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“NOSTALGIA WITHOUT MEMORY”: A CASE STUDY OF AMERICAN CONVERTS
TO EASTERN ORTHODOXY IN PITTSBURGH, PENNSYLVANIA
Amy Slagle, PhD

University of Pittsburgh, 2008

This dissertation explores the ascribed social meanings and processes of conversion among contemporary
American converts to Eastern Orthodoxy in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Employing the ethnographic field
methods of participant observation and interviewing at two primary fieldsites, a Greek Orthodox and
Orthodox Church in America parish, I examine how converts, as choice-makers using consumer-like
strategies and print/electronic media to study and compare religious options, reflect and effect change in
communities commonly regarded in the United States as preserving the languages and customs of various
immigrant groups from Eastern, Southeastern Europe, and the Middle East. Much of the existing
scholarly literature on Eastern Orthodoxy in the United States characterizes it as an ancient, unchanging
form of Christianity that is highly resistant to the conditions of what religion scholars refer to as the
“spiritual marketplace” of expansive religious diversity and individual choice-making in regard to
religious affiliation. Yet, through the lens of conversion, I chart how the language and methods of the
“marketplace” are taken-for-granted elements of church life, engrained in the words and actions of
Orthodox clerics and lifelong church members in addition to converts themselves. Drawing upon the
work of sociologist Ann Swidler, I argue that the marketplace remains one of the most powerful
“toolkits” or “cultural repertoires,” although by no means the only one, by which local Orthodox
Christians in Pittsburgh have come to understand their religious lives and serves as a new means of

gauging the influence and engagement of Orthodox Christianity with its surrounding American culture.
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1.0 “NOSTALGIA WITHOUT MEMORY”': A CASE STUDY OF AMERICAN

CONVERTS TO EASTERN ORTHODOXY IN PITTSBURGH, PENNSYLVANIA

1.1 INTRODUCTION

In his famous, psychological account of the phenomenon, The Varieties of Religious Experience,
William James outlines two models of conversion, the “volitional type” and “the type by self-surrender.”
While “volitional” conversions involve change that “is usually gradual, and consists in the building up,
piece by piece, of a new set of moral and spiritual habits,”* the “self-surrender type” is beset by
“subconscious effects that are more abundant and often startling™ in the radical, instantaneous, highly
emotional shifts they may contain. Rather forthrightly, James declares the “volitional type” to be “as a
rule less interesting than those of the self-surrender type,”* thus justifying his analytical concern for
conversions, in which “a complete division is established in the twinkling of an eye between the old life

and the new.”

Not only is James clearly much more interested in conversion as an event rather than as a
process, but regardless of whether one attributes religious transformations ultimately to the interventions
of superhuman agents, the convert is generally perceived as a person impelled, through an external force
or set of circumstances, to change her religious consciousness or orientation. When describing the role of
the self in conversion, James, for example, consistently portrays conversion as something that happens to
an individual rather than something that she does. According to James, the person in such circumstances

is alternately “to be converted, to be regenerated, to receive grace, to experience religion, to gain

assurance,”® in other words, to be the vessel of massive psychological shifts.



Yet, as an exception to this Jamesian “rule,” conversion, as a choice carefully made, as a gradual
process consciously enacted through thoughtful comparison, study, and the “piece by piece” inculcation
of new religious habits, can inspire genuine interest, curiosity, and admiration on the part of
contemporary converts and their observers. It certainly did among the members of Eastern Orthodox
churches in Southwestern Pennsylvania where I conducted ethnographic research (participant observation
and extensive semi-structured interviewing) over the course of 2005-2006 to ascertain convert identity
formation and maintenance in everyday parish and individual lives. One recent convert to Eastern
Orthodoxy with whom I spoke remarked that his slow-in-coming, “volitionally” driven embrace of the
church typically elicited frank astonishment on the part of lifelong Orthodox church members, “It has
been kind of interesting to say the least ‘cause even in Pittsburgh you tell people that you converted to
Orthodoxy and they look at you-I mean even Orthodox here look at you quizzically, ‘By choice? You
chose to be Orthodox?’ They just look at you and they think that it’s bizarre that you would want to sign
up for this stuffy old church that doesn’t have any fun at all.” The priest presiding over the church this
convert attended considered the very choice to become an Orthodox Christian, regardless of the level of
emotional “self surrender” involved, an occurrence of high drama to be put on display for the community.
He described his approach, “I try to make it [conversion] as much of a public event as possible. . . . I think
it imperative that everyone see this and that you verbally point it out to them, ‘This person was a
Methodist and they saw in your church, in your faith, the true faith. They left all of that to become
Orthodox, what you’ve been all your life.” I think it can be very encouraging to people and help them
rediscover their faith.”

Indeed, William James aside, the notion that contemporary Americans do choose to join the
Orthodox Church, apart from uniting themselves in marriage to one of its members, has generated
bemusement, puzzlement, and interest on the part of those within and outside the faith. By the late
twentieth century, about a million of Orthodox Christianity’s 180 to 216 million members worldwide
(estimates vary) resided in the United States.” Although first brought to North America at the end of the

eighteenth century by Russian missionaries intent on spreading their faith to the indigenous peoples of
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Alaska, Eastern Orthodoxy in the U. S., throughout most of the twentieth century, was regarded as
something of an immigrant religion, tied to various groups from Eastern, Southeastern Europe and the
Middle East, and not particularly open or attractive to American converts at large.® Yet, Orthodox
Christianity, in the wake of a series of well-documented conversions of evangelical Protestants and
persons from other religious confessions pointedly drawn to the church for theological and/or liturgical
reasons beginning in the mid-1980s and continuing until the present, has appeared as an increasingly
viable religious option for many Americans.” Often armed with considerable pre-conversion missionary
experience (e.g., working for Protestant parachurch organizations such as the Campus Crusade for Christ)
and post-conversion enthusiasm for their new faith, these early converts set upon the self-proclaimed task
of spreading Orthodox Christianity to America at large through active evangelism and the establishment
of mission parishes in areas of the U. S. where the historical presence of Orthodox Christians had been
scarce.'’  Furthermore, these American converts have been active in generating English-language
literature on Orthodoxy, such as catechetical primers and conversion narrative anthologies, and filling the
ranks of the clergy. According to Alexei D. Krindatch, over fifty percent of the students at St. Vladimir’s
and St. Tikhon’s, two major Orthodox seminaries in the U. S., today are converts and many jurisdictions
including the Antiochian, Orthodox Church in America (OCA), and Carpatho-Rusyn archdioceses derive
the majority of their new membership from individuals entering the church as adults."" Prominent
academics and even media-figures in the U. S., such as the eminent church historian the late Jaroslav
Pelikan, the scholar of African-American religions Albert Raboteau, and the Pittsburgh Steelers team
member, Troy Polumalu, among others, have converted to Orthodoxy in recent years."?

Although William James’ consideration of conversion as an interiorized event involving a radical
shift in a person’s life orientation does make its occasional appearance in my conversations and
interviews with Orthodox church participants, the most common use of the term “convert” among
informants involved the notion that such persons had consciously entered the church in late adolescence
or adulthood and had been administered the official Orthodox initiation rituals of baptism/chrismation and

or confession.”” This is how I have defined a “convert” for the purposes of this study. As the opening
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informants’ quotes suggest, choice-making in regard to religious affiliation was a critical, much
commented upon, feature of convert identity often considered naturally absent in the Orthodox-born. As
we shall discuss in greater depth in chapter six, lifelong Orthodox church members too act as significant
choice-makers in the parish setting, as ritual critics and in their continued affiliation with the Orthodox
Church. Yet, in a manner paralleling Zygmunt Bauman’s view of the “stranger” as someone grafted
historically and culturally, rather than through nature (i.e., by birth) onto a new community, the convert is
in most cases a parish “insider” who remembers and is remembered as once standing “outside” the
church." As the “stranger” of Bauman’s analysis, the convert too is known for her “late entry” into
community life or what Bauman describes as “the fact that he had entered the realm of the life-world at a
point of time which can be exactly pinpointed. He did not belong into the life-world ‘initially,’
‘originally,” ‘from the very start,” ‘since time immemorial,” ... The memory of the event of his coming
makes his very presence an event in history, rather than a fact of nature.”"> Thus, convert movement from
the “outside” to the “inside,” what Bauman refers to as the “master-opposition,”'® represents a
consciousness and deliberateness in affiliation that lifelong Orthodox members are believed to lack.
Furthermore, the “outside” portion of converts’ pre-conversion lives often possesses its own contours in
the form of multiple shifts in religious affiliation and experimentation with various worldview options
over the course of years or decades.

Seeking and choice-making, common ways in which Americans today more generally describe
their religious lives, appear in informants’ words and actions in two guises: as narrative formulae and
ways of learning about the world. First, seeking and choice-making are principal narrative threads
holding together and propelling the extensive life histories of Orthodox converts collected for this study.
These vocabularies of choice and choice-making largely supplant traditional theological language
regarding conversion processes and meanings. Converts to Orthodoxy describe themselves as “seekers”
or “shoppers” intent on being “satisfied” in their new faith rather than as “sinners” in need of “salvation.”
While most of the converts and other Orthodox adherents whom I met did possess a strong belief in the

existence of superhuman agents (i.e., God, Christ, the Virgin Mary, saints, and the like), these figures
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typically remained in the biographical shadows. Informants placed themselves at the center of their
narratives as the primary instigators and motivators of religious change in their lives, rather than as the
recipients of action from external ecclesial or divine authorities.

Second, these narratives are richly detailed accounts of the mechanics of conversion as an

»17 or what Jean and John

epistemological endeavor, as a Bakhtinian “knowledge through struggle
Comaroff refer to as the “long conversation”'® of negotiation and strategizing inherent to processes of
cultural or religious change. Conversion does not happen to the converts of this study, it is something
they fundamentally do. Converts engage in extensive campaigns of investigating different worldview
options and religious practices through formal study, private reading, and comparison. They become
critically self-aware in evaluating their own needs, desires, and beliefs vis-a-vis the religious options
available for experimentation or adoption. They develop finely tuned choice-making skills and acquire
the self-confidence to employ them outside the sanction of ecclesial or societal authorities. Converts, as
we shall see, effectively arrive at the ecclesial gates of Orthodoxy as well-exercised, fully habitualized
choice-makers, virtuosi of the American spiritual marketplace (a concept to be discussed momentarily),
rather than as obedient daughters and sons of their carefully selected “mother church.” Nor is choice-
making limited to the pre-conversion phase of these narratives, but continues after entry into the Orthodox
Church as well. Embrace of traditional Christianity in no way hinders personal individualism and choice-
making in these instances, but simply provides novel ways for their expression.

In undertaking this field research, I was fundamentally interested in convert identity—the
meanings converts and conversion held for the Orthodox parishes where I worked and the motivating
factors and processes by which converts had come to the Orthodox Church. The themes of choice and
choice-making, in their wide variety of “on the ground” permutations, emerged from the data over the
course of their collection and analysis. Significantly they were evoked by all categories of Orthodox
church participants, converts, clerics, and lifelong church members, as vital means of organizing and
describing conversion at every stage of its unfolding, from earliest pre-conversion childhoods to post-

conversion behaviors enacted and attitudes held within the Orthodox Church. This study, therefore, is a
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critical examination of seeking and choice-making as overarching tropes and mechanisms for
contemporary American conversions to Eastern Orthodoxy, from a variety of informant perspectives.
While taking into account elements of Eastern Orthodox theology and ritual practice as they become
pertinent at certain junctures of our discussion, this work is dedicated to conversion, not Eastern
Orthodoxy as such. It is focused on how a group of Orthodox adherents, in this case American converts
in Pittsburgh, describe their discovery of and entry to the church. This project relates the meanings
Orthodox Christianity holds in their lives and the ways in which these conversions reflect and precipitate
connections between local Orthodox parishes and features of American culture more broadly.

An analysis of Orthodox conversions through the lens of choice-making addresses issues of
significance to three areas in the study of religion. First, the local, “on the ground” prevalence of
religious seeking and choice-making, as taken-for-granted, even valorized, features of everyday Orthodox
parish life, provides an alternate means by which to gauge and make sense of Eastern Orthodoxy’s
engagement with its surrounding culture. Given its long-standing association with various immigrant
groups and conservative stances on doctrine and ritual, Eastern Orthodoxy is often considered by its
adherents and observers as change resistant, a traditional stalwart against the forces of
modernity/postmodernity (with their pluralism, relativism, and Western [post-] Enlightenment views of
the individual) rather than as vitally entwined and informed by them. Yet, the priests and laity of these
Orthodox churches are in no sense impervious to wider cultural influences through their ecclesial
affiliation, but rather come to reproduce and reinforce these taken-for-granted features of contemporary
American life in the everyday words and actions enacted in their communities. [ argue that the
reproduction and reinforcement of these attitudes, pointedly encapsulated in the language of choice and
choice-making, are as accurate and profound a reflection of the “Americanization” that has occurred in
Orthodox church life over the past decades as the percentage of English used in liturgical performances,
the types of furniture adorning church interiors (i.e., the presence or absence of pews), or the official

pronouncements of hierarchs.



Second, this study also contributes to the analysis and theorizing of conversion itself, as a
religious phenomenon, in highlighting the fundamental continuities in behavior and perception that
inform and accompany shifts in religious affiliation. I argue that what remains unchanged over the course
of conversion processes is as significant as what is altered and can have dramatic and profound
consequences for post-conversion lives and newly adopted milieus. Understandably, scholarly treatments
of conversion have tended to underscore its psychological disruptions and dislocations and/or the
socialization needed to acculturate new members to unfamiliar contexts.' Yet, the more recent academic
penchant to stress the gradual, process-oriented nature of conversion, such as that advocated by Lewis
Rambo, Andrew Buckser, Stephen D. Glazier, and Diane Austin-Broos among others,” suggests that
various elements of a convert’s words and actions may undergo transformation at different rates and
under different circumstances and sometimes not at all over the course of conversion. Implicit
assumptions and habits from previous confessions and/or wider cultural contexts, such as the notion that
religious affiliation and its accompanying beliefs and practices can and should be the objects of
conscious, individual choice-making, are critical to understanding the transformative potential converts
hold for religious venues.

