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Chapter 1
Introduction

The Project

This dissertation is the result of a multi-sitedretgraphic study of conversions to
Eastern Orthodox Christianity in the Minneapolisf&ul region of Minnesota. In
conducting this study, | spent over a year withmfer Evangelicals, Catholics,
Episcopalians, Pentecostals, New Age devoteesgwdatheists and agnostics from
varied walks of life who all came to call the East®rthodox Church their spiritual
home. | met Blakk for example, a former atheist who told me thatdnverting to the
Orthodox Church he came to realize that he hadiresdep down, been an Orthodox
Christian all along. | ate Lenten dinners with Aldnd Jacob, a young couple who came
to understand the sinful natures of their soulsugh the ascetic discipline of fasting. |
learned about the establishment of a seeminglkelglrelationship between two women
named Elizabeth — one a Minnesotan school teattegther an Orthodox saint who
was murdered by Bolshevik revolutionaries in 1918.

In addition to learning more about the religionge$ of people like Blake, Abby,
Jacob, and Elizabeth (the teacher and the saialgplgot a feel for the everyday contexts
and relationships in which these converts’ religitiues unfolded: in their churches,
their homes, with their families, fellow church mieens, and friends. | stood, sang, and
crossed myself with them through the two-and-halirHiturgies every Sunday. | chatted
with them at coffee hours and parish potlucks abapits ranging from the writings of
early Church Fathers and the purported benefigsoéticism to Vikings football games

and Lenten soup recipes. | fasted with them du@ihgstmas and Pascha (Easter),

! The names of all individuals in this study as veslithe names of their church communities have been
changed to protect confidentiality.



feeling my stomach rumble and letting my cravingsthe better of me, later learning
what that might tell me about the moral conditiémy soul. | knelt with them at their
icon corners, hearing their stories about the sauto were depicted in — and made
present through — the flat wooden panels thats#her desks and hung on their walls.

| also learned a great deal about the tenets audipes of Eastern Orthodoxy, a
religious tradition that has been rarely studiethmUnited States — its theology of
salvation, its approach to the spiritual through taterial, its understanding that the
lessons of B-century desert ascetics are as relevant to huyniamiay as at any point in
the past.

Readers will be introduced to many of the individualeas, and settings just
described. But, perhaps more significantly, thely aso come to a better understanding
of the practices which form religious selves. | docted this study of Orthodox
conversions as way to better approach and accouthid phenomenon of religious self-
formation, here defined as the process by whickakactors, with the aid and
encouragement of others, incorporate aspectsaligaaus tradition into their own
subjective experiences and self-interpretationsalking, interacting, and practicing with
Orthodox Christian converts, | sought answers t tieey came to inhabit and
experience the Eastern Orthodox faith as a pergseably, making its particular
construal of the religious world a formative pdarhow they experienced themselves as
persons. While the empirical details are necessenihfined to the ethnographic case at
hand, central to this dissertation is a wider cléuat coming to grips with the question of
how religious cultural systems enter into the lieagberiences of individuals requires a

better understanding of the constitutive effectsetifious practices on those who



perform them. Moreover, through detailed analyddbkree significant religious practices
and their phenomenological effects on the conwehis participated in them, |
demonstrate hothese constitutive relationships between particdBgious practices
and subjectivities unfolded over time and in cotitextending cross-disciplinary
literatures on religious narrative, embodiment, axaderiality.

| chose to investigate conversion as an analytéclhscause it is an exemplary
case of religious identity change, one through Wwhicould more readily investigate the
dynamics of religious self-formation as they unémdver time and in social context.
Popular notions of religious conversion often dsscthe phenomenon as a sudden,
dramatic, and complete transformation of the se#fupernatural event largely outside of
the actor’s control (Nock 1933; Jules-Rosette 1&fHw & Machalek 1984). Yet
several sociological and anthropological studiesomiversion demonstrate that such
accounts of dramatic self-transformations are ofédrospective reconfigurations of what
is actually a much more protracted process of takimand “trying out” new beliefs and
identity categories (Chen 2008; Keane 2007; Né&&71 Stromberg 1993; Smilde 2007).
In conducting this study, | too found that becomamgOrthodox Christian was a
processual phenomenon, one that started well bafateontinued long after the
individuals in my study had officially joined thehGrch. As one convert put it, “I didn’t
really know what | was getting into when | joindgttChurch. But, over time, my
understanding of what it is to be an Orthodox Gianshas really deepened.” In many
ways, this dissertation is an attempt to socioladycaccount for this “deepening”
process, for the ways that cultural identity categgosuch as “Eastern Orthodox” become

progressively and more substantially attachedecsttbjective experiences of



individuals. In taking conversion as a site in whio investigate the formation of
religious selves, | was selecting a robust casehiich this process was amenable for
empirical analysis and better theoretical formofafi

The choice of conversion to Eastern Orthodoxy, i§ipatly, was motivated to
serve as a productive comparison to much currmature on religious conversion and
subjectivity. Most of our current scholarly knowtgdabout religious self-change is
based on studies of Evangelicals and Pentecosth{gous cultures in which the
conversion event — to be “born again,” as it isezhilvithin these traditions — is central to
what it means to be one of the faithful (Chen 2088&ding 1987; D. McLennan 1996;
Smilde 2007; Stromberg 1993). These studies hage ibealuable in understanding the
cultural and social coordinates of religious idgnthange and | draw on them heavily
throughout this dissertation (and especially inf@2ea3). However, | also argue that
these tradition-specific experiences of conversiave been over-generalized to the
phenomenon writ large. Through documenting how easvto the Eastern Orthodox
Church narrate and experience their conversiots,not simply wish to criticize this
tendency, but also to think about how the subjeatheanings and experiences of
religious self-change vary depending on the religitradition in question. Conversion to
Eastern Orthodoxy, then, serves not only as a bletptique of some prevailing

assumptions about the subject of religious changesabjectivity. It also opens up space

2 As Luker (2008) notes, this kind of theoreticaseaelection is both similar to and different frira
“sampling from a population” approach of more canahsocial science. They are similar in that both
attempt to produce generalities about social lifeagh particular cases. However, where the caabnic
social scientist wants to know more about the ihigtion of a population among already known catesggor
the non-canonical social scientist wants to knowenabout the relevant categories at work (e.ggicels
self-formation). Thus, the task in this scenaritifind a case that is reasonably representafitteeo
phenomena (as opposed to the population) we aestigating. In the case of religious self-formation
conversion fits the bill, but obviously does nohaust the possible sites in which to study thiess and
its attendant practices (see Chapter 6 for a dssmu®f limitations and future research possilgitiji
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for more fruitful comparative inquiries into thecsal and cultural study of religious

conversion, practice, and self-formation.

The Research Questions and Relevant Literatures

The focal research question of this dissertatidh@v do converting
individuals come to incorporate aspects of the Eastn Orthodox faith into their own
self-experiences?”

In posing this question, | take as axiomatic th@aogical insight, one developed
by social theorists as diverse as George Herbead\[£934), Mikhail Bakhtin (1981),
and Charles Taylor (1989), that the self is no¢lsathe property of an individual but is
rather a relational, interpretive structure congtil through sociocultural means. The
self, in other words, is something that comes tbrars the outside-in, as we learn to
appropriate external cultural perspectives on eur subjectivities — i.e. our thoughts,
feelings, desires, and modes of perception (O2066). In developing a particular
configuration of self (i.e., an identity), we ta#e interpretive frames that are available in
the wider social order, particular identity catagsemwhich provide meaningful but also
norm-laden information about the kinds of persoesare (e.g., mother, woman, African-
American, professor, lapsed Baptist) and the tgélsoughts, emotions, perceptions,
and aspirations appropriate to inhabiting that fofrpersonhood (Burke and Stets 2009;
Burkitt 1991). Religions remain one of several imtpot social institutions that offer
such interpretive frameworks meant to configurs tirocess of self-understanding
(Ammerman 2003; Bellah 2002; Davidman 1991; Ro®% . Smith 1998). The

guestion that this dissertation poses is how thelggous models of personhood come to



be assimilated into the subjectivities of concretBviduals — how, specifically, converts
came to experience “Orthodox Christian” not megeyone religious identity-offering
among others in the pluralistic American religidaisdscape but akeir identity, part of
the fundamental truth of who they were as persons.

While | came into my study assuming that there wdd a relatively formal and
standardized catechism process for new convegtackly learned that there was no
institutionally prescribed way to develop one’st@dox identity aside from immersing
oneself in the practices of the Orthodox Churcmv@ats learned to become Orthodox
not through a formal socialization program but miw@ugh an informal and somewhat
piecemeal process of taking on and trying outh&tarical genres, material artifacts, and
ascetic disciplines. Orthodd»ecomingsin short, were accomplished through Orthodox
doings As one of my interlocutors, Paul, said to meyan in my research, “You can
learn about Orthodoxy through books, through lexgtpor what have you. But you can
only become Orthodox by doing it, by letting it geider your skin.”

