Even his new
experience of accepting Christ does not fit the conversion pattern that the church holds up
as a paradigm. This expected conversion pattern does not help him make sense out of his
own experiences with God. In fact, it leaves him confused about whether or not he is a
Christian now. The saving faith he once thought he had has been replaced by doubt over
the new and “real” saving faith he is supposed to have after praying the right prayer.
What has gone wrong?
Sam’s story highlights two common problems that evangelicals face in their
efforts of passing on the faith to second-generation Christians. First, the church that Sam
attends has the modern revivalistic focus on instantaneous and dramatic conversion. Sam
is expected to experience conversion according to this pattern. The problem is that Sam
had experienced conversion as a process and not in an instantaneous and dramatic way.
As a result, he is pushed toward meshing his life with a conflicting conversion paradigm,
a shift that creates confusion and doubt in Sam rather than reinforcing the sense of
settledness he already had in his relationship with God.
Second, the Gospel presentation chosen by the youth pastor to lead Sam through
the expected conversion process does not take into consideration where Sam actually is
on his spiritual journey and does not set him on a trajectory of obtaining confidence and
clarity regarding his Christian identity.
In my six years of working as a youth pastor, I have seen countless times how the
expectations that we evangelicals place on children of believers and second-generation
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Christians for experiencing an instantaneous dramatic conversion have a negative effect
on them. Evangelicals, like so many other people, love dramatic stories. So whenever we
ask someone to give a testimony, we tend to ask people who have dramatic turnaround
stories—for example, the person who went from the drug-using party boy to the vocal
Christ-follower. These are amazing stories, and they should be celebrated since they are
testimonies of God’s dramatic transforming saving work. But when we elevate such
conversion experiences, our churches develop a culture that expects all testimonies to be
equally dramatic. By holding up only one type of conversion narrative, we implicitly
communicate that this is the norm and that everyone else should experience conversion
that way as well. This is what happens to Sam. He feels that he needs to have this
dramatic emotional conversion experience after he prays the sinner’s prayer. Since his
experience differs from that, he questions his conversion experience and wonders
whether or not he even is a Christian. Since there seems to be no alternative way of
experiencing conversion, Sam feels that his experience is inadequate and worthless.
In my work as a youth pastor, I have experienced many situations where teenagers
who grew up in Christian families felt ashamed of their story because it was boring and
undramatic. Many of these teenagers were also confused about their own salvation and
second-guessed whether or not they had a legitimate conversion experience.
The church that operates out of a modern revivalistic paradigm of conversion is
typically unable to pastorally care for their second-generation Christians. They implicitly
assume that if someone cannot make their conversion experience fit into the
instantaneous and dramatic pattern of conversion, there must be something wrong with
that person. Consider Sam again. He is not pastorally cared for, and he is not set on a
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trajectory where he can feel confident about his conversion experience. In this situation,
Sam seems to have two choices. One is that he can deny his own conversion experience
and somehow adopt a conversion experience that fits the dominant conversion pattern.
This might take the form of reimagining and restating his conversion in such a way that it
fits the expectation of the church. Or he might accept Christ in the way his church
expects, and in this way find acceptance from his church. However he chooses to
implement this first option, it requires that he deny his actual previous experience of
God’s saving work in his life.
Sam’s second option is that he can affirm his long-standing conversion experience
knowing that its legitimacy will likely be constantly questioned and his church will keep
wondering whether he belongs as a self-avowed believing member. Ultimately, this can
lead to him feeling like a second-class Christian and leaving him confused about his
Christian identity. In a worst-case scenario, this second choice can lead him to
disillusionment and perhaps withdrawal from the church and the Christian faith.
I have often heard evangelicals say that all conversion stories are equally
valuable, but in my experience, evangelicals typically view with suspicion those stories
that are not instantaneous and dramatic. This places the conversion experiences of
second-generation Christians in jeopardy, for they often are experiences of conversion as
a process.
In my former youth group, one of the girls shared that she did not feel good and
confident about her slow and undramatic conversion experience. I told her that it was not
a bad thing that she lacked a dramatic story where she turned from using drugs to
following Jesus. I added that it was a blessing that she had not used drugs and made all
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kinds of other self-destructive choices. My response, however, failed to console her. I
have seen other well-intended youth pastors and volunteers give similar clichéd
responses, and they have been ineffective as well.
Reflecting on this, I have come to the conclusion that such responses are not
sufficient in pastorally caring for second-generation Christians who experience similar
feelings and confusions. The problem is that our responses fail to acknowledge what
second-generation Christians are feeling about their own conversion story—namely, that
it is not as valuable as the stories of others and that it may not even count as a conversion
experience. We church leaders fail to validate how such second-generation Christians
feel; instead, we simply say to them that they do not need to feel as they in fact do. We
need to validate how such believers feel, and we need to provide the kind of ongoing
pastoral care that helps them articulate their own conversion story and embrace it as a
legitimate experience. We need processes in place that can help them gain clarity and
confidence regarding Christ’s saving work in their lives. As I will demonstrate later in
this chapter, I believe that a class on spiritual autobiography could be an extremely
empowering and beneficial process in this regard.

Ineffective Gospel Presentations
Evangelical churches that are influenced by the modern revivalist paradigm often
employ the techniques that come along with it. One is a simple Gospel presentation that
is geared toward getting a person to make a decision for Christ via a sinner’s prayer. In
Sam’s story, the Gospel presentation that ends in this prayer does not take Sam and his
particular circumstances into consideration. Perhaps it would be more helpful for Sam to
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have a different kind of conversation about his faith—one that acknowledges and affirms
his particular point on the faith journey. In this regard, I claim that the typical method of
Gospel presentation is not what Sam needs. The instantaneous and dramatic conversion
that modern revivalism theology expects and the conversion avenue that is created out of
such a theological framework have been ineffective in fostering conversion for secondgeneration Christians. Even worse, I think they have blocked some conversions for
children of believers, and in many cases have left genuine second-generation Christian
conversions in doubt. Sam needed his youth pastor to initiate a different type of dialogue
and conversion avenue that had the potential to lead Sam to a clearer and stronger sense
and understanding of his own conversion.