Third, these conversions to Eastern Orthodoxy must be understood within the framework of
contemporary American religious and cultural life, not as simple reactions against it. Richard P. Cimino
has suggested that the marked interest many contemporary young people express in conservative
Christianities (Roman Catholicism, Reformed Protestantism, and Eastern Orthodoxy) exemplifies an

»2l of American relativism, individualism, consumerism,

overall willingness to swim “against the stream
and the like, an interpretation with which Colleen Carroll concurs in her book on “the new faithful”
embracing “orthodox” Christianity, conservative churches grounded in the tradition of the Apostle’s
Creed.” These conversions to conservative Christianities are not simply the products of a wider context
of pluralism and individualism, they perpetuate and strengthen these very ways of conceptualizing and

acting in the world. No corner of the late modern religious terrain escapes these features; the subjective

self remains the sole seat of religious authority and enactment, even in an individual’s humble yielding to
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the moral and spiritual guidance of “ancient” Christianities. The significance of this study is not in the
simple offering of this observation, but in providing a detailed case study of how these processes are at
work in actual religious lives. This ethnographic research pulls what has become known as the American
“spiritual marketplace” from the ether-space of theory into an examination of the ways in which it is
made manifest in the concrete words and actions of so-called “ordinary people” within a conservative
form of Christianity. Previous discussions of seeking and choice-making, especially in regard to
consumer culture and the spiritual marketplace, have tended to focus on evangelical Protestantism, with
its frequent, overt, and rather spectacular examples of the marriage of choice and religion--such as the
installation of food courts in megachurches.® Thus, this work sheds light on how the marketplace is
perpetuated and strengthened within a religious tradition, Eastern Orthodoxy, so often posited as its
antithesis.

We will explore each of these themes, beginning with the last, in a bit more detail before
concluding with an overview of the research methodologies employed in this study of American converts

to Orthodox Christianity.

1.2 CHOICE-MAKING AND THE AMERICAN SPIRITUAL MARKETPLACE

Although, as Zygmunt Bauman notes, scholars continually debate which terminology best
describes the contemporary scene (‘modernity,” ‘late modernity,” ‘high modernity,” ‘reflexive modernity,’
‘surmodernity,” or ‘postmodernity,” among other options),”* few features appear more consistently in
characterizations of these differing labels than that of constant, inescapable choice. Certainly, the
increased (or newfound) autonomy and reflexivity of the subjective self and the expansion of this self’s
decision-making in areas of life once governed by external familial, social, or ethnic constraints and
authorities, the proverbial church and king, are commonly cited features differentiating traditional from
post-traditional societies, a fundamental distinction that, as Paul Morris points out, remains central to the
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“grand progressive narratives of modernity.”” These developments are often considered in tandem with
or parallel to the emergence of the modern capitalist market, with its proliferation of consumer goods and
dependence upon individual purchasing power and desires for constant novelty.”® These features are
viewed as corrosive to external authorities and traditional ways of life, thus, as David Gross maintains,
they “leave the past in ruins.”*’ Even scholars who question the strict dichotomization of traditional and
post-traditional ways of life, or least as it has been classically formulated in the works of August Comte,
Max Weber, and Emile Durkheim, as does Arjun Appadurai,”® generally confirm that contemporary life is
fundamentally different from life as it was lived in past eras. For as Edward C. Rosenthal notes, ever-
developing technologies, the flood of consumer goods, and the ability “to work and play around the
clock,” have contributed to the emergence of new ways of life and to the prevalence and
democratization of choice-making in all areas of individual endeavor. What was once the purview of
kings and elites has now become the imperative of all.

In his analyses of contemporary society, Anthony Giddens has remarked that late modern lives
are less biographically coherent wholes, shaped by preset social roles and modes of existence presumably
inherited from forebears, than “reflexive biographies,” open stories composed and enacted through
individual effort to learn about, reflect upon, and accept and/or discard various, competing “lifestyles.”
Giddens writes in this regard, “The self is seen as a reflexive project, for which the individual is
responsible ... We are not what we are, but what we make ourselves.” Although Giddens himself
considered religion to be outside the bounds of this “reflexivity” given its fundamental entwinement with
traditional ways of thinking and acting in the world,”" other sociologists simply consider religion one
category among the many today where individual choice is all but assumed. Whether one refers to these
modern biographies as ‘reflexive,” “elective,” or ‘do-it-yourself,”** Ulrich Beck trumpets unending choice
as the hallmark of the late modern age, “What is heralded, ultimately, by this development is the end of
fixed, predefined images of man. The human being becomes ... a choice among possibilities, homo
optionis. Life, death, gender, corporeality, identity, religion, marriage, parenthood, social ties—all are

becoming decidable down to the small print; once fragmented into option, everything must be decided.””
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According to Beck, this individualism is so pervasive that it no longer even resides in the unit of the
individual self. It has become firmly engrained in the very institutions of late modernity in a phenomenon
he refers to as “individualization.”*

Naturally, these commentators maintain that the constant din of the hammer of choice-making in
modern lives is not the drumbeat of unbridled, intoxicated freedom, but a source of existential anxiety and
concern on the part of ordinary individuals “just trying to make it.” The individualism of the above
analyses does not constitute a rebellion against established authorities, but rather arises as a consequence
of their general dismantling. In a context where “religious legitimations™’ have become diffuse and
fragmented, late modern persons are simply left to fend for their own meaning-making selves, a situation
that allows choice to assume, in Peter Berger’s estimation, the functional equivalence of “fate” in ancient
times.

Beyond these broad sociological analyses, expansive religious diversity and increased autonomy
in regard to religious belief and practice are among the most ubiquitous features of scholarly discussions
of post-World War II American religious life and culture. Leaving behind Will Herberg’s rather insular,
tripartite nineteen-fifties assessment that America was essentially composed of the “Protestant, Catholic,
and Jew,”’ Robert Bellah was left to wonder, with no small amount of sarcasm, by the mid-1980s

whether there might not, in fact, be “over 220 million American religions,”®

given the rampant
individualism he found raging through the American landscape. Of course, the most famous and
disparaged specimen for what Bellah considered a trend corrosive to the integrity and cohesiveness of
American society was the nurse Sheila Larson with her self-formulated and described religion of
“Sheilaism,” from his collaborative study Habits of the Heart.’ Daniel Bell too takes a rather dim view
of what he refers to as the “new reformation,” which, in his words, “makes a distinction between personal
faith and a cumulative historical tradition” and results in “the rejection of authority . . . the rejection of
any notion of parent other than the peer group itself.”*" For Bellah and Bell, the lamentable situation

arises whereby external authorities may still exist but are circumvented through their generalized

dismissal on the part of freewheeling individuals. In their view, this individualism necessarily breaks
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down American social and cultural cohesiveness. As a much more recent counterpoint to these scholarly
lamentations, Nancy T. Ammerman has suggested that religious individualism does not stand in
contradistinction to community and tradition, but finds its precise expression within them.*'

The language and imagery of the “marketplace,” reflecting these conditions of expansive
religious diversity and the increased relegation of religious belief, practice, and affiliation to the spheres
of the private and subjective, are commonly evoked in scholarly portrayals of late-twentieth-century
American religious life. In his classic study, The Sacred Canopy, Peter Berger argues that the once
venerable, premodern “sacred canopy” of robust, socially stabilizing religious monopolies providing “the

ultimate legitimation for individual and collective life”*

of yore has fragmented into a plurality of
competing worldview and religious options available for individual choosing. Pointing to the example of
American denominationalism in particular, Berger likens the modern religious landscape to a
marketplace, where religions, now “competitive marketing agencies,”” compete for a clientele that
increasingly considers religion to be a private affair undertaken for the meeting of psychological needs
and fulfillments rather than a source of social cohesiveness. Religions respond either by becoming ever
more homogenous in the meeting of similar psychological needs or developing “brand” distinctiveness in
appealing to special subcategories of clientele. Overall, at the writing of this early work, Berger
interpreted pluralism and the heightened subjective, privatized nature of religious affiliation as indicative
of “secularization” and its weakening of religious faith and institutions.*

Other scholars take a far more generous or at least more impartial view of the contemporary
American scene and its entrenched acceptance and/or valorization of individual religious experimentation
and meaning-making. In his survey of “religion in postmodern times,” Jesus in Disneyland, David Lyon

maintains that in the “consumer religion” of the ‘spiritual supermarket,’®

religious activity is,
increasingly, subject to personal choice, or voluntarism, and that, increasingly, for many in the advanced
societies, religious identities are assembled to create a bricolage of beliefs and practices.”*® Like Berger,

Lyon too argues that the religions of the “spiritual supermarket” develop as different “brands” appealing

to the personal tastes and needs of specific religious consumers. Yet, in no way, does this indicate a

11



wholesale displacement of traditional, conservative religious institutions, for they too have their own
particular “brand cachet,” attracting their own share of “supermarket” customers. Eastern Orthodox
Christianity, for example, may pique the interest of persons in the market for “absolute truth” or elaborate
ritual forms. Furthermore, contemporary “consumer religion” is not all whimsy, for a “sober

7

seriousness™ can still prevail, for as Lyon maintains in the case of religious conversion, “switching

denominations at a certain time, for instance, may reflect moral and spiritual commitment.”*

While Lyon focuses on the “supermarket” of today, R. Laurence Moore provides something of a
long view in his work Selling God, in which he traces the fundamental entwinement of American religion
and the marketplace, the natural outcome of religion finding itself in a cultural milieu without “legal
privilege,”* for as Moore maintains, “It [religion] had to sell itself not only in the competitive church
market but also in a general market of other cultural commodities that were trying in many cases to break
free of religious disapproval rooted mainly in Protestant animosities.””® However, even keeping these
long historical connections in mind, other scholars, such as Philip Hammond, have noted that deep
societal shifts, especially pronounced since the 1960s among the Baby Boomer generation, have
fundamentally changed the meanings of religiousness in American culture such that, “the values of free
choice and the experimentation of the religious marketplace™' have become normative rather than
exceptions to the rule.

Wade Clark Roof too employs the phrase and concept of “spiritual marketplace” as a means of
organizing and understanding the overarching “seeker” or “quest culture” radically redefining religious
institutional boundaries and introducing novel, ever more eclectic and fluid, modes of expression in post-
World War II America.”> While institutional religion is by no means rendered obsolete in the “quest
culture,” neither is it a taken-for-granted feature of individual religious lives, increasingly, grounded as
Roof argues they are, in self-reflexivity and increased expectations that religious participation and

53

enactment should provide personal satisfaction, growth, fulfillment, and the like.”” At the same time,

Robert Wuthnow has made a similar claim that “seeking” is a much more accurate way of

12



conceptualizing and measuring the strength of religion on the current American scene than headcounts of
worshippers at formal religious sites.>*

The “marketplace,” as a vehicle for understanding contemporary religious life, has also been
central to rational choice theory, several examples of which appear in the field of religious studies. For
example, Rodney Stark and Roger Finke consider American religious history through the lens of supply-
side economics in their work Churching of America, 1776-1990 as does Robert S. Ellwood in his study of
1950s American religious life, The Fifties Spiritual Marketplace.”> Rodney Stark and William S.
Bainbridge have marshaled rational choice theory to explain the decline of liberal Protestantism in the
U.S. and Western Europe and to make sense of religion’s overall robustness in the face of earlier
secularization theories positing its demise. These scholars put forward a rewards-compensator model of
religion, whereby individuals turn to supernatural worldviews as compensation for unattained and perhaps
unattainable material rewards. In the religious marketplace, therefore, religions with strong supernatural
features (i.e., conservative or traditional religions) are thought to be more enticing than those in which
such aspects are minimized, such as in liberal Protestantism.® Another scholar viewing contemporary
religions through the lens of rational choice theory, Laurence Iannacconne, attributes religious
phenomena directly and singularly to economic maximization. In discussing why “single religion”
couples, for example, on the whole attend worship services more frequently than their “mixed religion”
counterparts, lannacconne suggests the gas money saved in using one rather than two vehicles an
important factor.”’

Although nearly everyone agrees that rational choice theory can shed light on the motivations of
some individual actors in some situations, the explanatory power with which this theory is endowed is
simply not as absolute as its proponents claim. Critics have questioned the theory and its direct
applicability to religion on a number of levels. First, economic, market-driven motivations for religious
choice-making cannot account for the simultaneous workings of other factors such as emotion, habit,
circumstance, and constraint which too affect and even drive religious choices.”® Second, as we shall see

in the narratives and experiences of Orthodox converts, human lives do not exactly correspond to the rigid
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ledgers of benefit/cost analyses. A number of converts articulate painful, ongoing “costs” incurred for the
“benefit” of becoming Orthodox Christians including the loss of families, friends, and occupations.
Finally, as Steve Bruce maintains in his critique, rational choice theory tends to be tautological and
circular, and in the end really renames rather than explains phenomena.” To say that benefits outweigh
costs for successful Orthodox converts and costs outweigh benefits for unsuccessful conversions in the
end tells us very little about conversions to Orthodoxy.

This study, therefore, is not based on rational choice theory. Rather, this work, in a more
impressionistic fashion, surveys the ways in which choice and choice-making are articulated in convert
narratives and observed within the framework of parish social interaction.’ 1 contextualize these
conversions within the spiritual marketplace, as formulated by Roof, Wuthnow, and Berger, because
informants in Pittsburgh Orthodox parishes themselves readily wield the concepts, language, and
methodologies of the marketplace in their narratives. The marketplace is not an assumed context on the
part of the researcher imposed from without upon informants’ narratives, but a field, conveyed by
informants themselves, that provides a powerful set of habits, strategies, and assumptions for meaning-
making in converts’ post-conversion lives.