Focusing on practices as the primary vehicles tjinamhich Orthodoxy “got
under the skin” of the converts with whom | inteéettplaces my analyses of religious
self-formation on necessarily interdisciplinaryrésn, as the turn to practice in the study
of religion spans the disciplines of sociology,ranpology, and religious studies (itself
an interdisciplinary field). While there is no oneified “practice theory”, practice
approaches to religion across disciplines do stamain features in common. At the
broadest theoretical level, practice approachesitadpiration from praxis-oriented
traditions in cultural theory (Bourdieu 1977, 19@®rteau 1984; Ortner 1984, 2006;

Schatzki et al 2001; Williams 1977) and pragmatistial theory (Dewey 1922; Camic



1986; James 1912; Joas 1993; Mead 1934, 1977jaredwhich conceptualize culture
as the “constitutive human process” (Williams 1920} through which human beings
(re)make themselves by producing and altering tineides of existence. This view
analyzes culture not primarily as a static struetran integrated system of symbols, but
as the collective and historically specific actestthrough which humans meaningfully
reproduce and transform both their subjectivitied social environments.

In the study of religion, this processual and paxiented approach has been
adapted by scholars of “lived religion” (Ammermad0Z; Bender 2003; Griffith 1997,
Hall 1997; McGuire 2008; Orsi 2003) who argue th&bcus on practice means
understanding religion primarily as culture-in-acti- i.e., religion as it unfolds in human
activity in the concrete circumstances of everylifay As such, a focus on religion-as-
practice is less concerned with what “R”eligisnn any absolute and authoritative sense
and more concerned with what religions — as sgc&lated and culturally-informed
sets of practices — doWith specific regard to the issue of religiou-fermation, such
a focus is concerned with the ways social actarsriporate religious practices into their
everyday lives and, in turn, what these incorporetido to modify and form their
emergent selves (cf., Furey 2012).

The lived religion/practice-oriented perspectiveoainakes an analytic distinction
between religion as a normative discourse or syrapstiem and religion as a lived
experience (see McGuire 2008). This is not forghose of arguing that these are
ontologically separate component-parts of religiRather, it is to highlight the fact that

we cannot simply assume correspondence betweendtitetionally prescribed beliefs,

3As Orsi (1997) puts it, a focus on practice meagiad“concerned with what peopd® with religious
practice, what they make with it of themselves tradr worlds” (7; emphasis in the original).
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rituals, and normative codes of a religious traditand the subjectivities of those who
identify with that tradition (see Wuthnow 1987 fbe classic critique of this tendency;
see also Bender 2003; Griffith 1997; Hall 1997; Ma® 2008). Instead, a practice-based
approach assumes that this relationship must beeiivestigated, and that the researcher
must empirically account for the concrete ways ol practices dynamically link the
situated experiences of social actors to the broadssifications of meaning embedded
in the religious tradition. Religious actors do sohply or straightforwardly imbibe or
absorb preexisting religious meanings and normatges but actively work to
appropriate them in subtle ways and for varied pseg. This may be for the purposes of
gradually conforming one’s self as closely as gaedio the perceived normative
prescriptions of the religious tradition in questi@.g., Hirschkind 2006; Mahmood
2005), of recasting, altering, and even subvetti@gmeanings prescribed by the
tradition(s) (e.g., M. Wilcox 2009), or both (e.Guiffith).*

While these practice-theoretic insights providelith@ad conceptual coordinates
by which | approach Orthodox self-formation, my mepecific agenda in this
dissertation is to examine the concrete waysph#tcular practicesvorked to modify
converts’ subjectivities and encourage new modesligfious self-interpretation. | do
this to make my focus on the subjectivity-practigpamic more analytically precise and
to demonstrate how the specific phenomenologyisfdiinamic differs depending on the

practice in question — whether, for example, & discursive practice such as telling a

* While some practice approaches assume that agetmype associated only with the subversion or
alteration of existing social structures (Ortne®@9cf., Griffith 1997), works by scholars such as
Mahmood (2005) and Hirschkind (2006) convincinggnbnstrate that conformity to religious norms and
prescriptions also requires a great deal of agandycreativity on the part of religious actors. $hwhile
“practice” has been invoked by many scholars toawstrate how peoples’ practices diverge from the
normative prescriptions of institutions, it cancab® used to better account for how religious actor
exercise what Hays (1994) terms “structurally rejoiciive agency”.

8



conversion narrative, a bodily practice such aBrfgsor an artifact-mediated practice
such as icon veneration. In other words, how prastwork at the level of lived
experience — the means by which they link subjeaixperiences with religious
interpretive frameworks — are distinct and themsghorthy of careful consideration and
comparison.

As such, my broader research question concerningdrmhodox religious
practices shape converts’ subjectivities is brattewn into three sub-questions to be
addressed in the empirical chapters to follow. €s-questions pertain to three
different practices significant to Orthodox selfffaation — conversion narratives, fasting,
and icon veneration — that also have relevancadendiscussions about religious
practice and subjectivity in the study of religidia be clear from the outset, | do not
argue that these three practices subsume everythpatant about Orthodox faith and
identity or that they account for the entirety atl@dox self-formation. However, they
were three of the practices that emerged as ngrsfisant for my research subjects’
changes in subjectivity and self-understandindghengrocess of becoming Orthodox.

Each of the following research sub-questions isesdbd in interdisciplinary
literatures concerning the relationship betweertifipeeligious practices and modes of
subjectivity, and each provides a distinct yet ctam@ntary angle on the practical
formation of religious selves. While | have woveg raviews of these different
literatures into the empirical chapters themselv/gsse brief overviews of them here to

provide the appropriate intellectual context for guestions and contributions:



1) How do conversion narratives shape Orthodox comrts’ religious selves?
Addressed in Chapter 3, this question flows framd eontributes to
interdisciplinary debates concerning the placeaniversion narratives in processes of
religious self-formation. While early work in theaology and anthropology of
conversion often took social actors’ stories ofvesion as straightforward data on the
social and psychological preconditions for the @sion event itself (e.g., Lofland and
Stark 1965; Stark and Bainbridge 1980), more rea@mnk has analyzed such narratives
as practices which reconstruct the temporal coatdsof the self — in particular, the
relationship between one’s current religious presed one’s differently religious (or
irreligious) past (Bailey 2008; Hindmarsh 2005; Wiruwkerk 2006; D. McLennan
1996; Stromberg 1993). Drawing from theoreticalpectives on narrative that take this
cultural form to be constitutive and not merelyregentative of the self (Bruner 1986;
Carr 1991; Gusdorf 1956; Riceour 1984, 1992), ties@atures analyze the conversion
event as a discursive achievement in which theestibp experiences of the past are
creatively reorganized in light of the interpretivameworks of the new religious
tradition (Brenneman 2012; Engelke 2004; Meyer 188ilde 2007). While | take this
approach to narrative as my point of departurenadyaing Orthodox converts’ own
stories of their conversions, | take issue withidespread tendency in this literature to
assume that conversion narratives always configueenporal break or rupture between
past and present religious selves. My analysis detrates that conversion narratives
may also be used to construct an experience oinuotyt between past and present

selves, one in which the conversion event is coméid not as the creation of a “new self’

10



but as the discovery of a “true self”. My findingigggest that scholars of conversion
narratives should parochialize some widespreadhgstsons about the temporality of
conversion, but, more positively, they also openntgresting comparative avenues for

future research on narrative self-formation acreigious and non-religious contexts.

2) How does fasting shape the development of cont&rreligious subjectivities?

Taken up in Chapter 4, this question emerges fraardisciplinary conversations
regarding the place of embodiment and bodily pcastin the formation of religious
subjects. Against long-standing Western modesaight that privileged mind over
body and abstract norms over concrete sensatiahseasibilities, significant recent
scholarship in the social and cultural study ofgreh has focused attention on how the
lived body’s materiality has been regarded as ésdéo the constitution of moral,
“godly” personhood within a variety of religiouathtions (Asad 1993; Hirschkind 2006;
Mahmood 2005; Winchester 2008). Some of this reseanoreover, has documented
how embodied religious practices also involve iatienassociations between salient
moral categories and particular bodily states amdations, including pain (Asad 1993;
Shilling and Mellor 2010); listening and sound (Ben2008; Engelke 2007; Hirshckind
2006); touch (Csordas 1994); movement or kinesthigsihrmann 2004); and, as is the
case with fasting, the stomach, appetite, and huiigy@um 1987; Laidlaw 1995; Shaw
1998). However, we know little about the phenomegialal processes by which such
intimate bodily sensations come to take on religipyprescribed moral meanings in the
lived experiences of social actors themselves. Udiina close analysis of the

phenomenological effects of fasting on convertglibs and selves, my findings
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contribute to these broader conversations by detradimg) how fasting activates
embodied “image schemas” (Lakoff & Johnson 198@919dohnson 2007) that facilitate
interpretive connections between bodily statesrante abstract moral classifications
regarding the religious self. | also argue for utity of a focus on image schemas for

comparative research on embodiment and subjectivity

3) What role do icons play in the making of Orthoda selves?