Anthropologist Charles Kraft sheds some light on why the standard Gospel
presentation might not be the most suitable avenue for leading second-generation
Christians through the conversion process. He argues that we often neglect to recognize
“the fact of cultural difference between ‘first-generation Christians’—those converted
‘out of the world,’ having consciously chosen to align themselves with the people of
God—and ‘second-generation Christians,’ who have been raised in Christian homes.”4
Kraft goes on to explain the cultural differences between first- and second-generation
Christians: “In the case of the former, conversion may involve a radical departure from
their former lifestyle. In the case of the latter, however, there may be little or no
behavioral change evident as a result of the conscious decision to personally affirm one’s
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commitment to the Christian community in which one has been participating since
birth.”5
Kraft’s argument helps explain that the real issue underlying the difference
between Sam’s experience and his church’s expectations is a cultural difference. Kraft
distinguishes between form and function. The modern revivalism paradigm of
instantaneous and dramatic conversion is only one of many forms (pathways) that
accomplish the function of conversion. However, cultures, including denominational and
local church cultures, often elevate one particular form or pattern of conversion that has
proven successful in helping people come to faith. However, as times and the cultural
context change, certain past-proven forms show themselves to be ineffective. Kraft
explains why the cultural context is the real issue between first- and second-generation
Christians’ conversions:
The cultural situation of a person who has lived for twenty years or more
according to habits that disregard Christ and then converted is vastly
different from that of a person who, having been brought up in the church,
has never really known any other way of life. The behavior of the latter is
already largely conformed, at least externally, to what the church regards
as Christian standards. If, as is often the case, those who grow up in the
church are given the impression that conversion to Christ can only mean a
dramatic, Pauline about-face, they are likely to become quite confused.6
This confusion can be seen in Sam’s story. He feels like his conversion story is
inadequate because he does not experience this dramatic change or have these dramatic
feelings.
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Kraft provides another example drawn from some observations made by religion
professor Delbert Wiens on a situation in the Mennonite Brethren church. Wiens
“describes how the conversion experience that was, for the ‘great-grandfathers’ of the
present generation of Mennonite Brethren, ‘a violent struggle to ‘give in’ to God,
followed by a shattering experience and then peace’”7 continued to be the expected
conversion experience for second-generation Christians. In fact, the Mennonite Brethren
church required “that the youths validate their own experience by recreating something
quite similar to the experience of the great-grandfathers [emphasis in original] (and of
the apostle Paul).”8 In order to recreate the “radical changing of the way” and in order for
their conversion experience to be acceptable, they are (indirectly?) encouraged to doubt
and to rebel “which leads to that sinful position from which the young person can
meaningfully turn in a ‘conversion’ that will match the experience of his greatgrandfathers (1965:5) [emphasis added].”9
This example plus Sam’s demonstrate how problematic it is to expect secondgeneration Christians to experience the form of first-generation Christians’ conversion
experience. Kraft further explains the concept of form and function and how they relate
to second-generation Christian conversions:
As throughout Scripture, so with respect to conversion, the requirement is
specified as a function, a dynamic response to an invitation by God. The
form that that response takes is not determined once and for all by God or
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by some statement of Scripture or tradition. It is, rather, to be appropriated
as an expression of that meaning to the culture of those to whom the
appeal is made [emphasis in original].10
Kraft is right. Biblically speaking, the function of the conversion is always a response to
the gift of God’s saving grace. On the other hand, the form, the conversion patterns, can
vary. Kraft explains this further:
The fact of the matter is that the biblical focus is upon a relational
interaction that may be entered into via a number of culturally and
psychologically appropriate ways. Each of these relationships is both
entered into and continued on the basis of a human faith-response
(allegiance) to the divine invitation. But only some are the result of a
crisis-type about-face. Much more frequently we may assume from
scriptural silence on the matter that the human participant in the
interaction more or less grew or was trained into relationship with God.
Conscious commitment was there and not infrequently we are treated to
descriptions of peak experiences in the individual and/or corporate lives of
these people of God. But neither the start of the commitment nor any
spectacular concomitants of it are very often in focus [emphasis in
original].11
Even though there are a variety of forms (conversion avenues) through which one
comes to faith, there are key elements that shape the notion of a Christian conversion:
repentance, faith, baptism, reception of the gift of the Holy Spirit, incorporation into the
Christian community, and transfer of allegiance.
Kraft concludes by arguing that “what the Mennonite Brethren ‘establishment’ is
described as expecting of its young people is what I refer to here as ‘cultural conversion’
or ‘conversion to a culture or subculture that is not that natural to the convert.’”12 He
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concludes it is an error to impose the conversion avenue (form) of first-generation
Christians on second-generation Christians. To participate in this error is like a church
asking its teenagers to convert to its subculture as an expression of converting to God.13
As Kraft argues:
the youth are not free to understand or respond to God directly in terms of
their own subculture. They are expected to convert (at least symbolically)
to a previous form of their culture—that which their great-grandparents
were comfortable in. That subcultural approach to following Christ had
become the norm since the great-grandparents were the ones who
developed the denominational distinctive [emphasis in original].14
The church that places these expectations on people like Sam neglects to
understand the different subculture in which a child who grows up in the church is raised.
This expectation to experience conversion according to the modern revivalist pattern has
the potential to affect the quality of their subsequent relationship with God. With these
expectations, second-generation Christians are supposed to have the experience of the
first generation. However, this means denying their true experience with God. Whenever
we deny our true experience and try to understand ourselves through a paradigm that does
not fit us, we make it much more difficult to develop a strong, clear, consequential
Christian faith. We actually end up inhibiting our growth in our relationship with God.