I consider the actions and attitudes of research informants significant and stay relatively close to
their narratives over the course of this study. In his own discussion, David Lyon maintains that the
everyday accounts of religious adherents must be heard and incorporated into any wider explanation of
social processes, “We should be prepared to listen sympathetically to the accounts of believers and to
incorporate them into social explanation. . . . taking seriously insider accounts also helps us to avoid the
elitism of some secularization dominated theories.”®' He underscores this point by relating an anecdote
provided by Nancy T. Ammerman, who too faithfully conveys her subjects’ outlooks on the world in her
ethnography of Southside Gospel Church, Bible Believers,”* “Nancy Ammerman relates how she once sat
among several hundred academics earnestly discoursing on secularization and suddenly realized that they
were nearly all men who had little sense of the practices of participants that ‘simply get them from
everyday life.””®
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This study, thus, reflects the relatively recent and ever-more pervasive trend to focus on what is
variously described as ‘lived,” ‘living” and ‘everyday’ religion. I have entered a tiny, rather circumspect
part of the vast religious landscape about us, the terrain of Orthodox Christian converts in Pittsburgh, to
report on how the grand macro-processes of conversion, marketplace seeking and choice-making, and the
conveyance and resonance of ‘“non-religious” assumptions within local religious communities, exist and
are made manifest on the micro-level of individual lives and relationships. Scholars such as David Hall,
Robert Orsi, and Nancy T. Ammerman® have embraced the category of “lived” or “everyday” religion as
a way of breaking through the fundamental dichotomization of religious lives, between “ordinary” non-
elites and institutional officialdom, a dichotomy engrained in the notion of “popular religion” itself.”’
“Lived” religion, as an analytical category, allows researchers to consider the religious ideas and actions
of what Nancy T. Ammerman refers to as “nonexperts” in relationship to and within official religious
institutions and theological frames of reference.*

Given my close reading and analysis of informants’ descriptions of conversion, I have adopted a
theoretical frame sensitive to the “on the ground” enactment of religion. Earlier notions of “culture” as a
coherent, totalizing system have been generally supplanted by others reflective of the everyday
ambiguities and tensions that occupy the lives of most people. As have a number of scholars,’” who have
embraced the category of “lived” or “everyday” religion in their work, I have found elements of practice
theory, especially as formulated in the work of Ann Swidler, in her article “Culture in Action: Symbols
and Strategies” and book-length study Talk of Love, particularly useful.®® According to Swidler, what
should be foregrounded is how and in what ways culture is used by its participants, how it shapes reality
in the classic sense formulated by Clifford Geertz of religion as a “cultural system” serving as a “model of
and for” real-life actions and experiences.” In other words, “cultural systems define the kind of world
people face, so that they can act with some confidence within it.””°

While arguing Geertz’ theorizing to be “the most powerful formulation we have of what it is
culture actually does for people,””' Swidler maintains that he tends to focus his analysis too concertedly

on ritualized spectacles, such as Balinese cock-fighting or Javanese shadow plays, and too little on the
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more implicit and ambiguous uses of culture in everyday life.”> Drawing upon the work of Pierre
Bourdieu, Ann Swidler has argued that culture is best conceptualized as a ‘toolkit,” ‘repertoire,” or ‘bag of
tricks’ of context-specific resources available in a way similar to those employed by an artist or
musician.”” Cultural repertoires provide “discrete skills, habits, and orientations,””* for mastery and
reproduction in a variety of settings. As in the case of a musician who can deftly play “Camptown Races”
while struggling through a Beethoven sonata, individuals may have greater command over some aspects
of a culture (or multiple cultures, such as in the case of the American “spiritual marketplace” and the
Orthodox Church) than others. Some “cultural orientations” may become so habitualized that they are
largely unconscious, while others require massive amounts of conscious effort to master. I argue here that
the language and enactments of the “marketplace” are among the most highly developed of the convert’s
cultural repertoire and naturally come to be reproduced, albeit in quite innovative ways, in post-
conversion lives within adopted milieus. Significantly, as we shall see, Orthodox clerics and lifelong
church members too are completely familiar with and deft in their manipulation of these “marketplace”
habits and skills. An examination of “lived” Orthodox experience through this lens of culture as
repertoire provides exciting new insights into conversion processes and the relative place of Orthodox
Christianity in American religious life more generally. We will now examine how this research advances

these two themes.

1.3 CHOICE-MAKING AND RELIGIOUS CONVERSION

The very etymology of the term “conversion,” from the Latin verb convertere, “to turn around”
points to the most obvious and commented upon feature of the phenomenon, that one way or another it
involves change or transformation. Yet, the nature of this change and precisely for whom remain
contested issues. Andrew Buckser has argued that “religious conversion poses a powerful challenge to
anthropological theories concerning the connection between culture and the self” since “to change one’s
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religion is to change one’s world, to voluntarily shift the basic presuppositions upon which both self and
others are understood.””> Meanwhile, Diane Austin-Broos has maintained that conversion should be best
understood as a (Victor) Turnerian “passage” involving neither an “absolute breach” between pre-and
post-conversion lives nor a “syncretism” such as that evoked in “the image of bricoleurs, experimenters,
and iconoclasts involved in cultural pastiche.”’® According to Austin-Broos, conversion is an ongoing
process of exchange and interchange between social participants rather than a hegemonic swapping of
cultures.”’

Interest in conversion as a volitionally driven process rather than as an all-in-a-moment event has
had its own evolution over the course of twentieth-century scholarship. The classic Pauline/Augustinian
models of immediate, divinely induced change as the “essence” of conversion remained tremendously
influential in shaping later Christian as well as modern academic and popular understandings of the
phenomenon.”® Quoting A. D. Nock’s 1933 study, Conversion, Paula Fredriksen observes that this
pattern “is echoed in the classic definitions of conversion as a ‘deliberate turning ... which implies that a

great change is involved, that the old was wrong and the new is right.”””

Although bracketing or
discarding altogether the role of superhuman agency in conversion, early twentieth-century psychologists,
such as William James and G. Stanley Hall, continued to draw precisely upon these classic Christian
theological models, especially in setting their analytical sights upon dramatic, highly emotional and
instantaneous conversions akin to those of the Apostle Paul and Augustine of Hippo.*

These early, theologically informed views of conversion, however, came to be largely supplanted
in the 1960s and 70s by new models and methodologies for the study of conversion.!' Rather than
considering conversion as an interiorized, socially decontextualized event involving a lone person and her
psyche or, from a theological perspective, her god, sociologists and social psychologists wielded the field
methods of interviewing and participant observation to understand the meaning-making and group-
individual dynamics of conversion within specific religious communities. A number of significant

studies emerged illuminating these processes within New Religious Movements (NRMs) in particular,

such as the Divine Light Mission (James V. Downton, Jr., 1979), the American Hare Krishna movement
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(Francine J. Daner, 1976), and Scientology (Harriet Whitehead, 1987).** As Lorne L. Dawson notes in
his overview of this scholarship, the relative freedom and choice-making capacities of the neophyte
members of NRMs remained key themes of these and subsequent studies, given the periodic, popular
depiction of these movements as “cults” bent on “brainwashing” the gullible.*

Certainly, the most consistent and innovative theorizing in regard to conversion as a platform for
strategizing and choice-making over the past thirty years has come from scholars evaluating conversion
and missionization in colonialist contexts.** Highly nuanced historical and ethnographic studies such as
those of Robin Horton, Jean and John Comaroff, Gauri Viswanathan, and Christopher Queen® have
highlighted the processual nature of religious conversion as it emerges and comes to be negotiated
amongst a host of social actors. While focused on cosmologies rather than persons as such, Robin
Horton, for instance, provocatively suggests in a landmark 1971 essay that nineteenth and twentieth-
century changes to “native” African worldviews cannot be attributed to Christian missionary influence
alone, but rather to the cognitive elasticity inherent to these indigenous worldviews.*® At the same time,
the Comaroffs explore in their “historical anthropological™®’ account of colonialism in South Africa,
individual and institutional religious transformations within the intricacies of historical and social
encounter. In this regard, the Comaroffs are sensitive to the multi-dimensionality of what they too refer

to as “human agency”**

in their work in taking into account “all the players in the game, the motives that
drove them, the awareness that informed them, the constraints that limited them.” In colonial contexts,
therefore, both missionaries and the “missionized” are “players in the game,” persons and collectivities
who make choices, effect transformations, and are, in turn, transformed. This same sense of conversion
enactment and relationship “in the round” so to speak serves as a template for my work on American
converts to Orthodox Christianity. Over the course of the succeeding chapters, not only will converts
serve as the focus of our attention, but so too will the roles and perspectives of Orthodox clerics and
lifelong church members.

As Gauri Viswanathan points out in her cogent work on conversion and modernity, convert

emphasis on personal religious choice and choice-making fundamentally alters the contours of modern
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of their conversions. This modern biographical template, so to speak, generally supplants traditional
Christian vocabularies of conversion. Second, choice-making also appears in informants’ descriptions as
an action undertaken, in the very sense articulated by Viswanathan, with concrete methodologies and
skills easily transferred from one context to another, in this instance across the boundaries of converts’
pre-and post-conversion lives, from the marketplace to the Orthodox Church. We will now devote our

attention to each of these issues in turn.

1.3.1 Choice-making and Narrative Formulae

Describing the processes by which humans seek to (re-) create aspects of the self, Umberto Eco
observes that life “is certainly more like Ulysses than like The Three Musketeers--yet we are all the more

»%5 The continual

inclined to think of it in terms of The Three Musketeers than in terms of Ulysses.
streams of events, thoughts, and actions in life, the sum total of an individual’s existence at any given
moment, rarely remain blind “static noises,” churning indistinguishably in the background of the present,
but are invariably brought into sharp focus within the lived moment through autobiography. The
autobiographical enterprise, as Eco suggests, is never about “a life as lived,”” but rather is a constructed
life, in which a series of past, inchoate events are projected onto a narrative frame, providing a certain
clarity and meaning to events naturally possessing neither. Therefore, while superficially a tool for
refashioning the past, the autobiographical narrative is preeminently a genre of the present.

In keeping with the current penchant to consider conversion as a process extending far beyond the
confines of the purported “event” itself, scholars such as Peter G. Stromberg and David A. Snow and
Richard Machalek have turned their analytical attention to conversion narratives,” not as records of the
past, but as vital vehicles for continuing the process of negotiating identity across contexts and into
converts’ post-conversion lives. As Eco’s quote suggests, a convert’s desire to transform her Ulysses-

like, everyday life into a recognizable “plot,” is not a passive endeavor, but one which requires the

narrator’s active, imaginative insertion of the self into wider frames of reference. The conversion

20



imbibe and take for granted this context of investigation, experimentation, and choice-making in regard to

contemporary religious life.

1.3.2 Methods of Choice-making in Conversion Processes

The American religious marketplace not only influences how converts talk about their conversion
experiences, but also the ways in which they come to be enacted. As mentioned, Gauri Viswanathan and
Jean and John Comaroff have underscored the meaning-making and world-constructive character of
religious conversion as a dynamic process of learning about the world. Conversion does not just happen
to people, but it is effected and substantiated through practices, in everyday words and actions. Rather
than the necessary result of blinding lights or celestial voices, modern conversion, as in the case of any
other potential arena for individual choice-making, is an immanent phenomenon grounded in concrete,
earth-bound strategies of interaction between self and other. Although the making of personal choices is
a complicated amalgam of rationality, emotionality, happenstance, habit, and external persuasion among
other features, the activity itself can be defined in rather broad strokes. Instead of expressing the

> choice, in its

unbounded freedom and possibility valorized, say, in the work of Jean-Paul Sartre,'
everyday practice, is born of the very limits of individual action. Choice and choice-making
fundamentally arise from and reflect conditions of marked contradiction and mutual exclusivity.'*
Furthermore, given the heavy responsibility accorded to modern persons, fatefully determined to make
choices at every turn in their lives down to the finest of the fine print (as Ulrich Beck claims), the making
of choices is work, at least if the individual is at all concerned with the possibility of choosing the wrong
option among the many rival alternatives, whether material or ideational, to be examined and decided
upon.

Such a process necessarily involves the nullification rather than the expansion of possibility, as

options are evaluated and discarded, even if only temporarily.'” Edward C. Rosenthal points out that a

vast gulf separates the “potential” and “decisive” states of choice-making. While individuals may
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1.4 IMPORTANCE FOR EASTERN ORTHODOX STUDIES

While a number of significant, finely textured ethnographic studies have been conducted on the
adherents of other conservative religions in the United States, such as those authored by Nancy T.
Ammerman, Brenda Brasher, R. Marie Griffith, and Julie Ingersoll (fundamentalist/evangelical
Protestantism), Lynn Davidman (Orthodox Judaism), Robert Orsi, Thomas Tweed (Roman Catholicism),
and Anna Mansson McGinty (Islam), few have been undertaken of Eastern Orthodox Christianity in the
United States.''® This lacuna is all the more unfortunate given scholarly and popular tendencies to portray
this historically and culturally complex and multifarious religion in uni-dimensional ways. As Paul
Valliere has recently pointed out, Eastern Orthodoxy has long been the object of a kind of western

"7 in which it comes to be cast either as a rigid, backward form of Christianity

“Christian orientalism,
caught in the rote repetition of ethnic folk customs and ancient rituals and doctrines or as a mystical,
otherworldly church offering a vast array of spiritual exotica and sensual beauty, but little in the way of
practical reflection on legal, political, or social issues of critical import to late modern lives.'"® Both
“orientalist” interpretations assume Orthodox Christianity’s supposed imperviousness to historical and
cultural change; it exists outside of regular historical time-either in a perpetual past or a perpetual
transcendence. In sum, these interpretations present the Orthodox Church as a self-sufficient and
contained ritual, theological and spiritual universe, with hermetically sealed ecclesial boundaries and an
existence paralleling rather than being influenced by the rapid-fire social and cultural shifts attendant with
the consumerism, individualism, and religious diversity of late modernity.

Due to the continued influence of these prevailing “orientalist” stereotypes, Orthodox Christianity
has often been considered by scholars as existing outside the “mainstream” of American religious life.
Although typically receiving something of an honorable mention in most standard texts of American

119

religious history, =~ Orthodox Christianity still remains cloaked in a generalized fog of “anonymity and

99120

mystery,” " as Daniel Clendenin has written. The Orthodox Church appears less a full-bodied participant
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Let us now conclude our introductory remarks with a brief overview of the research methods used

in this study.

1.5 METHODOLOGY

To make sense of communal and individual meanings of conversion within Eastern Orthodox
churches in Pittsburgh, I employed the classic ethnographic field methods of participant observation and
formal, semi-structured interviewing to collect data for this project. From February 2005 to May 2006, 1
worked at two primary fieldsites, St. Michael’s OCA (Orthodox Church in America) parish and
Ascension Greek Orthodox Church. These place names as well as all informant names in this study are
pseudonymous. While almost the entirety of my participant observation was conducted at St. Michael’s
and Ascension, I supplemented this fieldwork with additional interviews with priests and parishioners
from five other Orthodox churches representing the Carpatho-Rusyn, Ukrainian Orthodox, Orthodox
Church in America, and Antiochian archdioceses, including a local Orthodox bishop. These additional
informants were initially met and contacted at Ascension church during a community-wide biennial icon
festival held the first Sunday of Lent. In the spring of 2006, Ascension hosted this event. Two of these
informants attended churches located outside Pittsburgh in the Cleveland area. I used purposive sampling
in my selection of these informants, who represented churches differing considerably in jurisdictional and
ethnic affiliation, municipal location, size, demographic composition, and length of current pastoral
leadership.