Addressed in Chapter 5, this question emerges iintendisciplinary
conversations highlighting the constitutive effeatsnaterial artifacts on religious
subjectivity. Recognizing a bias toward abstradiefeeover concrete things in their
studies, many scholars of religion have explored radigious practitioners’ stances
toward and uses of material artifacts such as is\aggts, statuary, paintings,
architecture, photography, film, money, and morgeaot only as symbolic expressions
of already established religious beliefs and idegti(Halle 1993; Harvey 2004,
McDannell 1995) but, even more powerfully, as aetgents in the constitution of
particular religious experiences and forms of peneo@d (Engelke 2007; Keane 2008;
Kilde 2005; Konieczy 2009; Orsi 2005; Promey 2008)ch of this work, however,
proceeds from the perspective of religious subjeltesady socialized into the material
organization of a religious world. While my anabysiill demonstrate that icons
eventuallypecame very important factors in the cultivatiorOothodox converts’
emergent religious subjectivities, it starts witle bbservation that things did not begin
this way. While many converts ultimately came tperxence icons as sacred mediums

through which to engage in intimate relationshifphwhe saints, this was only
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accomplished through the practices by which icortalated in their communal and
individual lives. As such, this analysis serves a@@monstration of some of the concrete
processes by which human selves and non-humantelg@me together to constitute

new modes of agency, thought, and feeling.

While the three substantive chapters of the diggBert foreground the
phenomenological effects of these particular pcastand make interventions within
each respective literature, ultimately, each ofanglyses also serves to reveal a common
dynamic in which engaging in religious practicegmotime produced experiential effects
that encouraged and made more persuasive Orthoddglsnof religious self-
interpretation. | term this dynamic onerofitual appropriationa process in which, by
appropriating religious practices for “individugdurposes, individuals also become
appropriated by or implicated in the meaning systémvhich the practice is an integral
part. In and through taking up cultural practicgsverts both put new cultural meanings
to use at the same time they are being constituted“made subject” to — these
meanings (cf. Smilde 2007; Orsi 2005; Winchest&8)00nce converts began to
perform practices in the contexts of their everylilgs, they came to find their new
Orthodox identities more persuasive, more integgratho they were as persons and even
as part of who they had really, truly been allthiees. Through the practices associated
with their new religious traditions, general classé meaning associated with Orthodox
Christianity became dynamically linked to convedisuated experiences of self.

Moreover, all of my analyses demonstrate that trestitutive relationships

between practice and subjectivity are also alwaysezlded within the context of social
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relationships. While individuals perform practicpsactices themselves are the shared
products of larger traditions (Macintyre 1984) tingional fields (Edgell 2012), and,
particularly significant for this study, “commures of practice” (Lave & Wenger 1991).
The boundaries of a community of practice are méinéd so much by a geographic
region (such as a neighborhood) but by memberseshaommitment to a particular
practice or collection of practices and by the that members engage in the process of
performing and learning about such practices tagetProfessors and graduate students
trying to grasp and extend sociological theory esarch constitute a community of
practice, for example, as do a tribe of hunter-gegis attempting to survive in a harsh
wilderness. So, too, are a group of Evangelicisrapting to know “God’s Word” or a
group of Theravada Buddhists learning to move tavitae next level of Enlightenment.
Each one of these groups is defined by a partiadarmitment to a set of practices and
is constituted by the relations among embodiedradgtolearning and mastering these
practices. As new practitioners of Orthodoxy, tbawerts in my study engaged in
explicit and implicit apprenticeships guided by mexperienced Orthodox community
members, moving through a loosely structured ttajgar “experiential career” (Tavory
and Winchester 2012) as they learned how to engébeand perform practices central
to their new tradition and thus cultivate the sabyaty necessary for developing a new

Orthodox self.

Who Else Wil Be Interested?: The Broader Significance of thd’roject
In addition to scholars conversant with the literas addressed above, the

dissertation taken as a whole will be of interestdciologists of religion and cultural
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sociologists in a number of ways. Most broadly, fogus on practices of self-formation
will be of significance to sociologists of religiamterested in better accounting for the
micro-foundations of religious power and ident®aciologists of religion have
generated an impressive amount of research defdbw religious identities and
affiliations influence individual attitudes and laefiors in social arenas as diverse as
politics (e.g., Greeley 1993; Hayes 1995; Manzar&d&s 1997), moral and social issues
(e.g., Adamczyk & Pitt 2009; Adamczyk & Hayes 20EPaugh & Haney 1978; Edgell

et al. 2006; Emerson 1996; Hoffman & Johnson 200@d@thnow 1991), approaches to
the family (e.g., Edgell 2005; McQuillan 2004; Thton et al. 1992; Wilcox 1998), and
individual economic behavior (Keister 2003, 20Q2@07b), to mention just a sampling

of this vast research. Yet even as such evidenggaigion’s influence on modern social
actors’ attitudes and actions continues to grow sgecific means by which religious
systems become incorporated into individuals’ thasigfeelings, and perceptions remain
underspecified and undertheorized. In examininigials practices as the primary
vehicles through which religious selves are produtas dissertation complements these
literatures by identifying and analyzing some & toncrete cultural mechanisms (and
attendant psychological processes) by which indizisl become initially drawn into and
subjectively transformed by a religious system ebming.

Many sociologists of religion have also displagetnewed interest in the
experiential side of religious life (Bender 2010¢Rbberts 2004; Nelson 2004; Neitz &
Spickard 1990; Tavory & Winchester 2012; Yamane®@Qbut this interest is coupled
with an awareness that some of our previously dantitheoretical paradigms do not

have the resources to fully account for this dinemgEdgell 2012; McGuire 2008;
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Spickard 1998; Taves 2009). This dissertation adlll to emergent discussions of how to
best approach the tricky phenomenon of religioygearnce by demonstrating the merits
of a processual and practice-oriented perspective.

As a study of religious self-formation that utdreligious conversion as a
privileged case, this study also contributes tosthaological literature on conversion
(e.g., Chen 2008; Harding 1987; Neitz 1987; Stramli®93; Smilde 2007). First, my
focus on Orthodox conversion adds to scholarlyudismns about conversion narratives
by demonstrating that some forms of religious laggumay constitute the pre-
conversion past in ways that are not well-docuntemehe current literature. Secondly,
and more broadly, this research also moves beymndlimost exclusive focus on
discursive practices of the self in sociologicalds¢és of conversion to also highlight the
importance of bodily and artifact-mediated pracicethe process of becoming a new
religious subject.

Finally, my overall findings on Orthodox religiogslf-formation also stand to
contribute to wider debates in cultural sociologgpat how culture influences human
experience and cognition (see, for example, Ce&20@®2; DiMaggio 1997; Ignatow 2007,
Smilde 2007; Vaisey 2008, 2009; Wuthnow 2007). Byndnstrating how concrete
social actors’ both appropriate and become appatgatiby new religious meanings
through practice and over time, this dissertatiots porth a dialectical approach to the
culture-subjectivity relationship that mediatesimn some of the problematic
assumptions of extant sociological theories ofuzeltMore specifically, the dynamic of
mutual appropriation at the heart of Orthodox $&ifnation arbitrates between the

charges of instrumentalism often leveled at reprertar “toolkit” theorists of culture
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(Cerulo 2000; Rambo 1999; Swidler 1986, 2001) &edaiccusations of taking actors to
be passive “cultural dupes” often aimed at monecstiralism-inspired, neo-Durkheimian
cultural sociologists (Alexander 2003; Alexande&&ith 1993; Reed 2004; P. Smith

2008).

Overview of the Dissertation Chapters and Findings

The remainder of the dissertation is divided iitthapters. Chapter 2 provides
readers with information on how | came to studg tpic as well as a brief overview of
what makes Eastern Orthodoxy distinct as a relggioumation. | also provide
information on the Orthodox landscape in the Uni¢ates, the Twin Cities, and the
particular communities where | conducted the bdilkng participant observation and
interviews. Finally, | detail my methodological ¢bes and strategies for carrying out the
project, outlining my take on what my interviewgservations, and participation in
converts’ religious lives provided in terms of d&daanswering my questions about
Orthodox self-formation.