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There is an interesting parallel between Evangelicals asking teenagers to convert to its modern
revivalistic subculture and Jewish Christians asking Gentiles to be circumcised in order to be considered
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A church that has bought into the modern revivalism paradigm sets the focus in
their ministering to the youth on getting them to make a decision so that they can feel
relieved and comfortable about each child’s future and destiny. However, what God is
doing in the young person’s life is often overlooked. Instead, the focus is on getting him
or her to pray a few specific words to obtain and confirm their salvation. The modern
revivalistic paradigm of evangelism ends when people have prayed the prayer. As Sam’s
example shows, even though he has prayed the prayer, he really is in need of
understanding God’s work in his life more clearly and needs to be affirmed and
encouraged. Living in an increasingly pluralistic world requires us to equip Sam more
and differently than had been the case in nineteenth-century American homogenous
society. We need an additional conversion avenue that does not place problematic
expectations on children of believers and second-generation Christians and that is able to
pastorally care for them.

A Better Conversion Avenue and Pastoral Tool: A Spiritual Autobiography Class
Christian history provides us with a variety of conversion avenues from which to
draw that might be more suitable and effective for helping children of believers and
second-generation Christians walk through the process of conversion. One such
conversion avenue is the Puritan practice of discerning signs of grace and writing a
conversion narrative.15 As I argued in chapter 3, I think these two practices are best
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Those who do not share the Puritans’ belief in a covenant theology and irresistible grace, such
as Wesleyans and classical Arminians, might wonder at this point whether or not the spiritual
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combined and carried out in a spiritual autobiography class or small group. In this section
of the chapter, I will argue why the creation of a conversion space in the form of a
spiritual autobiography class is a viable solution for providing pastoral care for secondgeneration Christians and for leading them through the conversion process. I will then
provide some suggestions on how such a spiritual autobiography class might be
structured.

The Rationale for Using a Spiritual Autobiography Class
The rationale for adopting a spiritual autobiography class in ministry to children
of believers and second-generation Christians is wrapped up in the state of confusion and
ambiguity they frequently experience in regard to their own conversion. Because of this,
it will be useful to rehearse why they often feel this way.

autobiography class is something that is compatible with their theological convictions. In light of both
Wesleyans’ and classical Arminians’ adherance to the doctrine of prevenient grace (the grace that goes
before) it is possible to see that the spiritual autobiography course is compatible. From the Wesleyan and
Arminian perspective, it is the Spirit’s activity and God’s calling which can be discerned in one’s life and
thus, the spiritual autobiography course can be the place where this is done. Even though grace can be
resisted, God is still drawing people to Himself through the Holy Spirit. The spiritual autobiography course
can help people identify the Spirit’s nudging in their life and encourage them to respond. In addition to
theological reasons, there is enough scriptural support why the practice of a spiritual autobiography course
can be beneficial. For example, in 2 Peter one is urged to “make your calling and election sure” (2 Peter
1:10). Moreover in 1 John 5:13 it says: “I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of
God so that you may know that you have eternal life.” As Alan P. Stanley points out, in this verse, John is
not focusing on “how” one becomes a Christian, but on how one knows that one is a Christian. Alan P.
Stanley, Salvation Is More Complicated Than You Think: A Study on the Teachings of Jesus (Colorado
Springs: Authentic Publishing, 2007), 4. Thus Scripture reveals the need for people to clarify their
Christian identity. The spiritual autobiography course provides a great opportunity and platform in which
this question can be explored.
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First, their conversion experience is often a gradual process where there might not
be one dramatic or instantaneous experience that they can point to as their moment of
conversion. Since they grow up in a Christian household and community, in some sense
they have always been immersed in the Christian faith, even though at some point there
comes the realization or the experience that the faith they have in Jesus has become their
own. Their conversion experience is often quite different from those who come to faith
out of a non-Christian background. Since the evangelical church generally does not pay
attention in their conversation and theology to the contexts out of which people convert,
second-generation Christians and their parents have little to no guidance in thinking
through the implications of what it means to come to faith out of their cultural context.
This lack is one of the reasons there is confusion and ambiguity surrounding the
conversion of second-generation Christians.
The second reason for confusion and ambiguity is related to the first reason.
Churches often expect a particular type of conversion experience. They seek for the
instantaneous dramatic conversion experience where the one converted can name the date
when he or she prayed the prayer. This expectation is effective in reaching people who
are on the verge of experiencing conversion. However, it raises significant problems for
second-generation Christians. Those who experience more of a gradual conversion
experience have a difficult time specifying a date and place of their conversion. Since
their experience does not fit with what the church prescribes, they often feel unsure about
their faith. There is a lack of congruence between the expected experience and their
actual experience.
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Third, even if second-generation Christians who have experienced a gradual
conversion experience end up responding to a Gospel presentation and pray the sinner’s
prayer, they still might feel unsure about their conversion because they may not
experience dramatic feelings and their life typically does not drastically change. After all,
they are not coming from a non-Christian background, and they have not acted out
against God in rebellion. Once again, the expected conversion experience does not fit
their actual experience, so it can leave them confused about their conversion.
Fourth, most churches steeped in modern revivalism do not have a ministry plan
that addresses the particular needs of second-generation Christians, so it fails to provide
adequate pastoral support for them. Second-generation Christians who experience gradual
conversions often do not feel that their slow and undramatic conversion experience is
valuable or legitimate. Currently, besides receiving cliché answers where they are told
they do not have to feel the way they do, little pastoral care, support, and guidance are
provided for them.