Since I wanted to understand conversion “in the round” from the perspectives of different social
actors at St. Michael’s and Ascension as well as observe the social placement and relationships of
converts in everyday parish life, I spent seven months at each of these locations attending worship
services, including Sunday Divine Liturgies, special feast day and prayer services, as well as the
educational and social activities of the parishes such as weekly Bible studies, coffee hours, annual picnics
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based on their wider vantage in conversing and observing a variety of social actors in multiple venues
over a period of time. Not only did I collect multiple informant perspectives, but I also observed how
notions of conversion were wielded in different parochial and interview contexts as well as their
positioning vis-a-vis other categories, such as that of the lifelong church members. It is based on these
observations “in the round,” in the sense used by Jean and John Comaroff, that I justify interpreting
Orthodox conversions and their meanings in ways that informants themselves may feel uncomfortable
and with which they may take issue. For example, informants, whether clerical, convert or lifelong
church members, often expressed disdain over potential “secular” interpretations of phenomena. One of
the parish priests with whom I worked once declared to me that, “In the end, this [ethnographic] research
will tell us nothing about the Orthodox Church,” given its sui generis nature in his eyes. Therefore, the
overall validity of my analysis is not dependent upon an unqualified informant recognition of herself in
this final write-up, but in the careful charting of phenomena as used and conceptualized repeatedly over

time at these fieldsites and across informants.

1.5.1 Fieldsites

In 2000, Allegheny County, where Pittsburgh is situated, was home to thirty seven Orthodox
churches of which the Greek archdiocese had seven parishes (including Ascension), the OCA eleven
(including St. Michael’s), with the remaining churches representing the Serbian (6), Carpatho-Rusyn (7),
Ukrainian Orthodox (3), the Russian Orthodox Church Outside Russia (1), and Antiochian (Syrian)

archdioceses (2)."'

In a situation reflecting the overall jurisdictional fragmentation of Orthodox
Christianity in the United States, Pittsburgh is home to a total of four Orthodox bishops representing the
OCA, Greek, Serbian, and Antiochian archdioceses. My two primary fieldsites, an OCA and Greek

parish, were selected based on the diverse jurisdictions, histories, populations, and conversion experiences

each represented. We will take a brief look at each church in turn.
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OCA parish near Cleveland. These churches reflected diversity in jurisdiction, church size, and numbers
of converts. The priest of both Ukrainian Orthodox churches reported that less than ten percent of their
respective populations were convert, while the priest of the Antiochian parish reported over forty percent
of his congregants to be converts to Orthodoxy. I only interviewed lay parishioners at the Carpatho-
Rusyn and Cleveland-area OCA churches, while my informants at the remaining churches were

exclusively clerical. In addition to these informants, I also interviewed a local Pittsburgh-area bishop.

1.5.2 Interview Informants

A total of forty formal interviews were conducted with informants from St. Michael’s and
Ascension as well as the above churches. Nineteen of these informants hailed from St. Michael’s (four
interviews were conducted with lifelong lay members; four with intermarriage converts; nine with seeker
converts; one cleric), thirteen from Ascension (one interview was with a lifelong church member; four
with intermarriage converts; five with seeker converts; three clerics, one of whom was a convert) and nine
from additional parishes and jurisdictions (two interviews were conducted with intermarriage converts,
two with seeker converts; five with clerics, two of whom were converts to Orthodox Christianity).
Twenty four of these informants were male and 16 were female (60% male; 40% female); the higher
number and percentage of male informants can be attributed to the many clerical interviews conducted,
since the Orthodox Church only ordains men to its clerical ranks (deacon, priest, and bishop). Interview
subjects tended to be highly educated (48% of the total number of informants had completed BA or BS
degrees; 43% had completed MA, MS, MBAs, or M.Div degrees; 5% held doctorates; 5% had a high
school diploma at the time of the interview).

Although I endeavored to obtain as diverse a sample as possible, I was limited by informant
availability and willingness to participate in the study. Some peculiarities of this population reflect those
of the Pittsburgh area more generally, since approximately 40% of study informants hailed from its

environs. For example, according to statistical work completed by the Glenmary Research Center and
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published in Religious Congregations and Membership in the U.S. in 2000 approximately fifty percent of
the population of the Pittsburgh metropolitan area (a total of 2.4 million) was Roman Catholic with nearly
a quarter belonging to mainline Protestant groups such as the United Methodist, Presbyterian, and
Evangelical Lutheran Church of America.” These religious groupings comprised the majority of
informants’ childhood confessions (62% were Roman Catholic; 35% were Protestant, in which I include
the Episcopal/Anglican, Lutheran, United Methodist, Presbyterian, Baptist, various Pentecostal and non-
denominational churches as well as unspecified Protestant churches; 4% were Byzantine Catholic; 4%
were unchurched). Approximately 46% of the total number of converts were seeker converts, whom 1
include both individuals who had investigated different religious options with or without officially
becoming members of one or another religious group. Meanwhile, 25% of the total number of informants
could be classified as “serial converts,” persons who had officially taken membership in one or more

religious groups before entering the Orthodox Church.

1.6 OVERVIEW OF CHAPTERS

The central marketplace themes of seeking and choice-making will be examined from a variety of

perspectives within an overall framework of “crossing” and “dwelling”"

roughly corresponding to the
pre-and post-conversion experiences of Pittsburgh converts to Orthodox Christianity. Chapter two will
focus on the “crossing” portion of informants’ pre-conversion lives, the influences of religious seeking
and pluralism on their early biographies as well as the impetuses propelling them to engage in religious
searches of their own. This chapter will conclude with an examination of the different information
sources informants consult in their adult quests. Realizing that not all converts are necessarily
theologically and/or liturgically driven to embrace Orthodox Christianity, I devote chapter three to a
discussion of another type of conversion-those initiated through or in the aftermath of intermarriage with

an Orthodox Christian spouse. While typically considered outside the purview of religious seeking and
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choice-making premised as they are believed to be on marital or familial duty, these conversions provide
a case study of how religious subjectivity and choice often trump familial religious unity as motivators for
embrace of the Orthodox faith. Meanwhile, chapter four affords an important overview of Orthodox
catechesis as implemented in the fieldsites as well as clerical perspectives on conversion and their
spiritual mentoring of converts. I will devote chapters five and six to the “dwelling” portion of these
conversions, with chapter five attending to the complex issues of conversion motives and informant
perceptions of the Orthodox Church. These motives and perceptions are heavily influenced by prevailing
marketplace images and expectations, as we shall see. Finally, in chapter six, I will examine the
relationships and perceptual differences between converts and lifelong church members in addition to the
issue of ethnicity in regard to convert choice-making and experimentation in converts’ post-conversion

lives.

1.7 ENDNOTES

'Arjun Appadurai uses this phrase in Modernity At Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press), 30.

*William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature, forward by
Jacques Barzun (NY: New American Library, 1958), 169.

*Tbid., 170.

“Ibid.

’Ibid., 177.

“Ibid., 157.

’Alexei D. Krindatch, “Eastern Christianity in North American Religious Landscape: Ethnic
Traditionalism Versus Civic Involvement and Social Transformations,” report for project Research on
Orthodox Religious Groups in the United States (Hartford Institute for Religion Research,

http://hirr.hartsem.edu/research/krindatch[1].pdf), 2.

*The Eastern Orthodox Church in the United States is currently composed of a number of
jurisdictions each independently governed by its own episcopate and largely divided along ethnic lines
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2.0 MANY ROOMS: ORTHODOX CONVERSIONS IN A PLURALISTIC

CONTEXT

2.1 INTRODUCTION

A convert parishioner of Ascension Greek Orthodox church, Helen, at seventy five years of age,
was the oldest person interviewed for this project. She was also one of the most recent converts to
Orthodox Christianity with whom I spoke having been brought into the church only four years before 1
interviewed her in the spring of 2006. A tall, slender woman with white, bobbed hair and a gentle,
purposeful manner of movement and speech, Helen embodied the two religious worlds, Anglican and
Eastern Orthodox, that had encompassed the entirety of her life. Her graceful propriety and charm alone
seemed to evoke the Anglo-Catholic parish of her childhood in New York where, in her words, “I had it
just about as perfect as anybody could have it. The liturgy [there] was very beautiful, very beautiful and
even the church itself was a beautiful place. It was an old stone English church, with a beautiful wood-
beam crucifix and they had a Lady chapel. They had weekday services and feast days.”

She recalled being taught catechism there by “this grand old English schoolmarm type woman”
who distributed holy pictures and lollipops to well-versed Sunday-school pupils. No doubt Helen earned

more than her fair share since nearly sixty years later she explained and demonstrated the catechism drill:

And you had to repeat the question in your answer, of course. [Helen clears her throat] I'm trying
to think of a good question now that she asked, ‘Uh, [She clears her throat and assumes a
commanding voice] does God answer prayers?’ ‘God does answer prayers.” ‘How does God
answer prayers?’ ‘God answers prayers by yes, no, and not yet. But very concrete things. And
so she, Miss Jean we called her, and she was a great influence on my life.
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informants themselves, especially as the accompaniment to major life transitions, will be documented.
Finally, as discussed in the introduction, religious “searching” is by no means a willy-nilly affair, but one
based on concrete methods of information-gathering and learning about a diversity of religious/ecclesial
options at hand. This chapter will conclude, therefore, with a brief overview of some of the methods

informants employed in the course of their pre-conversion “crossings.”

2.2 SEEKING AND CHOICE-MAKING IN EARLY BIOGRAPHICAL CONTEXTS

In offering his own theoretical discussion of ethnography’s various and sundry “crossings” and
“dwellings,” James Clifford begins his provocative book, Routes: Travel and Translation in the Late
Twentieth Century, with Amitav Ghosh’s account of his fieldwork in a small village in the Egyptian Nile
Delta. Although Ghosh had expected to meet a “settled and restful people” among the villagers with
whom he would spend the next few months living and working, he learned, to his surprise, that the “men
of the village™ were experienced travelers having traversed the Middle East, the rest of northern Africa,

and even Europe in some cases. Even more significantly, Ghosh continues, “none of this was new”"

since “grandparents and ancestors and relatives had traveled and migrated too™"'

over the past centuries in
search of more productive livelihoods or as a result of war dislocations. Indeed, as contemporary
historians and anthropologists such as Peter N. Stearns and Anthony D. King assure us,'? the supposed
spatial and temporal stasis of past generations and so-called “pre-modern” peoples has proven to be a
mirage, for upon closer inspection physical mobility, boundary crossings of all sorts, and cultural
encounters are the ever-present contours of human history. Rootedness and dwelling, either physical or
imagined, are not the historical norms to which late modernity, with its promises and fulfillments of
constant novelty, movement, and blurring of religious and/or cultural boundaries, appear as necessary
exceptions.”” While these processes have been accelerated and accentuated, as anthropologist Arjun

Appadurai points out, by new media and migration patterns fundamentally altering contemporary
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their word, Christine’s parents registered no concern or disgruntlement at her conversion to Orthodoxy in
the midst of marrying a lifelong parishioner of Ascension Church when she was in her early thirties.
Although informants such as John and Christine considered religious belief and observance
peripheral to their childhoods, their early conceptualizations and descriptions of religion itself as a
subjective choice resonated with that of more religiously exposed persons like Alex, Helen, or James. All
of these informants considered religion a private matter, the expression of which was grounded in
subjectively defined needs and preferences rather than fixed natal or social determinants. The
individualized nature and pluralistic context of these crossings, where even the sturdiest of
ecclesial/institutional frames appeared as mere background sets for ever-shifting allegiances and quests,

were firmly embedded in these narratives.

2.3 THE JOURNEY BEGINS: INFORMANTS BECOME SEEKERS

Emerging from childhoods where religious seeking and diversity, through parental intermarriage
and experimentation, proved to be the norm and where increasingly fewer social constraints fixed
ecclesial affiliation, convert informants, especially those not encountering Orthodox Christianity through
circumstances of intermarriage, as will be made clear in chapter three, often described their conversions
to the church as the culmination of years or decades of religiously driven searching and journeying
encompassing significant portions of their adult lives. The vast majority of persons introduced to
Orthodox Christianity apart from marriage were serial converts having crossed institutional religious
boundaries, in most cases wholly within Christianity, one or more times in late adolescence and/or
adulthood before entering the Orthodox Church. Although Orthodox Christianity too appears as an object
of “church shopping,” adopted or discarded at the simple will of its adherents, the processes of entry to
the Orthodox Church, as discussed with greater care in chapter four, are often complicated and slowed
through more extensive and prolonged catechetical requirements.
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reserving our treatment of these specific goals for chapter five, I want to turn our attention now to the

sources of information informants consulted in their pursuit.

24 MANY PATHS: METHODS OF INFORMATION-GATHERING AND

LEARNING ABOUT EASTERN ORTHODOXY

Just as “many rooms” are available for individual perusal and/or appropriation amidst the noted
diversity of the contemporary American landscape, so too a variety of means exist for learning about and
parsing through their respective doctrinal and ritual contents and “decors.” Indeed, as discussed in the
introduction, a frequently commented upon feature of the modern choice-making imperative, religious or
otherwise, is the concomitant demands it makes on “ordinary people” to acquire information about
options, to study their features, comparison “shop,” and take “test drives.” Religion certainly in no way
escapes this information-gathering imperative, with individuals readily taking it upon themselves to study
and compare theologies and ritual practices, to become amateur theologians, “bankers by day, theologians
by night,” who read and interpret sacred scriptures and texts from the “armchair” so to speak.

Contemporary people rely heavily on their own ability to access and understand information, a
situation only furthered and accentuated by the multiple, rapid-fire technologies providing a free flow of
information about any topic of interest.”” In addition to old stand-bys of information-gathering such as
meeting religious practitioners and visiting places associated with one or another of their communities,
the explosion in print and electronic materials have fundamentally expanded and altered the field of
religious investigation in giving religions, heretofore little known or obscure, opportunities to tout their
wares and make their beliefs and practices available for general consumption. As an informant earlier
commented on her amazement at finding Hinduism and “everything” available in college, so too at a click
of a computer mouse or a casual stroll through bookstore aisles, every tenor of spiritual or religious life

from Augustine’s Confessions to the Dhammapadda and books on Zen gardening to Neo-Pagan spell

84



2.5 CONCLUSION

Not surprisingly, the spiritual marketplace and its attributes of religious diversity and individual
choice-making are at their most pronounced and explicit in the pre-conversion phase of these
reconstructed biographies. Whether in their overarching and largely theologically indistinct utilization of
the language of “seeking” or “journeying” or in the concrete particularities of early familial lives and
methods of learning about different religions, converts repeatedly expressed appreciation for and
confidence in their ability to make religious choices for themselves. Characterizing their eventual
conversions to Orthodox Christianity as the eventual culmination of searches and journeys, informants
stressed the self-propelled nature of their encounters with and investigations of a wide swath of
competing religious options.