The bulk of the dissertation consists of the saftste analyses in chapters 3, 4,
and 5. Each chapter is a sustained analysis aktagonship between converts’
subjectivities and a significant practice or catgguf practices in which they were
engaged, situated within the temporal and sociadecas in which their religious self-
formations occurred.

Chapter 3 is an analysis of Orthodox conversionatiaes. Drawing on work that
critiques the idea that conversion stories are ipsteaightforward accounts and instead

asserts that such stories are practices whichrge lpart constitute the religious self, |
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argue that the performance and incorporation ddghodox conversion narrative is
primarily a way to implicate the self into a new aeoof temporality, one that connects
aspects of converts’ autobiographies with Ortho@bxistianity’s theological and
temporal horizons. | find that while the vast majoof contemporary work on
conversion emphasizes the narrative inculcatiom @ibjective experience of a temporal
rupture or break in the lifecourse, Eastern Ortlxoctinversion narratives emphasize
what | term a “conversion to continuity,” a disawespractice in which the convert
progressively “uncovers” and then “reclaims” a Bnigg Orthodoxy that was part of his
or her life all along. | detail both the theolodiead pragmatic contexts that influence
how these narratives are crafted. | also arguettiea¢mphasis on temporal continuity
over rupture demonstrated in these narratives mgttooubles but also expands scholarly
notions of the temporality of self-formation andatvit means to “convert.”

Chapter 4 shifts analytic focus from the discurstvéhe embodied register of
religious practice and self-formation. In this cteapl take readers into a sustained
phenomenological analysis of converts’ experiendgés the Orthodox practice of
fasting. Through fasting, | argue, Orthodoxy’s maitar theology of embodiment
becomes linked to the lived experiences of convgrsubjects, implicating religious
actors’ own bodily appetites, desires, and emotwitisin more abstract discourses of
moral personhood. More specifically, | employ a mfied version of Johnson and
Lakoff's concept of “image schemas” as a mechartisahcan best account for the ways
that embodied religious practices such as fastatgldish such connections.

In the last substantive chapter, chapter 5, | erarthe mediating effects of

material objects on the subjectivity-practice relaship. More specifically, | analyze the
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processes through which Orthodox icons becamefgigni components of converts’
projects of religious self-formation. Expanding@avid Morgan’s (2012) argument that
icons act as interfaces through which the selftioome capable of a broader range of
activity and feeling, my analysis demonstrates thatphenomenology of the iconic
interface is not inherent in the artifact by itdalft is instead produced through the ways
icons circulate within the practices of new (aslwaslalready established) Orthodox
Christians. Through ethnographically reconstructhgprocesses by which converting
actors moved from experiencing icons as stranga eff-putting, art objects to
mediums for interacting with divine persons, | destoate how these material artifacts
develop their subject-forming capacities.

Chapter 6 consists of my conclusion, in which agewhat has been learned from
this dissertation and expand on the contributiorthé sociologies of religion and culture
alluded to above in light of the study’s findingiglso outline this study’s limitations as

well as avenues for future research.
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Chapter 2
Research Overview, Design, and Methodology

Introduction to the Field

My introduction to the phenomenon of Orthodox casian in the Twin Cities
began with an incidental but fortunate meeting. @ag while working at a coffee shop
near campus, | ran into Robert, a young Minnesata~a | had met almost a year prior
while doing some summer fieldwork at a local evadiegechurch. Robert helped lead the
church’s worship services as well as its educatipragrams for teenagers. While
making small-talk, | asked Rob how things were gaoaith his work at the church. To
my surprise, he told me that he was no longer teathie teen program nor even
attending his former church. Instead, he was attgnah Eastern Orthodox Church in St.
Paul and seriously considering converting to Ortho@hristianity.

As we continued talking, Rob confided that he wiasaaly visiting a local
Orthodox parish with a friend at the time of ousfimeeting last summer, largely
because he was becoming dissatisfied with whaglhevbs an increasingly shallow
worship style at his Evangelical church. He toldthmet he initially had no interest in
leaving Evangelicalism. In fact, he said his initrought was to “experience a more
reverent and liturgical style of worship, and hapgfbring some of that back to my
home church.” Yet, after visiting the Orthodox garfor several months, getting to know
its lay members and clergy, and involving himsel§ome of its major practices such as
fasting and liturgical worship, Rob explained how teligious subjectivity was being
altered as he became more deeply immersed in sterBaOrthodox faith. “I've been

changed by the [Orthodox] Church,” he told me, “tmeke’s really no going back to

20



Evangelicalism for me at this point.” As | askediRo tell me more about his new
church, he told me, again to my surprise, that dfaltfis parish was made up of converts
from previously non-Orthodox faiths and, in sontrewmnstances, no religious affiliation
at all.

As a graduate student interested in the phenomiereéigious subjectivity and
self-formationand one in search of a dissertation project, | was adiakely intrigued by
my conversation with Robert and by the fact thas-some further inquiries bore out —
Eastern Orthodox churches in the United Statesvdsode were, over the last two
decades, becoming home to increasing numbers okdsn\While | had conducted an
ethnographic study of religious conversions tonsla the Midwestern United States for
my master’s thesis, | was convinced that theremwash more to learn about how
individuals come to subjectively appropriate andezience religious reality through the
process and practice of conversion. In particulams interested in more thoroughly
understanding the cultural practices and sociatgsses that patterned individuals’
subjectivities in religiously prescribed ways. Inted, in other words, to attempt to open
the blackbox of “religious worldview” by examinirigpw and through what means

personal realities became endowed with new saagedisance and meaning.

So What is Eastern Orthodoxy?: A Brief Overview

Historically, Eastern Orthodoxy arose as a distouzly of Christianity during
what is usually referred to as the “Great SchisetiMeen the Eastern and Western
empires of Christendom in the"lzentury. The schism itself was the result of nuousy

long-standing historical, cultural, theologicaldgpolitical differences between East and
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West, including but not limited to: the Roman chusansertion of the filioque clause
into the Nicene Creed; jurisdictional disputes owbo had authority in the Balkans;
accusations of liturgical innovations on both sjde®, perhaps most significantly, the
extent of the authority of the Patriarch of Constaple vs. that of the Patriarch of Rome
(the Pope) over the other churches and regiondhin§€ndom. These controversies came
to a head in 1054 when Patriarch Ceralius of Coisiaple and the representative of
Pope Leo IX of Rome mutually excommunicated onétaero officially leading to the
separation of what would become the Eastern Orthadd Roman Catholic Churches,
respectively, with each one claiming to be the “®Giody and Apostolic Church” and
accusing the other of diverging from the tenetstaaditions of the faith.

While, today, the tensions between Eastern and &festhristianities (which
now include the Protestant offspring of thd"&@&ntury Reformation) have certainly
eased in comparison to a millennia ago, the EaSettrodox Church still vociferously
maintains its status as the “One Holy and Apostharch” of Christianity and views
itself as the only body in Christendom to transmiichanged, the teachings and practices
set forth by Christ and his first Apostles (seedljg A” on pg. 39 for a visual example of
how the Church sees itself in relation to doctane the alleged “innovations” or
“heresies” of other Christian bodies). It is threderstanding of itself as the true bearer of
the unchanged storehouse of knowledge known asy“Haldition” that underlies the
Eastern Orthodox Church’s assertion that it isaet fOrthodox” — that is, characterized
by true or right belief.

Eastern Orthodoxy employs a number of cultural ®otmexpress and convey its

understanding of Holy Tradition. The Bible, the tmgs of early Church Fathers such as
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Saints Athanasius, Basil, and John Chrysostom{lamé&hilokalia (the collected writings
of the Church’s most renowned ascetics from tha 4" centuries) are central textual
elements of Holy Tradition while Orthodoxy’s rictbnography and liturgical forms
make material and sensible the Church’s connettidhe past-in-the-present. The
Divine Liturgy — the ritual celebration of the Ewgtst performed each Sunday morning —
is perhaps the most vivid coming together of thraséiple forms, marked as it is by
recitations of scripture as well as the words efshints; choral chanting and priestly
vestments; incense, prayers and petitions for dilntercession; and the presence of
multiple icons of the saints and Christ himself railog the walls, ceiling, and altar of the
sanctuary itself. All these forms then culminatéhe distribution and partaking of the
“heavenly gifts” of the Eucharist, believed to be titeral body and blood of Christ and
the point at which Orthodox believe Heaven andttamateriality and spirit, God and
Humanity come together to intermingle on the sataeeof existence.