Fifth, the conversion avenue that has grown out of modern revivalism is of limited
effectiveness in helping children of believers walk through a conversion process. For
them, the steps that a modern revivalism evangelistic presentation encourages one to take
seem artificial, and they find it hard to genuinely walk through those steps because they
must deny their own actual experience to do so. Since faking it is not an honest option,
they are often left with the option of remaining ambiguous about their conversion
experience since no conversion narrative that speaks of a gradual process is presented to
them as a meaningful and genuine conversion option.
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For these five reasons, I suggest that evangelical churches need to create an
additional conversion avenue. I think that a spiritual autobiography class is such a
beneficial conversion avenue. I believe this is so for four main reasons. First, as
mentioned in chapter 3, the Puritan practice of discerning signs of grace was particularly
used by Puritan pastors to help those struggling with questions of salvation and the
assurance of salvation. William Perkins developed such a process to help Puritans who
worried about their election to discern whether they were part of the elect. In a similar
way, today’s children of believers and second-generation Christians find themselves in
situations where they are unclear about their salvation because their conversion
experience (if they have had one) does not fit the pattern of conversion expected of them.
Even though the ambiguity that Puritans experienced and that second-generation
Christians experience is different, nonetheless the practice of discerning grace can be
helpful in pastorally caring for second-generation Christians.
By attending a spiritual autobiography class, children of believers and secondgeneration Christians can learn to notice how God is at work in their lives and, in a
personal way, can start to see the process of salvation unfold. This practice is built on the
conviction that God is active in all people’s lives, but often we are not clear about or do
not notice how he is at work. In order to see his activity, we need to slow down and
prayerfully reflect on his presence and work in our life. Writing a spiritual autobiography
helps us notice and name how God is at work—whether he is drawing us to himself,
calling us into a particular ministry, or revealing our need for salvation and sanctification.
Through a spiritual autobiography class, we can gain clarity about God’s work in our life,
including his saving work. Noticing God’s activity can lead us to respond with

206
repentance and faith. It can help us move from a state of ambiguity about conversion to a
state of clarity.
Second, offering a spiritual autobiography class provides an additional conversion
avenue through which children of believers and second-generation Christians can
experience conversion and make sense out of God’s work in their life. Instead of
expecting the particular conversion pattern offered by modern revivalism, it has the
flexibility to affirm multiple forms or patterns of conversion as long as they are in line
with the six elements of conversion that were mentioned in chapter 2. The spiritual
autobiography class has the potential to lead people through the process of conversion
and affirm as genuine the more gradual process of conversion. The standard modern
revivalistic Gospel presentation often leaves second-generation Christians in a state of
confusion and does not help them understand how God’s saving work has unfolded in
their own life. On the other hand, the spiritual autobiography class has the potential to
equip second-generation believers with confidence and with clarity about what God has
done in their lives, perhaps even clarifying a calling and setting them on a trajectory of
life-long discipleship.
Third, unlike the modern revivalistic paradigm of conversion, the spiritual
autobiography class does not assume that all people are at the same point on a spiritual
journey. The modern revivalistic approach assumes that people are on the verge of
conversion and simply need to be awakened out of their slumber to pray the sinner’s
prayer. In contrast, the spiritual autobiography approach assumes that people come from
all kinds of backgrounds and walks of life; it does not presume that everyone is on the
verge of becoming a Christian. Richard Peace, writing about the concept of spiritual
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journey, says that “we realize that different people are at different places with the result
that each person has his or her own issues to deal with before he or she can get to the
question of Jesus [emphasis in original].”16 In a spiritual autobiography class, people can
deal with the issues they want to deal with before they get to the question of Jesus. The
spiritual director who facilitates the class spends much time listening and understanding
the particular issues people are facing before raising other questions that they need to
think about at this point in their lives. The spiritual director’s careful listening contrasts
starkly with a person rattling off a Gospel presentation that is not even geared to listening
to, much less significantly addressing, particular issues the hearer may need to confront
first.
Fourth, going through a spiritual autobiography class helps those who feel as if
their conversion experience is illegitimate. In such a class, they find themselves in a safe
place where they can articulate their actual conversion experience and learn to embrace it.
Every participant is encouraged to share in the safe context of the group how God has
been at work in their lives. Richard Peace writes about the value of sharing one’s spiritual
autobiography: “in the telling of our story, we come to accept who we are in new
ways.”17 At a later point in his book, he points out that “sharing our spiritual story
deepens our insight. It is as if in making our private musings public we accept who we
are in a new way. Private and public selves merge into a healthy unity. Receiving
feedback from friends who have heard our spiritual autobiography is affirming and
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insightful.”18 The spiritual autobiography class is a promising process that can help
second-generation Christians who struggle with feelings of inadequacy to embrace their
God-given identity and become confident about God’s saving activity in their lives.
For these reasons, the creation of a conversion avenue in the form of a spiritual
autobiography class provides a helpful solution for caring better for and leading children
of believers and second-generation Christians through the conversion process. I am not
advocating a single conversion avenue at the expense of neglecting other conversion
avenues that might be effective in helping children of believers and second-generation
Christians come to clarity and confidence regarding their faith. However, the spiritual
autobiography conversion avenue seems particularly well-suited for addressing the
above-identified ministry problems. Churches should have multiple conversion avenues
for second-generation Christians who find themselves at various points along the faith
journey in order to lead them through the conversion process and set them on a trajectory
of discipleship that is built on confidence in God’s salvific work in their life.

Contours of a Spiritual Autobiography Class
Writing a spiritual autobiography is not a new idea. Neither is creating a spiritual
autobiography course new.19 However, what has not been done so far – at least to my
knowledge – is to apply the spiritual autobiography class to the particular challenge that
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children of believers and second-generation Christians face in regard to their conversion
experience. Moreover, the spiritual autobiography class has not been understood as an
additional conversion avenue that is particularly suited for leading children of believers
and second-generation Christians through the conversion process and into faith and
discipleship.