Although none of these seeker converts considered religious affiliation itself to be the natural
inheritance of ancestors and forebears, they were bequeathed a rich legacy of avid religious questing from
parents and friends. In this regard, the legacy of determining a “lifestyle” for oneself, however religiously
or morally defined, was not a passive one, but required the informant’s eventual assumption of the choice-
making mantle herself. In the case of converts to Orthodoxy, an awareness of one’s own ability to make
personal choices often accompanied major life changes such as going away to college or the onset of
marriage or divorce. Choice-making was also grounded in concrete methods of comparison and
information-gathering as informants studied and made sense of competing religious options. The most
critical sources of information on Orthodox Christianity cited by informants included the reading of print
and electronic sources materials, personal contacts with religious insiders or other would-be converts, and
visits to churches and other religious sites. These efforts only heightened convert awareness of and
confidence in their own choice-making capacities, which converts brought fully developed and sharpened
into their post-conversion lives within the Orthodox Church.

However, it is important to keep in mind that Orthodox converts themselves do not represent a

single type, especially in their relationships to the Orthodox Church and the wider American religious
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marketplace, but are often distinguished in parish life between those who purportedly enter the church for
theological and/or liturgical reasons and those encountering it through intermarriage. The latter category
offers both pronounced similarities to and departures from the variety of choice-making exhibited by

seekers and will occupy our attention in the next chapter.

2.6 ENDNOTES

'In his preface, C. S. Lewis does insist that persons investigating different forms of Christianity
take into account issues of “truth” and “holiness” but still considers these matters of individual conscience
and offers no externalized guidance on how to distinguish their presence among Christian churches. See
C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, revised edition (NY: Macmillan Publishing Co., Inc., 1952), xi-xii.

’Ibid., xii.
3Ibid., xi.

*Again, as noted in section 1.1, see R. Laurence Moore, Selling God: American Religion in the
Marketplace of Culture (NY: Oxford University Press, 1994) for a fascinating historical overview of the
commodification of religion in American culture from the colonial period to the present day and Peter
Berger, The Sacred Canopy. Elements of a Sociological Theory of Religion (NY: Anchor Books, 1967),
especially 127-153, for the effects of the “market” on religion under conditions of modernity at large. As
noted in 1.1 a number of scholars have explored the application of “shopping” and other consumerist
metaphors to contemporary religion. In this regard, see Wade Clark Roof, Spiritual Marketplace: Baby
Boomers and the Remaking of American Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999); Richard
Cimino and Don Lattin, Shopping for Faith: American Religions in the New Millennium (San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass, 1998); Robert Wuthnow, America and the Challenges of Religious Diversity (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2005), 106-129.

Thomas Tweed, Crossing and Dwelling: A Theory of Religion (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2006), 80-163.

*Roof, 101-102.

"Tbid., 102.

¥ Amitav Ghosh, “The Imam and the Indian,” Granta 20 (Winter 1986), 135; quoted in James
Clifford, Routes: Travel and Translation in the Late Twentieth Century (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1997), 2.

’Tbid.

"“Ibid.
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3.0 IN THE EYE OF THE BEHOLDER: PERSPECTIVES ON INTERMARRIAGE

CONVERSIONS

3.1 INTRODUCTION

If relying solely on popular media and extant scholarly accounts, the interested inquirer would
quickly conclude American conversions to Orthodox Christianity to be an entirely recent and
unprecedented phenomenon. When scholars and Orthodox insiders began devoting attention to the issue
of Eastern Orthodox conversions in the late eighties and early nineties, they did so in direct reaction to the
increased prevalence and visibility of theologically driven seeker conversions, especially those of former
evangelical Protestants.' Nearly always presented as the sole exemplars of conversion within the
Orthodox Church in recent years, these conversions have been described by scholars as a “substantial

most significant™ in American Orthodox history, and having a “seismic impact™ in

92

revolution,
flagging Orthodoxy’s emergence from its supposed decades-long “cthnic isolation” in the United States.
Even as a point of contextualization, the curious reader searches in vain in these writings for any mention
of conversions to American Orthodoxy in past eras or through other channels, such as intermarriage, and
could easily conclude from a perusal of this literature that they simply did not exist.

Yet, if Ghosh’s Egyptian village in no way can be considered a space utterly unknown to the
processes and occasions of human mobility, so too the scenario that Orthodox Christianity, in the midst of

a geographically and religiously fluid American culture, somehow escaped the traversing of ecclesial
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within this frame of reference. Finally, since intermarriage conversions are seen as heavily entwined
with issues related to the domestic sphere, we will discuss the roles family and marriage do play in three
critical areas: first, the socialization of non-Orthodox spouses into Orthodox communities; second, the
domestic negotiations of religious affiliation in homes where conversions do not immediately occur after
marriage; third, as a direct motivator in bringing about a spousal embrace of Orthodox Christianity at the
commencement of or years into a marriage. Let us begin our discussion, then, by once again turning to
official as well as clerical and lay attitudes towards intermarriage converts and conversion as found in the

Orthodox Church.

3.2  OFFICIAL AND CLERICAL VIEWS ON INTERMARRIAGE CONVERSIONS

While intermarriage conversion is naturally correlated with marriage itself, as something of a
duty-bound imperative in the narratives of priests and other lay informants in Pittsburgh, the Orthodox
Church as it understands marriage in practice today permits a certain amount of choice-making leeway in
regard to the church affiliation of non-Orthodox individuals who marry Orthodox Christians, a flexibility
that is fully embraced and exercised in the Pittsburgh parishes under direct consideration here. For
example, church-sanctioned marriages, sealed with the official rituals of the sacrament, are permitted
between Orthodox Christians and baptized persons of other Christian denominations, although
intermarriage between Orthodox Christians and non-Christians is strictly prohibited.'® However, even
this allowance for inter-Christian unions is an interpretation made in light of practical considerations, for
the canons of the Orthodox Church themselves forbid marriages between church and non-church
members of any sort.'” Additionally, church-published pamphlets and manuals aimed at informing
couples as to the sacramental meanings, regulations, and responsibilities of Orthodox marriage typically

discourage marriage outside the church even when the proposed partner is Christian.'®
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want me to do that or not want me to do it. But, I felt comfortable doing it and I did that for
myself. So, I felt very, very good about it.

This declaration of convert choice, in the midst of competing factors, underscored the value Ron placed
on his own decision-making in bringing about his conversion. In this way, he endeavored to distance
himself from other intermarriage converts.

In the excerpts above, intermarriage conversions appeared as an unfortunate nod to the relational
messiness of real life, standing in sharp contrast to the ideal of what conversion in all its motivational
purity should be. These conversion types were nearly always situated in oppositional terms as capturing
at once the dichotomous attitudinal positions present within the church and religious life as a whole. For
example, converts may be “core” or “fringe,” with choice-makers more easily falling into the former and
those “making peace” into the latter category. Converts may plunge into the theological depths of the
Orthodox faith “through study, through prayer,” or they may waft on the surface with their “casual
attitudes.” Converts either have “epiphanies” or have dowdy “spouses” in tow. Individuals may ardently
search or investigate religious options in a concerted effort to find an ecclesial context for the fulfillment
of needs and desires or half-consciously stumble into the church in the wake of nuptial celebrations.
These dichotomies came to take on a life of their own in defining the experiences of converts and how
they were portrayed in parish life. Let us now turn our attention to what intermarriage converts have to

say about their own experiences of becoming Orthodox Christians.

3.3 INTHEIR OWN VOICE: INTERMARRIAGE CONVERSION NARRATIVES

Despite the deeply engrained character of these categorizations among many Orthodox insiders,
especially clerics, one important group consistently failed to employ this dichotomous framework in
discussions of intermarriage conversions, namely converts entering the Orthodox Church through
marriage themselves. While significant differences could be detected between the narratives produced by

intermarriage converts and those attracted to the church primarily for theological and/or liturgical reasons,
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in conversions resulting from theologically/liturgically propelled shopping and seeking. Let us now turn

our attention to these other aspects of intermarriage conversions.

3.4 FAMILIAL CONTEXT AND CONCERNS FOR INTERMARRIAGE CONVERTS

While the wives and husbands of intermarriage converts are commonly reported as exerting little
direct influence on the religious decision-making of non-Orthodox spouses, marital and familial ties do
affect these conversions in profound, if often understated, ways. Certainly, such relationships are the very
foundations of these conversions since informants typically remark that they would not have become
Orthodox Christians or even seriously contemplated leaving their home confessions apart from the initial
circumstance of marrying a member of the church. Aside from this rather obvious connection between
marriage/family and conversion, others emerge from the narratives at hand, including that of the social
situating of (would-be) spousal converts in Orthodox communities, questions of how religion is to be
negotiated in households that begin as inter-religious, and finally the practical and emotional impact
marriage and family can have in effecting conversions to Orthodoxy Christianity. In this section, we will

examine each of these issues in turn.

3.4.1 Social Networks

In social and symbolic terms, a convert, regardless of motivational intent, exists in the communal
memory of a religious group as a “stranger” now come to dwell within a community’s confines--to learn
its ways, follow its rules and conform to its often unspoken social strictures, for as Zygmunt Bauman
observes, “Like all other roles (perhaps even slightly more than other roles), the role of the stranger needs

9931

learning, acquisition of knowledge and practical skills. Often this movement from the “outside” to the

“inside,” with its requisite learning and knowledge acquisition, is slow and progressive and often aimed
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in local Orthodox churches. Indeed, such converts often saw beyond the immediate, biological ties to

describe the entire parish as a “family” one to which they decidedly belonged.

3.4.2 Inter-religious Marriage and Decision-making

Inter-religious marriages between non-Orthodox and Orthodox Christian persons in which no
conversion results are certainly beyond the scope of this study. Yet, this phenomenon was observed and
noted at my fieldsites and was occasionally mentioned in informant narratives. For instance, two married
seeker converts, Karen and Helen, made solitary treks into Orthodoxy leaving behind in former
confessions spouses and children and thus quite deliberately created religious divisions in the domestic
sphere through their conversions. Additionally, as Ken noted, inter-religious families abound in
Orthodox parishes, where non-Orthodox spouses may participate in aspects of parish life while refraining
from official conversion to the church. Finally, in situations such as Ken’s, where a significant time lag
existed between a wedding and a spouse’s eventual decision to become Orthodox, the initial years of
marriage and family life were marked by inter-religious divisions that must be negotiated and worked
through by the couple. In Robert Wuthnow’s view, few opportunities for observing the potential
intricacies of inter-religious engagement are as rich as in those circumstances in which individuals marry
outside their home confessions and must consciously come to grips with religious differences within the
domestic sphere.®® Let us here briefly examine some of the fundamental decisions, emerging from my
data, that inter-religious couples at Ascension and St. Michael’s made prior to the conversion of the non-
Orthodox spouse.

Again in contrast to seeker converts for whom marriage itself played little to no role in effecting
conversions to the Orthodox Church, al// intermarriage converts must make fundamental decisions
regarding religious affiliation in direct response to entering the marital bond. Although marriage did not
necessitate conversion to the Orthodox Church, it did demand that some sort of decision regarding

religious matters be made. On its most fundamental level, informants such as Andrea and Christine
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informants eschewing this general tendency appear, however. Kay, for example, had developed a keen
interest in Orthodox Christianity, especially its history and theological tenets, and years after her
conversion, avidly read materials on the church, especially noting her love for the Lives of the Saints.
Kay, who observed that her husband was not particularly “spiritual” though involved with the church
board, also visited nearby Orthodox monastic communities on a regular basis and adhered faithfully to
fasting and prayer practices often to the consternation of her less religiously rigorous lifelong Orthodox
husband.

Despite the overall acceptance of Orthodoxy on the part of this self-selected population (indeed,
when pointedly asked, most intermarriage converts said they missed nothing from their childhood
confessions), occasional stirrings of longing for former ways and days drifted into informant narratives.
Though quite satisfied with his new life within the Orthodox Church, Ken, for instance, mentioned that at
the start of his marriage he was not particularly beholden to his wife’s faith. When discussing with her
the religious affiliation of future children prior to marriage, Ken asserted that he would not have been at
all opposed to baptizing and raising their children as Roman Catholics. Meanwhile, Terence mentioned
how Christmas for him would not be the same without midnight Christmas Eve mass at a Roman Catholic
church, so he and his Orthodox wife do attend this service at a nearby church every year. Finally,
although pleased with having such “an ancient tradition” in which to bring up her children, Christine said
that she herself has “reached no higher levels” since becoming Orthodox and prefers spending her Sunday
mornings with coffee and a newspaper than going to church. While Christine’s husband and children
were regular worshippers of St. Michael’s, Christine, as she freely admits, is frequently absent, easily

falling back into the habitual non-attendance of her pre-church days.

3.4.3 Family and Conversion Motives of Intermarriage Converts

If marital/familial relationships lend shape to intermarriage conversions especially in providing

social “placement” of (initially) non-Orthodox spouses within communities and eliciting decisions in the
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Orthodox Church (formulated in terms very similarly to how one might describe inter-human relations),
for the deep comfort and sense of “belonging” the church furnished her demanded, in turn, a
demonstration of long-term commitment on her part. Thus, her conversion appeared as an act of solidarity
with a faith that, in her words, “had been there for me” in a time of personal need, “About the time that
I’d converted, it was shortly after the miscarriage like within the first year and everything so I felt at that
point, okay I need something I feel that I’'m belonging to. You’ve gotten me so far through this point and
through this horrible mess and so at that point it was like now I needed to commit to you, being my faith
since it had been there for me.”

Beyond the direct context of births and losses, a few informants cited more mundane events and
concerns of hearth and home as drawing them closer to the Orthodox Church. Kay, for instance, cited the
many years she worked as a nurse at her children’s Orthodox summer camp as critical for the formation
of lasting bonds with other Orthodox Christians and the “love” she felt so strongly within the Orthodox
Church, “I found so much love there and I knew that I wanted to become Orthodox through that camp
experience. And I just met such wonderful people there and my godmother was from Lancaster and we
were always at camp together and we had kids the same age and there was just a lot of good things goin’

2

on.