Along with its claims to universality and its padlar cultural forms, Eastern
Orthodoxy is also characterized by a strong asegiicmystical tradition based on the
writings of the early Church Fathers of the ChaistEast such as Saint John Chrysostom
(4-5" century) and Saint John of Damascu%-87 century) as well as later renowned
spiritual masters such as Gregory Palama$ ¢bftury), to name just a few prominent
figures. Such writings have solidified the Orthododerstanding of divine union with
God, or “theosis,” as the ultimate telos of thei€tfan religious life (see Chapter 3 for a
more in-depth discussion of theosis as well as tvavforms Orthodox conversion
narratives). This mystical union with God, in turequires the regular utilization of

ascetic practices such as ritual prayer and fasbitigansform one’s self after the moral
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likeness of Christ (see Chapter 4 for a more irtll@palysis of fasting practice).
Adherents, moreover, are encouraged not only tenat@ but also emulate saints who
are believed to have reached this kind of uniot &bd. Indeed, like in Catholicism,
saints are major aspects of Orthodox piety and conilyy and icons of the saints are
central to liturgical practice as well as privadéigious devotion and ethical self-
formation (see Chapter 5).

Finally, Eastern Orthodoxy is characterized byséiratctive organizational
structure and model of religious authority. ThebglbOrthodox Church is organized into
15 administratively independent (or “autocephalpisidies based on
nationality/ethnicity — for example, Russian, Gregkrainian, Romanian, Serbian, etc.
While the Orthodox Church has a hierarchical stmectomposed of deacons, priests,
and bishops that is similar to Roman CatholicistTmany ways, there is no central
authority figure such as the Pope who exercisera@aover all of these Orthodox
jurisdictions. While the Ecumenical Patriarch ofnfStantinople, currently Archbishop
Bartholomew I, is given the honor of “first amonguals” within the global structure of
the Church, this title of respect confers no addai administrative power to the person
who holds it. The duty of the head bishop or pathaof each church is to ensure that the
traditions and practices of the Church are beimggnved in his territory. All bishops are
equal in authority and are not allowed to interfi@eréhe governance of other jurisdiction.
The authoritative interpretation of what countathodox tradition itself has been
established through the rulings of ecumenical cidsintwhich all patriarchs are given

one vote. While the Church has had several suchatlsover the course of its history,
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the decisions of the first seven ecumenical cosrking from the @ through the 8

centuries are considered the most binding and itapofor the faiti7.

Contemporary Conversions to Eastern Orthodoxy: Natnal Trends and Local
Settings

While the Eastern Orthodox faith was first broutghNorth America in the late
18" century by Russian missionaries to Alaska, ther€His presence in the United
States today is largely the legacy of the sizeabhabers of Central and Eastern
European as well as Middle-Eastern (i.e. Syriampignants that arrived in the country in
the late 18and early 20 centuries (Fitzgerald 1998). Today, the variouisglictions of
the Orthodox Church in the United States compnge@imately one million of the
Church’s 260 million adherents worldwide (Krinda@®06).

For the majority of their time in the United Stat€sthodox parishes tended to
remain ethnically homogenous enclaves characteliygble ethno-national
identifications of these historical immigrants ahdir contemporary descendants (Stokoe
and Kishkovsky 1995). Over the past two decadesgher, many Eastern Orthodox
churches have quietly become home to an increasintper of converts from different
religious, spiritual, and even “unchurched” backgrds. This phenomenon has even
garnered attention in the national press, includirgles inThe New York Timeand
USA TodayWhile there are as of yet no exact figures oesraff conversion across the
several U.S. Orthodox jurisdictions, a recent maistudy (Faith Communities Today
2010) found that converts make up 50%, 48%, and @bparishioners in the Antiochian

Orthodox, Orthodox Church in America, and Greekh@dbx churches, respectively.

® The above information is largely adapted from thatilable in the following, more comprehensive
overviews: Ware (1997); McGuckin (2008).
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These are the three largest Orthodox jurisdictinribe United States, accounting for
70% of all Orthodox parishes and 80% of adherantee nation.

In conducting preliminary research on Orthodoxyi§tfanity in the
Minneapolis/St. Paul region of Minnesota in eai®?, | found that the Twin Cities
represented a diverse microcosm of Eastern Orthouhothe United States. Searching
out Eastern Orthodox churches in the Twin Citied surrounding suburbs through
Internet resources, phonebooks, and word of mouwthimately compiled a list of
sixteen Orthodox churches representing eight oeteeen autocephalous ethnic
jurisdictions active in the United StateBuring preliminary fieldwork, | visited each of
these churches to observe services and introduselfiy the members of the parish and
interviewed (either in person or over the phong@eteling on their preference) a clergy
member to get a bit of background on the commuanty learn if and to what extent their
parish had convert members. Through conductingethily research, | learned that the
vast majority of converts to Orthodoxy in the Tv@ities were concentrated in the local
Antiochian and OCA parishes, which is represengatifthe larger concentration of
converts in these jurisdictions nationwide.

From this larger group, then, | selected three @itix churches in which to
conduct long-term ethnographic fieldwork and inteely recruit individual converts for
interviews (see the “Methods” section below for endetails). | selected these churches

not only because they were three of the most wedlakn in the Twin Cities Orthodoxy

® Currently, Eastern Orthodoxy in the U.S. is orgediunder the authority of 10 foreign autocephalous
Patriarchs (Greek, Antiochian, Ukrainian, Carpafhgssian, Romanian, Bulgarian, Albanian, Russiad, an
two Serbian) and the self-governing Orthodox ChuitAmerica (OCA), an offshoot of the Russian wing
that is not formally recognized as fully independaythe Ecumenical Patriarch in Constantinopleidut
still considered as being in full communion witke tBhurch.

"I had initially selected a Greek Orthodox parishdne of my fieldsites, but later found that thajonity

of the converts | had met there initially had altjuswitched over to one of the OCA parishes (St.
Tikhon's).
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community for receiving and socializing convertst dlso each church represented
interesting variation with regard to a) ethnic atdt b) ratio of converts to “cradle”
Orthodox, c) geographic location, and d) size. Thusse three churches not only
represented robust “data outcroppings” (Luker 20@&re the dynamics of religious
Orthodox self-formation would be amenable to enspiranalysis, but also represented
enough variation to observe to what extent my figdiheld across different types of
communities.

The first church, St. Basil's, was a small Orthodthurch in America (OCA)
established in 1970s by young members of a largesi@n Orthodox Church who
wanted to start a parish where the liturgy was ootetl in English (as apposed to
Church Slavonic). Almost four decades later, it whthe time of my fieldwork a full-
fledged parish serving a community of around oneelned members that was close to
90% convert (including the priest, Fr. Peter, aisdwife, Ruth). The second church, St.
Tikhon's, was a mid-sized OCA parish. Founded mehrly 28 century by a small
association of Serbian and Russian Orthodox CanistiSt. Tikhon’s was at the time of
my fieldwork known as one of more vibrant and gnegvcommunities within the
Orthodox landscape of the Twin Cities. At the tiofieny research, St. Tikhon’s was
home to around 200 members, approximately 50% cgrwith the other 50%
comprised of those raised in the Orthodox traditidme majority of these “cradle”
Orthodox, as they are regularly called within tbeneunities, were Russian- and
Serbian-Americans — several the descendants @hhech’s original founders. St.
Tikhon’s was also parish home to a small but sigarft number of very recent Eastern

European immigrants to the area. The third chusthiNicholas, was a mid-sized
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Antiochian Orthodox Church founded almost a cenagy by Syrian immigrants, and
approximately 60% of current members attand 3 generation descendants of these
original founders. Thirty percent of the congregatis made up of converts and
approximately 10% of much more recent Middle-Eamstemmigrants from Syria, Jordan,

and Palestine.

Research Design and Methodology

While religious conversion is an exemplary theiocedtcase for examining the
process of religious self-formation, there werehndblogical issues | had to address
with regard to how to actually study this procesgpeically. The major difficulty | faced
was that religious conversion is, in fagtprocessone that occurs at different times and
over varying lengths of time depending on the irdlial involved. The fact that some
individuals in my sites were at the beginning stagfetheir conversion careers, while
others converted several years ago, and still sttecades ago meant that it was
impossible for me to personally observe the wholevery individual’s conversion
process in real time. Given this limitation, | deped a research design and set of
methodological strategies that would, as much asipte, allow me to reconstruct the
process and attendant practices of religious seffiition and thus approach them as
objects of empirical inquiry. Practically speakitigis involved a two-pronged strategy
involving 1) locating the common shifts in relig@aubjectivity experienced by converts
themselves as they came into the Orthodox faith2amelvestigating the concrete
practices of self-formation by and through whicagé shifts in self-experience were

accomplished. In developing this approach, | tawpiration from practitioners of
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institutional ethnography (DeVault 1999; D. Smi®00, 2005), a mode of social
scientific inquiry which advocates beginning wittetlived experiences of social actors
themselves and then “moving outward,” so to speakjvestigate the social and cultural
conditions that have shaped and given form to these experiences.