In this section of the chapter, I will sketch out some broad contours of what a
spiritual autobiography class for children of believers and second-generation Christians
could look like. First, I will provide a brief definition of what a spiritual autobiography is.
Second, I will discuss the roles and responsibilities of the course participants and course
facilitator. Third, I will discuss the possible content of such a course. Finally, I will
mention some dangers to avoid.

Writing and Organizing a Spiritual Autobiography
The possibility of writing a spiritual autobiography is built on the assumption that
God is intimately involved in people’s lives and actively revealing himself to them. The
content for a spiritual autobiography draws on these experiences with God. Peace
provides a particularly helpful definition of a spiritual autobiography: “A spiritual
autobiography is the story of God’s interaction in our lives. It chronicles our pilgrimage
as we seek to follow God.”20 In Peace’s definition we find the three key components to
writing a spiritual autobiography. First, a spiritual autobiography’s content is about “the
story of God’s interaction in our lives.” It is about noticing and discerning God’s
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presence, his saving activity, and his calling in our lives. Second, a spiritual
autobiography “chronicles” the story of God’s interaction in our lives and seeks to make
sense of the significance of it all. Third, the practice of writing a spiritual autobiography
brings a deeper awareness of God’s presence and work in our lives and enables us to
respond to and follow Jesus in new ways.
Peace’s understanding of what constitutes a spiritual autobiography fits well with
the Puritan practice of discerning signs of grace and writing a conversion narrative. The
practice of discerning signs of grace is the process of reflecting on and discovering how
God has been at work in a person’s life. It is the art of noticing how God has been
drawing a person to himself. The practice of writing a spiritual autobiography draws on
what has been discovered in the practice of discerning signs of grace, but takes this a step
further by organizing what has been discerned in a coherent written narrative. It can
provide clarity in terms of Christian living and calling.
A spiritual autobiography can be organized in various ways. Peace suggests two:
age-based periods and search-based periods. For age-based periods, he suggests the
following categorization: childhood, adolescence, and adulthood. He recommends that
these periods can be further divided into sub-periods.21 Since the focus of this chapter is
on children of believers and second-generation Christians and their needs, I suggest
breaking down the childhood and adolescent categories into further sub-periods. For
example, these sub-periods could include times when the teenager’s family has moved, or
other important “turning-points” in the teenager’s life, such as entering high school.
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For search-based periods, Peace suggests the following three categories: quest,
commitment, and incorporation. Interestingly enough, he remarks that “for some people,
neither Quest nor Commitment describes what they experience. If they grew up in church
and always believed in God, their only phase is Incorporation.”22 This points to the
importance of finding the right organizational structure for each individual to organize his
or her spiritual autobiography. An organizational structure that is helpful for one
individual might not be helpful for another person, depending on the nature of their
encounter with God.
Regardless of the chosen structure, the more beneficial and clarifying spiritual
autobiographies will have taken into consideration various key elements. Gordon Smith
provides the following six to be attentive to. First, “notice the social and religious
context,”23 which entails reflecting on the environment in which one grows up, and how
this environment has influenced one’s religious experiences. For example, if one grows
up in the Bible Belt in a small town and attends a Christian school, it’s easy to be a
Christian. But when the family moves to a larger city and one attends a public school,
suddenly one has to deal with one’s belief about God in a new way. Second, “watch for
the influence of persons, beginning with family systems and communities, and then other
influences along the way.”24 Third, “consider the role of the Scriptures. Rare is the
conversion where the Scriptures do not play a distinctive role (through either personal
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reading or the Scriptures preached).”25 Fourth, “observe the significance of crises or
turning points (death or divorce in the family, national crises, or issues of work and
career).”26 Fifth, “recognize the impact of the church, our faith communities (positively
and negatively). Also, speak here or elsewhere of the experience of baptism and what this
meant at the time.”27 Sixth, “remember experiences of the ineffable. Many conversion
experiences include a moment or moments or event in which someone has an encounter
with the Other, perhaps through the created/natural order or through liturgy/worship, that
cannot be explained … as other than an intervention of the Spirit of God.”28 These points
can help people reflect on a broad variety of areas in their lives as well as help them
notice how God has been active in those areas. Since different organizational structures
seem helpful for organizing people’s varying religious experiences, it seems most wise to
provide the class participants with multiple options in which they can choose the
organizational structure that best suits their needs for writing their spiritual
autobiography.

Spiritual Directors and Participants
A spiritual autobiography class consists of spiritual director(s) and participants. In
what follows I will first describe the role of the spiritual director, followed by a
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description of the role of the participant. I purposefully refer to the facilitator of the
spiritual autobiography course as spiritual director because I believe that this description
best fits the role.
Ben Campbell Johnson provides a wonderful description of the role of a spiritual
director:
the goal of spiritual direction aims not so much for one person to change
another as for the director to help the directee notice the movement of God
in his or her life. The relationship of the director to the directee requires
‘seeking with’ rather than ‘acting upon’; both evangelization and spiritual
direction seek to discern the presence of God in a person’s life, rather than
to impose a predigested formula of religious truth.29
Johnson’s description of the role of the spiritual director fits well with the aim that the
person leading a spiritual autobiography class for children of believers and secondgeneration Christians should have, namely helping participants notice the movement of
God in their lives. The assumption is that God is active in all people’s lives.