3.5 CONCLUSION

Converts to Orthodox Christianity are not an homogenous group. Beyond the fact that individual
biographies differ one from another, converts entering the church in the course or aftermath of marriage
to an Orthodox spouse are often perceived, by clerics and converts alike, as less committed to or
interested in Orthodox Christianity than former seekers more overtly drawn to the church for theological
and/or liturgical reasons. Whereas the latter are believed to have freely chosen the church, the former are

characterized as passive and unreflective in their embrace of the faith. Significantly, however,
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intermarriage converts themselves, a group traditionally overlooked in studies of conversion to
Orthodoxy, rarely consider their entry into the church in this light. While they did not typically
investigate and/or experiment with competing religious options before their marriages, such converts
characterized their embrace of the faith as an individual matter based on personal affinity for the faith
rather than a familial or marital duty. With this view, they often delayed their embrace of Orthodoxy for
years or decades into their marriages.

Still, family and marriage had significant impacts in framing and effecting these conversions.
First, in contrast to the experience of many seeker converts to Orthodoxy, intermarriage converts
necessarily possessed ready-made social networks and placement in their relationships to spouses,
children, and in-laws who had often lived their entire lives within single Orthodox communities. Second,
the circumstance of intermarriage itself necessitated religious decision-making on the part of the couple
who must decide how religious matters and affiliation are to be worked out in the home. In almost all of
the cases in this study, Orthodox Christianity was the “dominant” family religion while the non-Orthodox
spouse was typically left to practice her faith alone. Third, major structural and emotional changes within
the family, especially the birth of children, often served as catalysts for conversion to Orthodoxy. While
the means and contours of their conversions differed from those of seekers, intermarriage converts often
expressed a deep, abiding attachment to the Orthodox Church and considered themselves no less than

other converts to be religious choice-makers.

3.6 ENDNOTES

'These recent studies, again, include Paisios Bukowy Whitesides, “Ethnics and Evangelicals:
Theological Tensions Within American Orthodoxy,” St. Viadimir’s Theological Quarterly 41, no. 1
(1997): 19-35; Philip Charles Lucas, “Enfants Terribles: The Challenge of Sectarian Converts to Ethnic
Orthodox Churches in the United States,” Nova Religio: The Journal of Alternative and Emergent
Religions 7, no. 2 (2003): 5-23.

142



4.0 OF CHILDREN AND CONVERTS: CLERICAL PERSPECTIVES ON

CONVERSION

4.1 INTRODUCTION

A mainstay character of Orthodox conversion narratives all the more necessary for enacting the
rituals of initiation, baptism and/or chrismation or confession,' into the Orthodox Church is a priest.
Regardless of the stated means of learning about the Orthodox faith (through marriage or search), all
convert informants in this study made mention of meeting or conversing with an ordained cleric at some
point before officially converting to the church. In contrast to less sacramentally driven Christian
confessions, for example, various Protestant charismatic and Pentecostal churches where rituals may be of
a more fluid and affective nature rather than grounded in liturgical rubrics, a would-be convert to
Orthodoxy simply cannot of her own will and choosing “make” herself an official member of the church,
regardless of the emotional potency or theological ardency bringing her to this course of action.” The
sacraments of the Orthodox Church are simply not available for self-administration and only in extreme
cases, where death appears imminent and no priests are available, may the sacrament of baptism be
performed by lay persons. Therefore, an appropriate church official, usually a parish priest, was an
indispensable feature of these conversions and their resulting narratives.

Yet, the priests depicted in these narratives and with whom I spoke in interview played a much
more substantive and expansive role in conversion processes than that of mere dispenser of required
rituals. Beyond this necessary role of ritual enactment, they also assumed a pronounced “gatekeeping”
function in protecting the theological and social boundaries of Orthodox Christianity and its parish
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of the Orthodox Church, a way of conceptualizing conversion that informs clerical views and processes of
catechesis. Second, the ways in which clerics consider religious seeking and the wider context in which it
is embedded will receive our analytical attention. In this section, we will examine how Orthodox
Christian catechesis involves far more than the simple impartation of theological teachings to serve as a
means for gauging convert commitment to Orthodoxy and tempering what are perceived as the more
insidious aspects of the spiritual marketplace, unbridled choice-making and seeking within or beyond the
newly adopted religious context.  Finally, the post-conversion significance of clerical-convert
relationships as a whole, forged in these early pre-conversion encounters on the “border” of Orthodoxy

will conclude our discussion of the clerical roles and perspectives on these contemporary conversions.

42  METHODS AND CONTENTS OF CATECHESIS

As in centuries past, the term “catechesis,” originally derived from the Greek meaning “to teach
by word of mouth,” today refers to the process of educating would-be converts and preparing them for the
official rituals of reception into the Orthodox Church. Yet, the traditions of catechizing would-be adult
initiates, and adult converts certainly were the norm in the early centuries of the Christian religion, into
the fundaments of the Christian faith are ancient. Liturgical scholars generally agree that adult baptisms,
preceded by formal ecclesial instruction, predominated in the early church between the first and fourth
centuries, with the official requirements and rituals attendant with initiation becoming ever more
elaborate and complex during this period.” A great many early church writers and teachers, figures such
as Cyril of Jerusalem (fourth century) and John Chrysostom (fourth century) among others, composed
sermons and treatises specifically for Christian instruction, a period that could stretch on for years, though
a minimum of three years of study became the norm in many locales. Candidates, known as

)

“catechumens,” were expected to produce witnesses to vouch for their characters and earnestness in

desiring to join the church and creedal formulae were to be committed to memory. In his Lectures on the
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4.3 SEEKING AND ITS DISCONTENTS: CLERICAL REFLECTIONS

Regardless of context, “gatekeepers” have a unique perspective in seeing simultaneously the
outer terrains and pathways of individuals and their crossings as well as the inner forms and norms of
potential dwellings. In this vein, Orthodox clerics have a keen awareness and knowledge of the pre-
conversion religious, as well as in many cases the psychological, social, and familial, lives of the
catechumens in their care since they normally require some recounting of them in the course of their
catechetical discussions. Clerics were sensitive to the fact that deep religious dissatisfaction with other
religions or churches and its resulting seeking and journeying are the precise vehicles bringing increased
numbers of converts into their midst. In characterizing conversion processes, they wielded the same
vocabularies of search and journey utilized by convert informants and deeply appreciated the time and
effort such individuals expended in discovering their church. Some priests, most notably Fr. Mark of St.
Michael’s, sought active engagement with this seeking culture by expanding evangelistic efforts in their
parishes in an attempt to bring others to the Orthodox faith.

Regardless of the pressures of the spiritual marketplace and the near normative status of personal
ecclesial shifts and mobility, Orthodox priests and bishops expected their church to be a place and space
for permanent convert dwelling. While all religious groups certainly hope for the long-term retention of
converts coming into their folds, the emphasis at my fieldsites was decidedly placed on the motivational
and developmental guality of each convert over numeric quantities of persons entering the church. The
Orthodox priests in this study repeatedly claimed that ensuring a “right fit” between convert and parish
was far more important than allowing ill-prepared catechumens into the church. For priests, it was more
important that converts, again to quote Fr. Nicetas, “be willing to be part of it,” be committed to
Orthodoxy than possess textbook knowledge of the faith, although a convert with both was an especially
coveted boon.

Even more fundamentally, it is important to note that awareness of religious crossings and

dwellings of various sorts and the wider seeking culture contextualizing them was by no means
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4.4 CLERICAL-CONVERT RELATIONSHIPS

These many months or years of priest-catechumen interaction and discussion have implications
for the quality and depth of these relationships in parish life, since priests rarely instruct and/or engage in
spiritual counseling of their lifelong parishioners in quite the same manner or degree. Brought into the
church as infants and typically catechized, if at all, as children in some cases many years or decades
before current pastors assumed their pastorates, many lifelong parishioners only contact their priests for
in-depth discussion of their personal lives in times of crisis and tragedy and in many cases never at all.
Even for lifelong Orthodox parishioners participating in Bible studies or catechetically designed
inquirers’ classes the same level of intense one-to-one discussion and scrutiny of individual spiritual life
and motivation typically does not occur. Nearly all the priests interviewed remarked that the pastoral
needs of converts (both before and after conversion) differed markedly from those of their lifelong church
members. Priests often remarked that the intensity of convert interest in Orthodoxy and their own
spiritual development made greater demands on their time and attention. Fr. Joseph here offered his
perspective on the matter:

Because they [converts] have a better spiritual focus in many instances they expect more. They

have to be fed and you have to give them the real thing. You can’t just tell them, “You’re a good

kid.” There has to be programs. They come to confession a lot so I have to be available when
they come, which I’m happy to do. But you’re engaging them on a different level, whereas the
parishioners who are “cradle” Orthodox, some of them are just sort of laid back about it all and

they don’t expect much, as much, unless there’s a crisis-a death in the family, marital problem, a

sickness something like that in their lives, then they begin to open up a little more.

Fr. Mark maintained that the emotional and spiritual makeup of converts was often much more complex
than that of lifelong members and in need of more sustained pastoral attention, “I think many times
converts tend to have spiritual and even emotional issues that many times people that are Orthodox all
their lives either don’t have or have already dealt with. ... So there’s much discussion that goes on
outside of just the faith, you know. I don’t want to say bad experiences in their family lives and their

school lives or social lives, but they do have certain issues sometimes that tends to lead them to a deeper

experience of religion in general.” In relating to persons whom they considered in possession of “a
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think this is a pitfall for converts in any church and I think particularly among the Orthodox there’s this
real expectation of the sanctity of certain people and they can feel awfully let down when their idols have

feet of clay and most of us have, I’m afraid, in one way or another.”

45  CONCLUSION

As a mainstay character of conversion narratives and lives, Orthodox clerics offer valuable
insights into the processes of convert entry into the Orthodox Church. While observers of American
Orthodoxy, such as Alexei D. Krindatch and Elizabeth H. Prodromou, generally place it on the margins of
the American spiritual marketplace, the metaphors and actions of seeking and choice-making inform
nearly every aspect of catechesis as implemented in the Pittsburgh Orthodox churches. Demonstrations
of convert commitment to Orthodoxy are of far greater importance in these proceedings than the
conveyance of doctrinal and ritual information from priest to catechumen. Deftly wielding the language
of seeking and choice-making in their interviews, clerics, at once, valorize converts for consciously
choosing Orthodoxy from the midst of competing options available, a sign of Orthodoxy’s rising
marketplace value, and wrest sole choice-making control from them through the pastoral “gatekeeping”
function of ensuring the purity and earnestness of conversion motivations. At the same time, the
potentiality of pastoral delay or denial of a catechumen’s desire to become Orthodox can serve as a potent
means of “branding” Orthodoxy, of distinguishing it from ecclesial competitors eager for new members.

The duration and personal intensity of these pre-conversion clerical-catechumen relationships
frequently continue as part of converts’ post-conversion experiences within the church and have
important ramifications for the parish as a whole. Converts, like “children,” are perceived as receptive to
pastoral influence in a way that many lifelong members are not and converts can come to be readily seen
and act as allies to the priest within the parish setting. More will be discussed on the intra-parish parsing

of lifelong and convert church members in everyday parish life in chapter six. For now, let us turn to the
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issue of conversion motives themselves, an issue of central concern to Orthodox parish insiders and

observers alike.

4.6 ENDNOTES

'"The precise rituals employed for bringing adult converts into the Orthodox Church can vary
considerably from diocese to diocese and even from parish to parish. Although all members of the
Orthodox Church must be baptized and chrismated, the baptisms of other Christian confessions, with a
few exceptions and upon the discretion of the bishop and priest, are generally considered valid. Some
former Roman and Byzantine Catholics are brought into the Orthodox Church through confession alone.
See John H. Erickson, “The Reception of Non-Orthodox Into the Orthodox Church: Contemporary
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these varied practices.
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Grant, “Development of the Christian Catechumenate,” in Made, Not Born: New Perspectives on

Christian Initiation and the Catechumenate, Liturgical Studies from the Murphy Center for Liturgical
Research (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1976), 39-46.

%St. Cyril of Jerusalem, Lectures on the Christian Sacraments: The Procatechesis and the Five
Mystagogical Catecheses, ed., F. L. Cross (London: S.P.C.K., 1978), 42.

"Timothy Ware, The Orthodox Church, second edition (NY: Penguin Books, 1993), 280-281.

¥Lazarus Saturday, commemorating Jesus’ raising of his friend Lazarus from the dead as
recounted in the Gospel of John (chapter 11), directly precedes Palm Sunday, the first day of Eastern
Orthodox Holy Week, finding its conclusion with the midnight services on Holy Saturday/Easter Sunday.

9Grant, 37.

193



5.0 MEANINGS AND MOTIVATIONS OF CONVERSION TO ORTHODOX

CHRISTIANITY

5.1 INTRODUCTION

At the precise instant that I captured informants’ lives and experiences through tape recording and
notetaking, a clear destination, the Orthodox Church, had been reached and transformed from an
unknown ecclesial terrain into a place and space of long-term dwelling. While the permanence of this
dwelling in individual informant lives remains to be seen, the Orthodox Church was presented, especially
in the narratives of seeker converts, as the answer to a pre-conversion life of religious restlessness,
questioning, and dissatisfaction. Among convert informants in Pittsburgh, the discovery that Orthodoxy
was the “something missing” following years or decades of ‘searching,” ‘journeying’ or ‘questing’
became the critical mark dividing pre-from post-conversion lives. From narrators’ post-conversion
standpoints, personal, though quite concrete tangible, religious needs and desires provided the momentum
to these searches and served as the rationale for rejecting or adopting one or another religious option
along the way.

Certainly, more broadly, the question of why people change religions remains a ubiquitous, if
rather murky and controversial, issue in conversion studies. Apart from circumstances where individuals
may be directly impelled by external force to cast off old religions for new, as in cases of so-called
conversion “by the sword,” religious conversion is frequently considered by its observers as a singular,
strange, and spectacular phenomenon that defies empirical understanding and calls for deeper analyses of

mind or soul. Talal Asad has suggested that the academic preoccupation with explaining conversion itself
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contrast so frequently evoked in contextualizing and conveying conversion motives, for the merits of the
Orthodox Church rarely stand alone in the collected narratives. They appear in sharp relief against the
perceived deficiencies of former religious confessions as well as the spiritual marketplace and a broader
American culture of seemingly limitless possibility. Second, we will explore one aspect of Orthodoxy’s
“cultural toolkit,” wielded by informants in their narratives, the church as a venue of moral and
epistemological stability as well as a sense of community and belonging to its new adherents. Finally, the
chapter will conclude with an examination of informant considerations of Orthodoxy as a context for
personal spiritual growth and development, with special attention paid to three specific ways in which the
external, institutional features of Orthodoxy, its absolute “truth” and “tradition,” are featured as
promoting such endeavors in the narratives. This last discussion will allow us to chart the improvisational

interplay of the two visions of Orthodoxy that emerge in the narratives.