To accomplish the first task of locating commoiitshn experience among
converts, | engaged in in-depth interviews withiwdlial converts themselves. These
interviews were conducted in three main stagesutiirout the project. In the beginning
phase of my research, | recruited five individwlslifferent stages of the conversion
process from each of the three communities | sete@i=15). Because | knew | would
have limited time in the field (approximately 4-®nths in each community), | used
these initial interviews for directing my ethnognapfieldwork (see below for more
information on participant-observation), pointing te begin investigating some of the
practical mechanisms implicated in common shiftsuhjectivity experienced among
converts across fieldsites.

Through this first set of interviews, | was ableagrertain the three common
modes of Orthodox converts’ self-understanding #natat the heart of this study. First,
in these interviews, it became clear that individweho had been members of the church
for a longer period of time had a much more diseelg elaborated conversion narrative
than those who were in the early stages of joitiegChurch or who had just recently
joined. As will be examined more thoroughly in thext chapter, established converts
authored narratives in which the conversion momexs characterized by what | came to
call a “conversion to continuity,” an event of segflization in which one discovers that

one had (unknowingly) been in some sense an OrihGtioistian and searching for the
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Eastern Orthodox Church all along. Secondly, thabdéished converts had also
developed a strong ascetic consciousness, unddirggathemselves as religious-cum-
ethical “works in progress,” as one of my interve®s put it, who had to closely monitor
and reform many of their desires and inclinatioifbile early-stage inquirers tended to
be ambivalent or even somewhat turned off by tleetasrigors of the Orthodox Church
(fasting, in particular), established converts elggembraced them. Thirdly, it was also
clear that icons had become deeply implicatederetleryday lives of established
converts, as their homes were often filled witmth&urthermore, converts tended to
talked about these icons not as religious décoabutays to develop intimate
relationships with the saints.

Once embedded in each community, | continued taiteaterviewees from each
respective fieldsite to get a broader sample ofedrexperiences and to test and broaden
my initial assumptions about common changes inestilvjty among them. Finally, near
the end of my fieldwork in the St. Basil, St. Tikh@nd St. Nicholas parishes, | also
interviewed a small sample of converts (N=10) fromtside of these three communities
in order to make sure my assumptions about howttbeess of Orthodox subject
formation was accomplished was not radically endogs to the three communities in
which | spent the majority of my time. These intews largely confirmed that the
processes and attendant practices of OrthodoxXmetfation that | had been studying
were also present in other communities as well. él@g, one major difference between
the experiences of converts outside of these ttweenunities was that they were more
likely to have made more connections to Orthodoxsiians outside of their own

parishes for guidance and support in learning athait new faith. Thus, it became clear
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that the St. Basil, St. Tikhon, and St. Nicholasgbees were much more assertive and
supportive in attempting to integrate new membats their new communities and
identities. This explains to some extent why maoywverts, even if they started their
inquiries at another parish in the Twin Citieseofended up in one of these three
communities. As one of my interviewees told mes“ttelpful to be around people who
understand what it was like at some point to be teethiis. They kind of help you along.”
| recruited interview subjects through three @niynmethods — 1) by placing
announcements for interviews in church bulletingi{the aid and permission of each
parish), 2) by recruiting face-to-face during cliugatherings and services, and 3) a
“snowball method” by which new potential recruitena identified through clergy and
other interviewees. My aim was to recruit and witaw converts who differed on a
variety of salient social and cultural dimensians|uding gender, age, economic class,
and previous religious background (see Arnold 1971@ser and Strauss 1967). | also
continued to make a special point to seek out atehiiew individuals who were at
various points or stages of the conversion caeestrategy that was extremely helpful in
reconstructing commonalities in the temporal pregi@ of Orthodox self-formation
within these communities. This logic of interviewiand observing actors who converted
at different time periods and over different timass paralleled the logic of temporality
used by demographers when they construct “synthehorts” (see, for example, Preston
et al. 2001; Tavory and Winchester 2012). Ultimateconducted interviews with a total
of 83 converts throughout the course of this studyenty-three from St. Basil, twenty-
six from St. Tikhon, twenty-four from St. Nicholad ten from various parishes outside

of the selected three communities. The majoritgarfverts in these communities were
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white, middle-class people who had converted th@lbxy from a different branch of
Christianity’, and my sample reflects this demographic. Howewaso made a point to
seek out and conduct interviews with people whaedaon these three dimensions,
conducting interviews with nonwhite, working-claasd people who had converted from
religious groups other than Christianity as well.

In conducting the interviews, | was most interestedsking questions that
addressed changes in what Allison Pugh (2013;lsed_aker 2008; Wuthnow 2011)
terms the schematic level of culture, referringhi® deeply ingrained cultural
frameworks through which social actors experiehesiselves and the world around
them. As such, | steered away from posindpy?” questions that asked my informants to
give reasons for their conversions to Orthodoxyaraswvers to these kinds of questions
most often led informants to give idealized, rgbexsive justifications for their behavior
that possibly had tenuous connections to theiraimotivations (Vaisey 2009). Instead, |
posed questions that asked after process ancedlicérratives of self-change (Bamberg
2010; Frank 1993; Pugh 2013).

In practice, this involved two different lines afegtioning. First, | asked my
respondents to tell me how they came to embracEdkeern Orthodox faith. Without
fail, this question elicited autobiographical néines detailing converts’ own religious
life histories. These narratives were very infonoadl and often quite elaborate, and it
became clear early on in my research that thesstgpnarratives were themselves
important practices of religious self-formation. ikgportant as these narratives were for
my understanding of how Orthodox subjectivities eadmtake shape, these stories were

also somewhat limited in that conversion narratamesgenerally focused on only one

® These demographics are consistent with the (admittedly incomplete) national data (Krindatch 2006).
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aspect of religious subjectivation — i.e. the lilsie modification of the non- or
differently-religious past in light of the religisypresent. As such, | employed a second
line of “before and after” questioning that enca@ad converts to get outside of the
conversion script. In practice, this entailed agleonverts to talk about their experiences
of different elements of the Orthodox faith befgge after converting — elements such as
fasting, prayer, icons, the Bible, liturgical woshetc. | also asked my interviewees to
describe, in as much detail as possible, the mar@mntrocesses through which their
experiences and understandings of these elemea¢swient some kind of change. Such
responses served to “ethnographize” (Ortner 20@8)rtterview material by providing
thick descriptions of social context and the exgr@ral effects of engaging with religious
practices over time. As such, this interview matlenent a long way in accomplishing
my task of understanding how and in what ways @aldr religious practices formed
Orthodox subjectivities.

In addition to my interviews, | also engaged innetiiraphic modes of participant-
observation in order to more fully understand ttaysvin which various practices of
religious self-formation shaped converts’ subjatigg as well as the social contexts and
relationships in which these practices and subyjitiets were embedded. To more fully
document the local social contexts in and througitivconverts’ selves were formed, |
conducted participant observation in the threecsetechurches for approximately 4-5
months at each location. | conducted fieldworktaBasil's (OCA) from August through
December 2010, St. Tikhon's (OCA) from January digto April 2011, and finally St.
Nick's (Antiochian) church from May through Augu&11. While | certainly moved

among the churches for special events, ceremami@sg,casions (such as the chrismation
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of new converts), my reasoning for focusing my aesle on one community at a time
was that most Orthodox churches follow a very saniturgical calendar, and in most
cases services and events (e.g. Divine Liturgyuoatexactly the same time of day.

Furthermore, attending the majority of the serviaesne church for a
concentrated period of time as opposed to goirigabchurch every 2 or 3 weeks (which
would be the case if | was observing at all thieerches over the same period of time)
allowed me to establish a presence in the commuoutijding rapport and familiarity
with church parishioners and clergy. Finally, Eahllowed me to get a more in-depth
feel for the culture of each church, inserting ntiyseo the life of the parish as priests
often encouraged newcomers to do (“Come and Seg’afrequent saying of Orthodox
priests to aspiring converts). Much of my participabservation took place during
church programs and services, particularly duringday services where the Divine
Liturgy, the cornerstone of Orthodox worship, tg&ce. Furthermore, coffee and lunch
were most often served after the liturgy, allowmng to observe and interact with church
members in a more informal atmosphere.

| also attended a series of adult education oléctle catechism” classes
organized by the Minnesota Eastern Orthodox Chngiilergy Association (MEOCCA).
These classes consisted of two-hour lectures audigsions that offered basic overviews
of the defining aspects of the Orthodox faith. Ehe®ekly classes ran from September
14 — December 7 and were held every Tuesday nig@pm, at a local Greek Orthodox
church. They were free and open to the public. Heawnd found that these classes were
not taken to be especially important aspects ofeds’ self-formation processes because

of their high level of theological abstraction ageherality. While converts found them

34



interesting and informative, all of them repeateel point, mentioned in Chapter 1, that
their experiences and understandings of their ovthddox identities were primarily
shaped in and through immersing themselves indheitées and practices of the faith.
As such, these classes did not become central analyses.