Some of the students might have had a conversion experience, but they may be
unable to articulate it because it does not fit the expected conversion pattern. In this case,
the spiritual director can help direct them to name and notice the movements of God in
their lives and to write an account that reflects their actual (and not expected) conversion
experience. Other children of believers might not have gone through a conversion
experience, and in that case, the spiritual director plays the role of an evangelist. Johnson
sees a link between evangelism and spiritual direction, arguing that personal evangelism
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is initial spiritual direction.30 He describes the evangelistic dimension of spiritual
direction this way:
The goal in approaching them does not focus on change but on helping
them become aware of God’s presence in their lives and responsive to it,
and awareness and receptivity that has enormous transformative power. In
this relation, the Christian witness stands beside the brother and sister, not
above them. The evangelist has more interest in listening to a narrative
than in face-to-face preachment. While this interest does not preclude the
witness of the evangelist and the use of scripture, these may not be the
initial tasks.31
This way of evangelism stands in contrast to the sales presentation model that
usually keeps the person who shares the Gospel from listening to the person with whom
the Gospel is shared. With the evangelistic sales pitch, the focus is on the presentation
and often fails to take into account where the person is on a spiritual journey. When the
spiritual director facilitates the spiritual autobiography course, one of his primary roles is
to listen to each of the participant’s stories and experiences and to ask questions that
point the participants toward God. When nudged by the Holy Spirit, the spiritual director
bears witness in whatever ways are appropriate. It is important to remember that
Persons being evangelized will vary in their knowledge of God, their
motivation for searching for God, and their circumstances in life. The
means by which good news comes to human consciousness are as
numerous as the creativity and novelty of Christian communicators—the
worshiping congregation, the Bible, nature, and memory, to name a few.
But in all these polar combinations one thing remains constant, the divine
presence impacting human consciousness.32
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Regardless of the motivation involved in searching for God, people encounter him
through their experience of his presence. Thus, the spiritual director focuses on those who
have had a conversion experience and those who have not. In both cases he turns the
participants’ attention to noticing God’s movement in their lives.
The spiritual director should also be familiar with the six elements of conversion
as found in the New Testament: repentance, faith, baptism, the reception of the gift of the
Holy Spirit, incorporation into the Christian community, and a transfer of allegiance. The
spiritual director might use his or her knowledge of the New Testament’s contours of
conversion for undertaking a spiritual diagnosis with the participants in the course. This
diagnosis can help the spiritual director understand more clearly where the participant is
located in his or her conversion process and allow him to address the participant’s needs
more effectively. Furthermore, the diagnosis might provide clarity in regard to what sort
of topics and Scriptures might be explored in the next class session or in a one-on-one
conversation.
The participant’s job during the spiritual autobiography course is to spend a good
deal of time journaling and reflecting on God’s movement and presence in his or her life.
Each time the class meets, the spiritual director will provide a topic to focus on, and this
will be accompanied with numerous questions for participants to consider and address.
A second requirement of the participant is to choose an organizational structure
that best seems to fit his or her purpose for writing a spiritual autobiography. Every
participant gets to share his or her story with the group. During the time of sharing, all
group members are required to listen intently and respectfully. After a person is finished
sharing, clarification questions can be asked. God’s work is celebrated in each person’s
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life. The spiritual director might offer to talk with a participant outside of the class time
in order to provide further encouragement and guidance.

Class Content
The basic content of a spiritual autobiography class consists of writing and
presenting the spiritual autobiography. The methods and supplementary content will vary.
Among the essentials, however, should be instruction regarding what a spiritual
autobiography is, how to prepare one, and what one can expect to gain from writing a
spiritual autobiography.
Richard Peace, in his Spiritual Autobiography: Discovering and Sharing Your
Spiritual Story, presents a well-thought-through approach for teaching a spiritual
autobiography class. The small group study consists of six group sessions. The six
sessions are on the topic of pilgrimage, call and blessing, encounters, relationships,
testing, and presenting a spiritual autobiography. Each group session consists of five
parts. During the first part of each group session, a person is encouraged to share a story
from their life that connects with the theme of the session. The second part of a session
discusses things such as group covenant and the actual process of writing a spiritual
autobiography. During the third part, a biblical passage relating to the life of Abraham is
studied and discussed. The fourth part focuses on prayer. Finally, a little homework
assignment is given; this relates to the creating and writing of the spiritual autobiography.
Peace provides a robust structure for running such a class for children of believers
and second-generation Christians. However, there are a few adjustments that need to be
made to more effectively utilize this time with teenagers. First, since children of believers

217
and second-generation Christians often struggle with the expectation of having a dramatic
and instantaneous conversion, I believe it would be helpful to prepare a Bible study that
contrasts Saul’s conversion story with Nicodemus’ ambiguous conversion story. When
looking at Nicodemus’ story, it is important to let the participants know that even though
Nicodemus has a seemingly ambiguous, unsettled conversion story, there is a call for
clarity of belief and salvation in the Gospel of John. This will provide the opportunity to
contrast the more dramatic and radical experience of coming to faith with a more gradual
and ambiguous movement towards Jesus. Providing two very different spiritual journeys
is helpful for the participants to think through and reflect on their own spiritual journey.
Likewise, every church should consider what biblical topics are particularly helpful for
the teenagers in their assembly to study.
Second, instead of having teenagers write the majority of their spiritual
autobiography at home, I would suggest they write parts of it each week during class
time. Perhaps twenty to thirty minutes at the end of each class could be used for them to
work on their spiritual autobiography.
Third, if the church in which this course is taught is deeply steeped in the modern
revivalistic paradigm of conversion, the spiritual director may need to take extra time to
deconstruct some of the problems that come with such a reductionist view of conversion.
Perhaps the spiritual director can utilize the Bible study time to teach a more accurate
theology of salvation. Looking at Scripture in this way can provide teenagers with a
language and theology to describe more accurately the work of God in their lives.
Fourth, it would be beneficial for the teenagers to learn about the six elements of
conversion as they are found in Scripture. The spiritual director could spend some time in
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class studying the representative texts that were presented in chapter 2. This would allow
teenagers to gain a clearer picture of what the New Testament envisions concerning their
own conversion. Studying these representative texts provides opportunity for them to
reflect on the nature of their own conversion experience, allows them to be open and
respond to the Spirit’s nudging, and to appropriate the missing dimensions of their
Christian conversion. Focusing on the New Testament teaching of conversion will allow
the spiritual director to foster strong conversions; this will set teenagers on a trajectory of
ongoing spiritual transformation and help them have a sense of clarity and confidence
regarding their own experience.