5.2 NARRATIVE STRUCTURES OF COMPARISON AND CONTRAST

Through her evocation of C. S. Lewis’ introduction to Mere Christianity, Helen, we may recall
from chapter one, stressed the largely contiguous nature of her lifelong Anglicanism with her much more
recent embrace of Orthodox Christianity. An overarching “mere Christianity” of shared doctrine and
history, expressed through the Christian creeds and semblances of liturgical worship, brought unity to
these two halves of her life and left Helen at once grateful for her new Orthodox faith and comfortable
with her husband’s continued affiliation with the Anglican church. She forthrightly maintained that
Orthodoxy was the fulfillment of her Anglican faith. Certainly, as discussed in chapter four, many
Orthodox clerics themselves encouraged converts to consider their conversions in such a way. However,
not all informants embraced this conversion fopos, minimizing the differences between pre-and-post-
conversion lives, but rather stressed Orthodoxy’s distinctness through an intense narrative contrasting of
the Orthodox Church with the other religions and churches of their pre-conversion experience. Instead of
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set in opposition to various ecclesial “others,” are so ubiquitous that at least one Orthodox priest, from
Birmingham, Alabama, has recently suggested they become catechetical standards for adult converts. He
writes in a 2006 issue of The Dawn, a diocesan newsletter published by the OCA:
Orthodoxy’s struggle to maintain its unique identity in distinction to Western faiths is a real
factor in presenting the Faith to Catechumens in the West. The approach which minimizes the
differences between Orthodoxy and the rest leads precisely to the muddling of Orthodox identity
and witness that we have been fighting to overcome. To start, we must recognize that each person
approaching the Church has his or her own unique spiritual odyssey and own particular questions
which are seeking answers....So it is plain to see that a catechetical program needs to be a
comparative study. Orthodoxy is to be presented positively while highlighting significantly the
points on which it differs from Western Christianity, whether Protestant or Roman Catholic.
Indeed, the student should be impressed upon to value highly those differences, inasmuch as they
clarify Truth from falsehood."
Certainly, this passage suggests a keen awareness of the spiritual marketplace and the attempts needed to
differentiate Orthodoxy from the mass of other Christianities in its midst. Whether in print or electronic
literatures or in verbal catechetical instruction, Orthodoxy must, according to this view, be “compared”
and “presented positively,” as possessor of the “Truth,” in its stark contradistinction to other religions.
Whether “Truth” is the stated motive for conversion or rather a sense of community or admiration for the
personal “openness” Orthodoxy provides, this contrastive format becomes the primary means for
discussing these motives. Thus, the motivations for converting to Orthodoxy among Pittsburgh
informants are closely entwined with those for rejecting other religious options as well as aspects of
American culture. Let us now explore one of the more common reasons, already suggested in the above

quote, informants cite for becoming Orthodox-the supposed doctrinal verity and historical immutability of

the Orthodox Church.

5.3  ORTHODOX CHRISTIANITY AS SOURCE OF TRUTH AND IMMUTABILITY

If conversion motives to Orthodox Christianity are highlighted in the narratives through a contrast
to what other religions and worldview options lack, then “truth,” as an object of informant desire, appears

particularly well suited to this narrative structure. Zygmunt Bauman, for example, observes that “truth” is
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the scriptures,” that I can point at and say, ‘The Orthodox Church is wrong here.” I found nothing in
Orthodox doctrine that was inconsistent with the early Christian church. I also didn’t learn anything in
that time period that was counter to my own reasoning, what I thought made sense.”

By and large most of the extended discussions of the Orthodox Church as the embodiment of
absolute truth are found in the narratives of those who claim an avid theological and liturgical interest in
Orthodox Christianity and who turn to print materials, especially the church fathers, as the primary
sources of information. While by no means completely nonexistent, references to “truth” are much rarer
among individuals first introduced to Orthodoxy by a future spouse. Converts through marriage certainly
compared Orthodoxy to their former confession and often sincerely preferred it, but not usually because it

was the “truth.”

5.4 ORTHODOX CHRISTIANITY AS COMMUNITY

In addition to the temporal dimension of community encapsulated and conveyed in the narratives
through notions of “truth” and “tradition,” many informants discussed the deep yearnings for a like-
minded network of believers where they could find concrete social acceptance and belonging. Here, the
spatial dimension of establishing one’s current place in relationship to others, took precedence.** Again,
Orthodoxy as “community” was presented as a point of contrast to what some informants identified as a
trenchant American “individualism” that left persons with few resources beyond the singular self. Other
converts, however, simply saw “community” within the framework of their own lives as providing a love
and support woefully missing in their encounters with other churches or within their families.*

An informant for whom community was a constantly evoked motivation for becoming Orthodox
was John, a young graduate student who became interested in finding a church after attending his great-
uncle’s funeral and realizing that his relative was divinely “taken care of” and “that everything you

wanted to do you couldn’t just straighten your own back and say, ‘Well, I’ll do it. I’'ll be strong. I'll
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5.5 ORTHODOXY AS SOURCE INTELLECTUAL FREEDOM AND DYNAMISM

As reiterated over the course of this study, religious adherence in the United States, Western
Europe, and increasingly in other globalized settings no longer involves a simple assent to given doctrines
and authorities.®® Rather, with increased contemporary focus on the “self,” necessarily understood in
highly psychologized ways, religion as process, as providing sets of strategies for the care, fostering, and
growth of one’s inner life (soul or self) has taken center stage. Even convert informants who spent years
at intense intellectual labors in attempting to find the “true church,” wielded theologically vague and fluid
terms such as ‘growth,” ‘transformation,” ‘fulfillment,” ‘betterment,” ‘integration,” and ‘illumination’ in
describing the “goals” of their religious lives. In this regard, convert informants, I argue, were readily
borrowing vocabularies and concepts found more broadly within American culture where religious
seeking is as much about “finding oneself” as it is about locating appropriate worldview or religious
options. Significantly, this language of “growth” and “betterment” almost wholly supplanted classic
Christian themes of sin, repentance, and salvation in the narratives.”

Fred, for instance, remarked that his years of searching for the “right church” were fueled by an
ultimate desire to “be deeply transformed,” a process he described as the following, “There had to be
some insight into how people were transformed. I couldn’t find it. There had to be some way to
implement the promises of Christ in such a way that your life can be deeply transformed-not just
transformed through momentary emotional conversions that frankly do dissipate over time. But
transformations that are borne out in some deep fundamental restructuring of the personality and its
issues....first and foremost, how is this transformation effected by Christ?” As an Orthodox Christian,
Fred felt assured that he was now on the proper path to “transformation.” In his view, this path to
transformation remained firmly within the structures of Orthodoxy’s “ancient Tradition” while at the
same time retaining the dynamism necessary for bringing about a “changed heart.” It was precisely this
“changed heart” that Fred so long sought to assuage the disappointment he felt in his life, “Yeabh, it’s, you

know, a changed heart and seeing the pain and suffering in my own life, how important that change was.”
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.Oh, my Lord, you know-my mom being the typical Irish-Italian cook, you know, there has to be more
meat than anything else on the dish. How am I gonna do that?” Already a vegetarian, Karen eagerly took
to the practice, even asking Fr. Mark to give her a custom-designed “fasting rule” for Lent long before her
conversion. Other practices with which convert informants experimented included the wearing of
distinctive clothing (especially head coverings for women), pilgrimages to monasteries and holy sites,
everyday usage of baptismal for given names, and the learning and practice of sacred arts (iconography,

choral singing, and hymnography).

5.6 CONCLUSION

As we will recall, Jean and John Comaroff refer to conversion as a “long conversation,” one that
not only involves the different voices and perspectives of social actors, but the utilization of disparate
cultural elements in the formulation and advancement of these “conversations.” An investigation of
conversion motives to Orthodox Christianity on the part of convert informants allows us to chart both the
interplay of marketplace and Orthodox idioms in narrative formulae and the varied cultural strands
provided by Orthodoxy itself. Although each conversion narrative affords its own improvisation on these
themes, patterns across narratives can be clearly discerned as well.

For one thing, Orthodox Christianity never appears alone in the narratives, but always in
opposition to something else, previous religious confessions or the American marketplace, which, in their
inadequacy, shapes how Orthodoxy comes to be considered fulfilling and right. At the same time,
informants often carry into their post-conversion lives many of the same very same expectations, albeit in
transmuted forms, held previous to their entries into the Orthodox Church. In rejecting the
“individualism” of American culture, they remain individualists within the Orthodox Church. While
rejecting “pluralism,” they expect Orthodoxy to provide a plurality of strategies by which to cope with the

specificities of their individual lives. In a sense, these informants expect Orthodox Christianity, even as a
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venue of “absolute truth,” to conform to the marketplace habits and assumptions they so often claim to
have left behind through conversion. In providing a variety of psychological, though theologically
indistinct, benefits, the Orthodox Church is largely portrayed as something of a “handmaiden” to the
self,”* a vehicle for personal betterment and life enhancement, rather than a religion demanding the
wholesale overcoming of individual needs and desires.

Still, the interplay of Orthodoxy and the marketplace, through the lens of conversion motives, is
not the sole “conversation” that emerges, for Orthodoxy itself possesses a multitude of voices and
dimensions, in providing its adherents theological justifications for considering it, at once, a vessel for
“absolute truth” and organic, natural “shades of gray.” Although informants often demonstrate a keen
interest in historically immutable “truth” and “tradition,” they also want a church with “real life”
applicability that allows them to forge, quite distinct, post-conversion identities within the church. In
providing epistemological and moral certitude allowing for concerted focus on the “spiritual life,” rich
ritual offerings, and hierarchical and doctrinal structures that are described as less “legalistic” than those
of other religious confessions, Orthodoxy, even at its most doctrinaire, appears malleable and strategic in
everyday life. Orthodox Christianity furnishes its adherents a cultural repertoire of such richness and
intricacy that it, at once within a single narrative, can appear the most stalwart and flexible of religious
options. This is confirmed by Cimino in his study, who too writes of his young adults, “They were
searching for a faith that offered them an ideal vision of spiritual truth (through liturgy and church
traditions and teachings) and the tools (through spiritual disciplines) by which they could find such a

reality in their own lives.”>

5.7 ENDNOTES

'Talal Asad, “Comments on Conversion,” in Conversion to Modernities: The Globalization of
Christianity, ed. Peter van der Veer (NY: Routledge, 1996), 263-4.
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6.0 “THE OTHER SIDE OF THE VEIL”: POST-CONVERSION DWELLING IN AN

ETHNIC CHURCH

6.1 INTRODUCTION

In accepting the Orthodox Church as a place and space for dwelling, converts were required to
come to terms with more than the theological and liturgical peculiarities of a new faith. They were also
called upon to embrace the realities and relationships of everyday parish life, including its ethnic
components and the forging of ties with lifelong church members. No less than the aesthetic and sensual
aspects of its worship, Eastern Orthodoxy’s close association with various ethnic groups from Eastern and
Southeastern Europe and the Middle East has remained central to its popular and scholarly
characterizations." Not only are American Orthodox churches organized and divided along ethnic lines
(i.e., Greek, Ukrainian, Antiochian, Carpatho-Rusyn and the like), but easily consumable expressions of
these ethnic affiliations, in the form of foreign cuisines and folk customs (e.g., “Old World” dancing,
costumes, and arts often put on community display and sale during various food and folk festivals)
continue to be key means by which the general public identifies Orthodox churches.

Even though Orthodox Christianity is typically coupled with these expressions of ethnicity, the
majority of persons populating many Pittsburgh-area Orthodox churches are the second, third, and fourth-
generation descendents of immigrants, especially the “new immigrants” who settled in the industrial
centers of North America at the turn of the last century.” Given this demographic fact, the above
examples of ethnic identity and expression more appropriately reflect what sociologist Herbert J. Gans

famously described as “symbolic ethnicity,” abstracted signs pulled from their original contexts and
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convert informants in Pittsburgh readily experimented with and appropriated the ethnic trappings
(languages, customs, cuisines) reflective of their local parishes. They could also develop a heightened
awareness of their own ethnic backgrounds as situated in tandem with or as distinct from that of their new
parish communities. In these ways, converts aptly and readily transformed Orthodoxy’s ethnic
“otherness” into a ground of familiarity, a critical reference point for post-conversion identity formation
within the Orthodox Church.

My concluding discussion of the Orthodox Church as a venue for convert dwelling will focus on
two fundamental issues. First, I will explore the ways in which distinctions in ecclesial affiliation (choice
versus birth) shape the ways clerics, converts, and lifelong church members consider the roles and
contributions of converts and lifelong, ethnic Orthodox Christians in church life. Second, the varied ways
in which ethnic identity and expression, as arenas for convert choice-making, appear as salient, creative

features in informants’ post-conversion lives will receive our attention.

6.2 CONVERT AND LIFELONG PARISHIONERS IN ORTHODOX CHURCH LIFE

If, as discussed in chapter three, pre-conversion seeking appeared as a marker differentiating
types of converts from one another, intermarriage from theologically/liturgically driven converts, choice
and choice-making served as key activities separating the convert from the lifelong church member.
Furthermore, these pre-conversion activities were frequently entwined with notions of convert
commitment to the Orthodox Church. Although some sociologists have questioned whether converts
necessarily make the most committed religious adherents,® the perception persists that they do. Yet, the
specific interpretations and meanings attached to this supposed “convert zeal” vary enormously from one
religious venue to another and among adherents within a single tradition or locale. Some religious
movements, such as Guru Maharaj Ji’s Divine Light Mission of James V. Downton’s 1979 study, attempt
to consciously cultivate and enhance neophyte commitment through social enclosure and the making of
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6.3 CONVERT AWARENESS AND EXPRESSIONS OF ETHNICITY

If lifelong Orthodox Christian choice-making could blur distinctions between social groups, so
too could convert expressions of ethnic affiliation in the course of Orthodox parish life. While “ethnic
Orthodox Christian” served as something of a code phrase among study informants for the tacit, taken-
for-granted knowledge and habits outlined in the previous section, ethnicity and its expressions could be
wielded by informants in consciously innovative ways after entry to the Orthodox Church. Rather than
appearing solely as an obstacle to conversion, ethnicity also proved to be a powerful form of marketplace
“branding” attracting new members to the Orthodox Church. Informants reported choosing specific
Orthodox parishes based on ethnic affinities or attractions and readily appropriated features of parochial
“ethnic” expression in the same experimental fashion as they did the official rituals of the church.