In addition to attending to these more communatexds, | also initiated
fieldwork in converts’ homes, offices, and evenoaubbiles in my attempts to better
document how they engaged with and were subsegusraped by their icons.
Generally, this fieldwork occurred after | had cootéd an in-depth interview, when |
would then politely ask my respondent if they wosiicbw me their icons/icon corners. In
most cases, these “icon tours,” as my respondewit$ @me to call them, took place in
converts’ homes, as these were often the placesewie conducted our interviews.
However, there were also times where | met conwrtiseir workplaces and found that
icons often played a prominent role in their wotklives. And, in a few circumstances,
converts even took me out to their cars to shovilradravel icons they had on their
dashboards or hanging from their rearview mirrbnsting these tours, my respondents
would tell me why particular icons and the persdegicted in them were important to
them, from where and/or whom they had receivedatwes, and why the icon or icons
were placed in a particular area. Responses te thgsstions were often highly
emotionally charged, giving me a glimpse into taver of icons to shape not only the
practical but also the affective contours of cote/eself-experiences.

Finally, | also participated in two of the majort@odox fasting seasons in order
to deepen my understanding of the experientiateffef this practice in converts’ lives.

The first fast | engaged in was the 40-day NatitAast in Winter 2010 and the second
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was the Lenten or “Great” Fast which begins theeékg before Pascha (Easter). This
more participatory method allowed me to analyticabmpare my normal experiences of
everyday life to the shifts in subjectivity experwed while engaging in this practice, thus
deepening — and often challenging — my initial agstions about the significance of
fasting for Orthodox self-formation. It also enmchmy interviews, leading me to pose
better informed questions and establishing somamwam(but certainly not identical)
experiential ground on which to have a conversaioout this important religious
practice.

Ultimately, my participant observation allowed nogoroductively blur the line
between the object of inquiry — i.e. the lived exgece of cultural practice — and the
mode of inquiry, but, again, without assuming theftared an experience identical to that
of the religious individuals under study. As Rob@rsi (2005) argues, building off the
insights of anthropologist Michael Jackson (19&3Xperience need not be
conceptualized as a shared identity, but, moreymtdeely, as an experimental field in
which one explores strategies of connection wids¢éhone is attempting to more fully
understand. While 1 in no way claim to have grasimedfull complexity of any one
person’s experience, | hope the empirical analirs@sfollow demonstrate how |
attempted to create these moments of connectiomnvaatthey provided in terms of
insight on the phenomenon of religious self-formadi

My approach to writing, coding, and analyzing fredtes followed a three-part
strategy. While short, hand-written notes wereegitiown in the field whenever
possible, | made sure to type and/or audio-recorbiee detailed and complete transcript

as soon as possible after being in the field (wid hours). In these initial notes, | tried
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to be as descriptive as possible and refrain fropoising an analytic or theoretical
schema over the interactions that occurred initke After writing these notes, | then re-
read them from the perspective of analytic abdacfiommermans & Tavory 2012),
looking for evidence that fit witanddisconfirmed prevailing theoretical assumptions
about the phenomena in question. | then wrote &nahemos that commented on the
data generated from this reflective process, akasalew leads and questions to which |
should be attentive as my research progressedbégdn to accumulate fieldnotes over
the course of the project, | also began codingfoergent patterns and themes found
across observational periods. These coded thenresonganized into separate sub-files
and analytic memos were written that pertainedoiw these themes spoke to and/or

caused me to refine my analyses of religious mra@nd Orthodox self-formation.
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Image A: An Orthodox View of Christian History
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Chapter 3
Converting to Continuity:

Temporality and Self in Contemporary Eastern Orthodox Conversion Narratives

“Let me tell you my story.”

In my conversations with the dozens of convertsdstern Orthodoxy |
interviewed in and around the Twin Cities, answemy initial questions about how
they came to be Orthodox Christians almost inelytatarted with some variant of the
guote above, and so it feels fitting that the fanstpirical chapter of this dissertation begin
with an analysis of their stories of becoming Odtwo. These narratives are of course
brimming with the idiosyncracies of their individdiaes, but they also bear the
markings of certain cultural patterns and reguksithat come from inhabiting a
religious tradition of a particular kind. As | meoried in the last chapter, a regularity that
emerged early on in my research was one in whiatr, the course of time, converts
came to tell more elaborate but also more thenibtisianilar narratives about the
significance of their conversions to Orthodoxy. Whaarly stage inquirers and converts
often described their interest in Orthodoxy in sbmes ambiguous and underdeveloped
ways, those who had been Orthodox for approximatsigar or more told much more
intricate stories in which discovering the Orthod@xurch was also a moment of self-
discovery, a realization of a previously hiddenhrabout themselves.

What should the analyst make of the developmestioh stories? And what can
they tell us about the process of religious salfdation? Many contemporary scholars of
conversion have argued that it is problematiceattthe content of subjects’ conversion

stories as straightforward data on the social-cdué factors and/or psychological
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predispositions predicting their initial changesetgious affiliation. While early and
foundational work in the sociology of religious e@nsion often did treat conversion
narratives in this way (e.g., Lofland and Stark3;9%tark and Bainbridge 1980), others
came to critique this approach by showing how castvearratives were retrospective
reconstructions of the past that were patterne@bg helped reproduce) the larger
religious groups’ theological presuppositions andms about what constituted an
experience of conversion in the first place (seekBed 1978 for the classic critique; see
also B. Taylor 1976; Griffin 1990; Stromberg 1993hnversion narratives, these critics
argued, were not transparent accounts but idefartyng practicesthat should be
treated as objects of analysis in their own rigid acrutinized for the work they did in
constituting particular kinds of religious subjects

Drawing on broader insights from autobiographical aarrative identity theory
(Bruner 1986; Carr 1991; Gusdorf 1956; Riceour 19892), later research highlighted
the central role of temporality in the self-congiitlg power of conversion narratives.
Like other autobiographical narratives, conversiarratives are practices through which
social actors reflexively address the dynamicseifidp subject to time and, in particular,
being subject to the past. “Autobiography,” as GuE{L956) writes in his landmark
essay on the subject, “obliges me to situate what In the perspective of what | have
been” (38). Religious conversion narratives aramiqular genre of such
autobiographical work, situating and, in part, adnsng the religious self through a
meaningful ordering of the irreligious or differgnteligious past vis-a-vis the religious
present (Bailey 2008; Hindmarsh 2005; van NieuwlZ@6; D. McLennan 1996;

Stromberg 1993). Conversion narratives are thusobtiee primary practices religious
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institutions and actors employ to retrospectivelgrass the relations between personal
pasts and presents, culturally “working” this temgd@ap into a meaningful biographical
pattern.

In analyzing the following narratives, | take ugstmethod of inquiry to
understand the ways Orthodox selves are craftaddrthrough narrative practice.
Instead of mining these stories for data on thé$mgical or psychological predictors of
conversion, | examine how social actors’ themsetagek up a specific discourse of
conversion to make sense of the relationship betwesr past and present selves from
within the wider religious traditions’ frames offeeence (Snow and Machalek 1984).