Dangers to Avoid
There are three predicaments that need to be avoided in regard to implementing
the spiritual autobiography class. First, it can be tempting to implement a conversion
avenue from one historical context into another without making any adjustments. Every
class that is taught is located within a particular historical and cultural context. We need
to be careful not to ad hoc apply a spiritual autobiography class from one cultural context
into a differing cultural context. Thus it is important to carefully consider such matters
and to make appropriate adjustments when implementing such a course in our particular
historical, cultural, and geographical context.
Second, when teaching a spiritual autobiography course, one has to avoid the
danger of replacing the modern revivalistic expectations of a dramatic and instantaneous
conversion with another set of expectations. For example, the Puritans believed in a
prolonged process of conversion. William Perkins outlined exactly the steps that people
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walk through in such a conversion model. Expecting people to have a prolonged process
of conversion that involves much struggle and despair can be just as stifling to the faith
development for people as expecting them to experience a dramatic and instantaneous
conversion. It is important to allow for a broader biblical range of conversion experience.
Chapter 2 provides us with the basic components of a conversion that can be helpful in
evaluating a person’s conversion experience or spiritual journey. Along with these, a
spiritual director can provide further guidance. Although holding up one exclusive
conversion narrative as paradigmatic is problematic, it is still important that a church
holds up multiple conversion narratives so that people can draw on a variety of
experiences to make sense out of their own.
Finally, there is a danger of relying on clichés passed down from our tradition to
describe our conversion experience. Such clichés might include phrases such as “I
accepted Jesus into my life,” “I prayed the sinner’s prayer,” “I gave my life to Christ,”
and so forth. We easily fall back on clichés instead of doing the hard work of reflecting
deeply about how God’s grace has been at work in our life (not just during one moment)
and describing these experiences with adequate language. Gordon Smith argues that
“divine initiative is always particular, and thus our answers can never be formulaic.”33
The spiritual director needs to probe further when participants use clichés to describe
their conversion experience. He needs to encourage them to reflect more deeply, to
describe more fully, to wrestle through the issues involved.
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Conclusion
Throughout this chapter I have focused on why expecting children of believers
and second-generation Christians to have an instantaneous and dramatic conversion is
pastorally problematic and potentially blocks them from experiencing a conversion. For
at least two reasons, the modern revivalist conversion avenue is not fitting as the sole
conversion avenue for leading children of believers and second-generation Christians to a
saving faith. First, the predominant pattern of how children of believers are expected to
experience conversion in most evangelical churches is incongruent with their actual
conversion experience. They are expected to experience conversion as instantaneous and
dramatic whereas many of them experience conversion as a gradual process. Since
besides the dramatic and instantaneous conversion paradigm there seems to be no
alternative way of experiencing conversion, second-generation Christians feel that their
conversion experience is inadequate; consequently they are unclear about their salvation.
The tension between the expectations of churches and children of believers and secondgeneration Christians’ experiences creates a pastoral problem that evangelical churches
operating out of the modern revivalistic paradigm are unable to address. Most churches
do not have a ministry plan to help children of believers and second-generation Christians
who find themselves in a state of ambiguity and confusion regarding their salvation.
Second, it has been shown that revivalistic-oriented evangelical churches set the
focus in their ministering to youth on getting them to make a decision for Christ. They do
this by using evangelistic tools that intend to lead people to a dramatic and instantaneous
conversion experience. The Gospel presentations they use have similarities to a sales
pitch that involves a series of questions, explanations, and illustrations aimed at leading a
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person to a decision for Christ. The problem with such a sales presentation is that the
hearer and God’s involvement in that person’s life are usually overlooked. It seems better
to take time to understand where each person is on his or her spiritual journey instead of
using a one-size-fits-all evangelism strategy. People, particularly children of believers,
need more than this, especially if they need to respond to God’s saving initiative with
repentance and faith.
All this points to the fact that the model that most evangelical churches have
adopted as the primary conversion avenue for children of believers and secondgeneration Christians is largely ineffective in leading them through the conversion
process and pastorally caring for them. An additional conversion avenue is needed that
does not place on them problematic expectations and is able to effectively minister to
them through and beyond the conversion process.
I have argued that the “more” that is needed can be found in a spiritual
autobiography class. It is able to better address the confusion that often surrounds secondgeneration Christians’ conversion experience because it focuses on noticing God’s saving
work in individual lives and is able to affirm a more gradual conversion process. Through
the process of noticing God’s saving work and writing and telling about it, secondgeneration Christians can gain confidence in their salvation and embrace the specific
ways in which God has worked in their life. Moreover, those who have not yet
experienced conversion are listened to and the spiritual director can provide guidance to
the specific questions and issues they need to deal with before they are ready to respond
to Jesus with repentance and faith.
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Finally, I have introduced the basic contours of a spiritual autobiography class for
children of believers and second-generation Christians. Those interested in creating a
spiritual autobiography class are provided with the basic tools to create such a course.
Even though this chapter focused on the usefulness of a spiritual autobiography class for
second-generation Christians, it can also be a helpful conversion avenue for people from
other backgrounds and situations. Everyone benefits from slowing down and
understanding more clearly how God has been and still is active in their life.