Most recent theorizing on ethnic identity, such as that exemplified in the work of Fredrik Barth,
stresses its contingency and malleability, its process-oriented rather than reified character, for as Stuart
Hall writes, “Cultural identity...is a matter of ‘becoming’ as well as ‘being’....Far from being eternally
fixed in some essentialized past [it is] subject to the continuous play of history, culture and power.””
Meanwhile, Miri Song maintains in her work Choosing Ethnic Identity, “Every group’s culture is
complex, diverse, and constitutive of a wide variety of practices and . . . traditions, which may espouse
different values and positions. . . . We need to see [individuals] as agents who negotiate their . . . ethnic
identities in relation to both insiders and outsiders in a variety of contexts.”*® Given this social

constructionist view of it as “boundary maintenance,””’

ethnic identity remains as ever-shifting and
malleable as the social encounters that engender it.

Among convert informants, the provisional, ever-flexible nature of ethnic identity, emerging
through social interaction and the manipulation of ethnic symbols was made manifest in informant words
and actions in at least three ways. First, some converts became more intensely aware of their own familial

ethnic heritage as existing, at least nominally, in contrast to that supposedly represented by the parish.

Second, individuals sometimes recognized an affinity between their own pre-conversion ethnic identity
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and Orthodox Christianity, such as individuals with East European backgrounds raised in non-Orthodox
environments, a fairly common situation in Pittsburgh. Finally, a few converts, regardless of background
or sense of ethnic affiliation, adopted the material effects, behaviors, or symbols believed to be
emblematic of the ethnic identity of the wider Orthodox parish. In each of these instances, the labels
“convert” and “ethnic” Orthodox Christians do not indicate distinct social groupings within the parish, as
suggested in other studies of American converts, but overlapping categories, arising through “on the

ground” circumstance and relationship.

6.3.1 Differentiation

Entering a context perceived as “ethnic,” the Pittsburgh Orthodox converts at both St. Michael’s
and Ascension churches commonly reported and demonstrated a heightened awareness of and sensitivity
towards this aspect of Orthodox church life. From their pre-conversion readings and studies of the
Orthodox Church, informants often reported delaying their initial visits to local parishes out of concern
that they would not understand its ethnic features, especially foreign liturgical languages, or that they
would be shunned by xenophobic parishioners. Karen, for instance, only ventured a visit to St. Michael’s
after receiving Fr. Mark’s emailed assurance that his parish was, indeed, “seeker friendly,” especially
given the predominance of English in its worship services. Meanwhile, despite his early acquaintanceship
with Fr. Joseph and ardent self-propelled studies of Orthodox theology, Fred refused to attend a Sunday
service at Ascension for over two years plagued as he was by fears of how he and his wife would be
received. He recalled his apprehension at the time, “I knew it was going to be hyper-ethnic, because that’s
the way the understanding is. I expected a fairly hostile return.” Yet, these initial pre-visit fears of ethnic
hostility often proved to be unfounded once contact with actual parishes and parishioners was established.
Karen reported being greeted and welcomed by parishioners, both convert and lifelong, from her initial
visit to St. Michael’s as was fellow convert, Carl, to his great delight. In contrast to his expectations, Fred

too found Ascension to be, in his words, “very friendly to converts, which I was surprised. I got better
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admiring the Italians because they had this familial bond and this strong sense of the Old World that 1
didn’t have any of. I was a WASP and a fractured one at that. So there were lots of elements that drew me
and I found my niche in many ways.” Brad’s admiration for the ethnic “otherness” of his parish was so
strong that he defended this component of church life from its many detractors, “When people say, ‘Well,
we shouldn’t be so ethnic.” I say, ‘Well, let’s be careful about that because sometimes that’s the richest
part of the church, the family and everything. You can’t just separate one without ripping out these other
good things, I don’t think.””

Another parish convert, a woman who embraced Orthodox Christianity through intermarriage,
expressed a heightened awareness of her own ethnic background given the wider context of having
married a man whom she considered an “ethnic” Orthodox Christian, given his Greek heritage. In casual
conversation during church coffee hour, the woman described her background as “very Anglo-Saxon”
since her ancestors had emigrated from England to America in the seventeenth century and she had spent
her early childhood in Massachusetts. Although never a practitioner of the religion itself, for her parents
were avid religious skeptics, this woman also counted a number of New England Christian Scientists
among her ancestors and present relations. The informant teasingly noted, “Here I am an Anglo-Saxon
and I go off and marry this Greek man.” A further point of joking in her family revolved around the fact
that her own maternal grandfather was both Greek and Orthodox, hence the observation that she was

indeed, “a quarter Greek.”

6.3.2 Affinity

This last remark provides a glimpse into a second way in which ethnic identity was significant to
Orthodox converts. Rather than experiencing a sense of disparity, however good-naturedly framed,
between the convert’s own family background and the parish context, many converts reported a wider
convergence between the two. Given the historical significance of Pittsburgh as a center attracting central,

castern, and southeastern European immigrants and the relative ease with which these immigrants and
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people will criticize its ethnicity, but with that ethnicity comes a set of values which are so focused on
valuing the individual and making people inclusive that if you want to be part of us, we take you.”

Even James’ wife, Olivia, who described herself as “Irish and German,” considered the Orthodox
Church a significant venue for exploring aspects of her background in its historical light. Conducting
research at a local Episcopal seminary in preparation for her Sunday school class, Olivia mentioned her
delight in the many books on “Celtic things, Celtic history and St. Patrick” the seminary library possessed
and in discovering “that although they [the early Celts] did not call themselves Orthodox...Their practices
were eastern. They were not western. They were not Roman Catholic practices.”® Convinced that “the
original Irish faith wasn’t even like Roman Catholicism,” Olivia and her husband established an informal
three-member “Celtic Orthodox Society” and staffed a booth at a local Irish festival to pass out literature
and engage passersby in historical and theological discussion. Under the watchful eyes of Irish Saints
Patrick and Brigit, Orthodox icons of whom adorned the dining room where our interview took place,
Olivia explained, “We never tried to like change people’s minds. We just offered them information. But,
we blew up a little icon of St. Patrick and had it there, you know, in the booth so that people could see it.
And we explained how, you know, if they [the Celts] were always Roman Catholic, then how is it that
this and this and this changed them to be more Roman in their rite than eastern? And people were
amazed.” Whereas James embraced Orthodox Christianity with the conscious knowledge that in doing so
he was hearkening back to his ethnic “roots,” Olivia was clearly pleased years after her conversion to
stumble upon an Orthodox affirmation of and affinity with her own background, which only further

substantiated an already deep devotion to her adopted faith.

6.3.3 Appropriation

A third pattern of overlapping convert and ethnic identities emerged through convert
appropriation of the material effects or behaviors thought emblematic of the church’s “ethnic” identity.

Simultaneously, the adoption of such emblems, Gans’ symbols of ethnicity, underscored the permeability
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6.4 CONCLUSION

One of the most important issues confronting converts in their pre- and post conversion
encounters with the Orthodox Church is that of ethnicity, which potently informs and circumscribes the
meanings and experiences of their entry into the Orthodox faith. Indeed, within intra-parish discourse and
interaction, the “convert” appears in certain situations and contexts as a category of person utterly distinct
from the “ethnic” lifelong Orthodox church member, with the latter forming the numeric majority of
Pittsburgh churches. Not surprisingly, Orthodox insiders typically consider converts, especially those of
the former seeker variety, as more zealous and committed to the church than those raised in the faith. I
have argued in this chapter that converts are not necessarily the most committed participants of the
communities I studied, but are perceived as such due to the active, conscious seeking and choice-making
effecting their entry to the Orthodox Church. Converts possess exciting stories of pre-conversion seeking
and are associated with dynamic, self-propelled movement in studying and embracing a church that
lifelong members are believed to unconsciously inherit. Significantly, in a contemporary context where
religious affiliation has become increasingly divorced from familial and ethnic heritage and expectation,
the valorization of the convert as choice-maker demonstrating “pure commitment” to the church serves as
a measurement for the taken-for-granted status of these wider American ideals in Orthodox parish life.

Yet, in no way are lifelong church members disengaged from or unfamiliar with the spiritual
marketplace, for they too engage in critical choice-making regarding religious affiliation. However, their
choices to remain Orthodox or to leave in an embrace of religious alternatives receive little to negative
parochial attention. Although some lifelong members may consider being Orthodox the natural
inheritance of forebears, even those, such as Sarah, who do often stress their own choice-making abilities
in remaining Orthodoxy and recount a deep awareness and experience of other worldview options over
the course of their lives.

Although the religious choice-making of lifelong members may blur the conceptual boundaries

between convert and “ethnic” Orthodox Christians, the two categories do differ in their respective use of
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and relationship to Orthodox practice as a cultural repertoire, with converts initially relying on explicit,
articulated knowledge of Orthodoxy while their fellow lifelong members possess more implicit,
habitualized knowledge of the faith. This distinction too contributes to the notion that converts are more
“committed” and “zealous” since they must labor and consciously acquire information that the Orthodox-
born simply command in the course of their daily lives.

Finally, in keeping with the situational, socially constructed character of ethnicity, as formulated
in recent theories, converts also choose, appropriate, or acquire a heightened awareness of ethnicity as a
fundamental expression of post-conversion identity in the church. Through the three patterns of ethnic
differentiation, affinity and appropriation, converts play with cultural elements, thus blurring and
expanding the boundaries of American Orthodoxy’s ethnic categories. As this case study illustrates,
ethnic identity is not the simple domain of a supposedly immigrant church but a powerful vehicle for self-
reflection among American-born converts eager to position themselves within it. Thus, the standard
categories of “convert” and “ethnic” Orthodox Christian, so often held as distinct in scholarly and popular

literatures, can appear as fluid, overlapping identities when viewed through an ethnographic lens.

6.5 ENDNOTES

'For scholarly renditions, see Section 1.1 and note 8 of section 1.7. One recent popular portrayal
necessarily linking Orthodox Christianity with ethnicity is Joel Zwick’s My Big Fat Greek Wedding
(Hollywood, CA: Warner Brothers, 2002). In the film, the main character, who is Greek-American,
marries a non-Greek man who converts to the Orthodox faith. Much of the film’s comedic line surrounds
the cultural misunderstandings that ensue between the man and his new Greek community.

*According to Fr. Joseph of Ascension Greek church, there had been no major flow of
immigration from Greece to Pittsburgh since the 1950s. While St. Michael’s had experience a new wave
of immigration since the 1990s of persons arriving from Russia and the Ukraine, only about ten percent of
the parish’s membership was comprised of these immigrants.

*Herbert J. Gans, “Symbolic Ethnicity: The Future of Ethnic Groups and Cultures in America,” in

Theories of Ethnicity: A Classical Reader, edited by Werner Sollors (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1996),
435.
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7.0  CONCLUSION

In surveying the terrain of our own “crossings” through these six chapters, it is important to
conclude with reflections on where this study has come to “dwell” in its present contributions to our
understanding of conversion and American religion, especially in regard to issues of wider religious
identity and ethnicity. The questions of the methods and meanings of conversion and convert identity
among American converts to Eastern Orthodoxy in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, that have driven this
ethnographic exploration, reverberate in their importance far beyond the icon-clad walls of the parishes
featured here. As stated from the outset, this study is fundamentally geared to illuminating conversion
processes as well as contextualizing them within early twenty-first-century American religious life. Let
us examine the contributions of this research to these scholarly endeavors.

If scholars, including Lewis Rambo, Andrew Buckser, and Diane Austin-Broos, take seriously the
recent casting of conversion as a process rather than as an all-in-a-moment event then attention must be
paid to what remains unchanged over the course of shifts in religious affiliation. My research, therefore,
presents a critical case study into an aspect of religious conversion that receives relatively little treatment.
As an example of what William James might have identified as a “volitional type” rather than a “self
surrender type” of conversion, Helen’s embrace of Orthodoxy as well as those of the other converts
featured in this work, cannot be encapsulated in a single moment, despite the lights “blazing” forth from
metaphoric rooms. Therefore, informants’ readiness to formulate and situate their conversions within the
language and expectations of the American spiritual marketplace, a metaphor invoked by Peter Berger,
Robert Wuthnow and Wade Clark Roof to describe contemporary American religious life, in their

opportunities and imperatives to seek and make religious choices, provides a means of gauging the
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7.1  ENDNOTES

'James P. Wind and James W. Lewis, eds., American Congregations, vol. 1, Portraits of Twelve
Religious Communities (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1994) and James P. Wind and James
W. Lewis, American Congregations, vol. 2, New Perspectives in the Study of Congregations (Chicago:
The University of Chicago Press, 1994).

’James P. Wind and James W. Lewis, “Introduction,” in American Congregations, vol. 1,
Portraits of Twelve Religious Communities, 7.

*R. Stephen Warner, Church of Our Own: Disestablishment and Diversity in American Religion
(New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2005), 148.

“Ibid.

*Mary C. Waters, Ethnic Options: Choosing Identities in America (Berkeley, CA: University of
California Press, 1990).
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APPENDIX

INTERVIEW GUIDES

INTERVIEW GUIDE FOR CONVERT INFORMANTS
L. Demographic Information
Age, birthplace, education, current occupation, marital status (if married, divorced, separated-how
long?), children (sex and age), siblings (sex, age, birth order), how long member of current parish, other
Orthodox parish affiliations.

II.. Pre-conversion religious life.
Can you tell me a little bit about your religious life growing up?
2. What was your previous religious affiliation?

—

3. How would you characterize the religious life of your family while growing up?

4. With what other religious groups have you been affiliated in adulthood?

5. (If a number of different groups-serial convert) Why did you join these groups? Why did you leave?

III. Conversion to Orthodoxy.

1. Please tell me about your conversion to Orthodox Christianity.

2. When did you convert to Orthodoxy?

3. Where, when and how did you first learn about Orthodoxy? (If any literary sources-what are they?
books, periodicals, church pamphlets, non-Orthodox literature) What originally attracted you to the

Orthodox Church?

4. Could you describe for me your first visit to an Orthodox Church? Where was the church? What did
you (dis)-like about the service?

5. How did you learn about Orthodox doctrine and practice?

6. What ultimately convinced you to convert? What did it mean for you to convert?
Did anything in your life change as a result of your conversion?

7. What has been the most difficult thing for you in converting to Orthodoxy?
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