POSTSCRIPT
“Let us examine our ways and test them…”
-Lamentations 3:40 NIV
This study sought to examine the reasons why evangelical churches – influenced
by modern revivalist conversion theology and practices – are losing their ability to
effectively lead people through the process of conversion and into mature faith. In the
introduction I stated:
It is time for evangelical pastors and other ministry leaders to ‘stop, think,
and don’t do something stupid.’ To ignore the warning signs and not to
step back and think about the current predicaments and future possibilities
is neglectful and pastorally irresponsible. If we continue to conceive
conversion and practice evangelism the same way as we have done in the
past (i.e., as dictated by modern revivalism), if we continue to ignore that
there is something in our churches that is not working right, we are headed
for a spiritual disaster. It is time to stop and think and reconceive. It is not
too late for evangelical churches to make course adjustments and to
rethink their theology and practices of conversion.
To some readers, the urgency of the above statement might seem excessive; however, the
importance of being able to identify the underlying problem behind the church’s loss of
ability to effectively lead people through the conversion process cannot be overstated, as
it affects the very fiber of every believer’s calling to bear witness to the good news of
salvation made available to sinners through Jesus Christ.
This dissertation not only seeks to analyze the situation, it also offers
recommendations that hopefully will allow evangelical churches to reach out to people
from a broader spectrum of walks of life, and effectively lead them through the
conversion process.
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Chapter 4 presented one of the main problems affecting how evangelical churches
conceive and practice conversion, namely, the overreliance on the modern revivalistic
notion of conversion characterized by three main aspects: first, the emphasis on human
ability to make a decision for Christ; second, an insistence that conversion must be
instantaneous; and third, the use of techniques and procedures geared towards getting a
desired result – a decision to convert to Christ. Characterizing conversion in this way has
led to the establishment of the most commonly used conversion space today – the
decision avenue.
Furthermore, I argued that the modern revivalist decision conversion avenue has
undergone a similar rationalization process as the McDonald’s restaurant food chain,
which has streamlined its operation and service by focusing on efficiency, calculability,
predictability, and control. The process for leading people to their moment of decision
has been rationalized—meaning that the process of leading people to make decisions for
Christ has been structured according to a rational principle in order to achieve the desired
end in the most efficient way. This has created a conversion avenue that is both enabling
and constraining. On the one hand this ‘decision avenue’ has enabled evangelicals to
effectively encourage individuals to make a decision for Christ. On the other hand, it has
constrained evangelicals’ ability to lead the unchurched and children of believers through
the conversion process and into a mature Christian faith.
The rationalization process has spawned irrationalities. Of particular interest is the
irrationality produced by the modern revivalism paradigm that the decision conversion
process assumes that all people are at the same stage spiritually, and it uses a one-sizefits-all approach when evangelizing. Even though some people will be on the brink of
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responding to the Gospel with repentance and faith, we can be fairly certain that there are
many people who are not yet at this point. Rather, they are in the early stages of their
spiritual journey where they have just started opening up to God and learning about Him.
And yet the decision conversion avenue of modern revivalism treats all people the same;
there is no process for engaging those who are further away from God, who are not yet on
the brink of making a decision for Christ. It seems that churches that operate out of this
modern revivalist paradigm have been particularly effective in a Christendom context and
in societies where there has been a significant degree of Christian socialization through
the education system or other institutions. However, as shown in chapter 5, in a postChristendom and non-Christendom context, this narrow focus on seeking to gain an
instantaneous decision with people who have never heard the Gospel before is not an
effective way for leading them through the conversion process.
Another irrationality that is spawned by exclusively expecting an instantaneous
conversion is that all other conversion experiences become suspect. Those who
experience conversion as a gradual process, such as children of believers, are often left
feeling as if their conversion is somehow illegitimate. Thus, it becomes clear that using
the modern revivalism decision conversion avenue as one-size-fits-all conversion process
inhibits churches from effectively leading different kinds of people through the
conversion process.
Chapter 2 delineates six biblical elements of conversion: repentance, faith,
baptism, the reception of the gift of the Holy Spirit, incorporation into the Christian
community, and transfer of allegiance. Identifying these elements has allowed me to aim
for the fullness that the New Testament envisions to be part of the conversion experience
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in contrast to the modern revivalist focus on “decision for Christ.” This allows
evangelical churches to encourage a conversion process that resembles the six elements
associated with conversion in the New Testament in order to foster strong conversions
that set people on a trajectory of ongoing spiritual transformation. It also provides a
standard to measure conversions by.
In chapter 3, time was spent on uncovering conversion avenues as found in church
history to provide multiple conversion avenues for evangelicals to draw on as possible
solutions to current predicaments due to modern revivalism’s narrow focus. Both Martin
Luther’s and William Perkins’s conversion theologies were studied and several
conversion spaces/avenues that they produced were uncovered. The intent of chapter 3
was to show how rich of a resource church history is to provide multiple conversion
avenues to enable churches to more effectively reach people from a broader spectrum of
walks of life. Another purpose for uncovering the conversion avenues as found in church
history was to enhance the churches’ ability to be more pastorally sensitive to particular
needs that they face and to increase the churches’ ability to lead different people,
including more of the unchurched and children within the church, through the conversion
process and into a mature faith.
In chapter 6 I argued that the modern revivalistic insistence that conversion must
be an instantaneous decision for Christ often creates problems for children of believers
since they tend to experience conversion in a more gradual way. Hence expectations for
them to have an instantaneous, dramatic conversion are pastorally problematic and
potentially blocks or undermines them from going through the conversion process. I draw
on William Perkins’s practice of discerning signs of grace and writing a conversion
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narrative in order to provide an alternative conversion avenue to the decision avenue. The
spiritual autobiography class seems to be a particularly suitable tool to create a
conversion avenue for children of believers to come to faith or analyze and evaluate their
faith. The conversion space is broadened by adding an alternative conversion avenue to
the decision avenue.
In order to make the necessary course adjustments to help evangelical churches to
continue to be effective in leading people through the conversion process, there is a lot of
work that still needs to be done. More conversion avenues need to be uncovered and
applied to address some of our ineffectiveness of leading various people from a broader
spectrum of walks of life through the conversion process.
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