The vast majority of scholarly work on Christiameersion narratives has
demonstrated how these practices encourage an@dwdtruct a temporal break with
one’s past, a moment of biographical rupture amdtsal rebirth in which the old
“sinful” self of the past is put to death and a rigwdly” self is born. Perhaps
unsurprisingly, these analyses are almost excllysaraong scholars of Evangelical,
Fundamentalist, and Charismatic Christian culttgkgious groups in which this kind of
temporal break — being “born again” — is centraitat it means to be “converted” and
thus one of faithful (Chen 2008; Harding 1987; Dclinnan 1996; Stromberg 1993;
Smilde 2007). While the specifics of personal &feents inevitably vary, central to the
narrative constitution of the born-again event ghared emphasis on a moment of
temporal rupture, a moment in which the subjeciistis retrospectively emplotted as the
property of a distinct self at variance with thigieus self of the now. In telling stories
of being born again, speakers come to narrate plasir selves as living lives “for

themselves” and not in accordance with the wilcaid. While these lives may seemingly
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be going well at first, troubles invariably occarthe form of personal crises, feelings of
emptiness, being lost, etc. It is the narrativestauttion of a moment of “chosen
subjection” (Schofer 2005) within the story thahstitutes the rupture of being born
again — in reaching out to a future with God, tek sf the moment before is
biographically and temporally divided into an “dldinful self of the past. In its place, a
“new,” spiritual self of the present emerges tisagualitatively different from and
morally superior to what had come before (Chen 26f28ding 1987; Stromberg 1993;
Smilde 2007). At this biographical and spirituadé&king point between past and present,
conversion is experienced as “a powerful clashltiagufrom the shift from one realm of
thought and action to another, a moment of spesifacK (Jules-Rosette 1975: 135).
Many contemporary scholars of global Christiahi&ve commented on how this
temporality of rupture seems to be an enduring efegraf Christian culture no matter
where it is found. Researchers of Christianityanious parts of Africa (Engelke 2004,
Meyer 1998), Latin America (Brenneman 2012; Smi667), and Southeast Asia and
Oceania (Keane 2007; Robbins 2004) have all exairhog Christianity exhorts its
adherents to “make a complete break with the gd&tyer 1998) and thus experience
their religious subjectivities as emerging from esences of punctuated biographical
rupture. These researchers have explicitly linkesl narrative focus on rupture to
cultural constructions of temporality within Pragest Christianity writ large, arguing
that its abiding focus on temporal discontinui{leg. salvation as transformative event,
eschatology, reformation and revival, etc.) alsapgs the narration and subsequent

experience of biographical rupture among its neleaehts. In a well-received and oft-
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cited article, anthropologist Joel Robbins (20043 Bven suggested that this focus on
temporal discontinuity is central to Christianity @ cultural formation writ large.

It is indeed hard to ignore that such temporalahsiauities and ruptures are
central to many Christian religious cultures anthsequently, many narratives of
conversion. But, in this chapter, | wish to temgeneralizations that the focus on
discontinuity is characteristic afl Christianities and all experiences of conversion.
Instead, the following findings demonstrate that] aontra to what most studies have
argued about the importance of conversion naraiveastituting a temporalpture or
break within social actors’ biographies, the mayoof my respondents’ conversions to
Orthodoxy were narrated as a revelation of thegials self's basicontinuityover time,
despite — and perhaps especially because of —seleat like major changes in religious
identification over the course of a life. Their raives constituted conversion to the
Orthodox Church as, in part, a discovery of a flaerthodoxy” that was heretofore
hidden within their pasts, suggesting that they, adome sense, really been Orthodox
all along. And while this latent Orthodox subjedivmay have been spiritually “stunted”
by the “incomplete” nature of one’s former religgoaffiliations, it was nevertheless a
subjectivity narrated as largely continuous wité self of the present.

Before turning to my analysis of these narrativaes the complex theologies and
pragmatics of time that inform them, though, omalfremark to make clear what | am
and what | am not attempting to do in this chagtam resolutelyhot attempting to make
adjudications about whether my informants’ selvas iligious affiliations are “really”
as continuous as they claim or if they are simplyecing over what are, in reality, quite

distinct modes of religious subjectivity, cultuesd identification. While I will have
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more to say about what | think are some of thetsharings of framing research
guestions about continuity and discontinuity insiaeither/or terms in the conclusion, for
now | will simply state that what | am attemptiraydo here is understand how, why, and
to what effects continuity is discursively perfomingithin the narratives of these

particular people.

An Orthodox Presence in the Non-Orthodox Past: Coraucting Self-Continuity in
Eastern Orthodox Conversion Narratives

The sun shone with an uncharacteristically intdres for early June in
Minnesota as | crossed the East Bank of campustd Bavid at his office for our
interview. | had met David almost three months pdioring a Lenten potluck at St.
Tikhon’s Orthodox Church, but his busy work schedag a university administrator had
prevented us from meeting until today. In truth, oayn schedule was rather hectic at the
time. | was trying to juggle multiple projects iddition to my ongoing dissertation
research, and | secretly wished that the intendeuld have happened a few weeks
before. But, as the temperature climbed well oW$r degrees (it turned out to be the
hottest day in Minneapolis in 23 years), all | abtllink about was sitting down in what |
hoped was a well-insulated and air-conditionedceffiAfter one of the longest and
coldest winters in recent memory, summer in Minteeseemed to be arriving with an
equal vengeance.

David’s office was, thankfully, very well air-contined, and so | gladly let all of
my other responsibilities slip from my attentiom tbe afternoon. Better yet, it turned out
that David, who had seemed shy when | first met, lhirmed out to be quite the good

conversationalist. Now in his early sixties, Dakidl just spent the last hour or so telling
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me in great detail about his path to Orthodoxytélé me about how he first became a
committed Christian as a young adult during onthefrenowned evangelist Billy
Graham’s “Crusade” revivals, but later in life catoejuestion these initial Evangelical
views. Concerned with what he termed the “theolagyaarrow” perspective of
Evangelicalism, he decided to join his wife’'s Lutlre faith, and ultimately went to
seminary and became a minister of a theologicalhservative Lutheran Church in St.
Paul, Minnesota. Ten years later still, and becgnmicreasingly disillusioned by what he
saw as “the loss of a liturgical perspective” ia bhurch and within Lutheranism in
general, David started to learn about Eastern @dkyfrom a close friend from
seminary who had left Lutheranism for the Ortho@wurch two years prior. From there,
he developed what he termed an “insatiable” intare®rthodox theology and practice
that eventually led him to leave the Lutheran migiand become an Orthodox lay
person a few years later.

As | listened to David’s story, | was certainlyengésted in the personal,
idiosyncratic details of his story, but the patteg®eking sociologist in me was most
captivated by the fact that he, like so many othéisd interviewed, emplotted these life
changes into a narrative whole that stressed & bastinuity of self-experience over and
against any massive temporal ruptures — ruptugsotie might think basic to an
experience of “conversion”. In talking about higial shift from Evangelicalism to
Lutheranism, for example, David told me:

As an Evangelical, | was involved in the Baptisu@in for awhile and my

wife followed me there. And that's what broughtugshere [to

Minnesota] actually, because | went to Bethel Gmle..and | wasn't

there very long before | realized thakally wasn’t a Baptist after alll

was kind of being a gadfly in the theology classes, know, and raising
counter arguments and questions. And as | didlthegjan to realize the
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way | was questioning things was more in line vatkind of a Lutheran
perspective or a more liturgical, higher churchspective.

And, later, as a Lutheran minister discovering Odibxy, a similar construction
of continuity:

The longer | learned about Orthodoxy and the méearned about

Orthodox liturgy and read theologians like Alexan8ehmemann, for

example...l began to realize that when | had beekiig of myself all

this time as being more Lutheran, | was really eweme Orthodox. So, |

had already had that kind of way of thinking andssieility without even

knowing about Orthodoxy, without even knowing ttred Church | had in

my mind was already out there, in reality. So isvike | kept having

these moments of, “Wow, this is who | am! Thisxaely what I've been

searching for and just didn’t know it yet!” That ynsound strange, but |

think you might hear something similar when yok talth other people.

David was right. | had heard and — throughoutrémeainder of my study —
continued to hear from the majority of my interltansg that their conversions to
Orthodoxy were not primarily marked by a punctuagednt of self-transformation but,
rather, moments of self-recognition in which thegovered in their pasts an Orthodox
subjectivity that had, at least in some sense, besne all along — just awaiting
discovery, waiting to be “let out,” so to speakitis narrative schema of conversion,
pasts were not divided from the present in an sganoment of crisis, forging the
emergence of a new, born-again self; rather, coreg®ing “discovery” of Orthodoxy
endowed past experiences with a new sense of @eliircity with the present — the
revelation of a sort of Orthodox unconscious tteat heen guiding the quest for an
heretofore unknown Orthodox Church all along. Asthar of my interviewees, Terri,
put it:

Converting to Orthodoxy, it’'s not really about charg yourself. Sure,

there are things that you need to let go efyour hang-ups, | guess you
would say....But when | converted to Orthodoxy, | wasurning myself
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into something | wasn’t before. | was becoming Wwheally am, who |
always truly was, in fact.

Interestingly enough, this narrative constructoém latent Orthodox self that
was, in reality, there all along, was even perfatramong several former Evangelical
and Charismatic Christians who had gone through Wieg had at least initially
experienced as a canonical “born-again” converddoyoung woman named Kelsey, for
example, told me:

Kelsey: | had what you might call the classic, Protesbarh-again
experience as a teenager, back in 2000. | was gloroggh a rough time
in high school and | started attending this prettgrismatic Evangelical
church....And they were saying, you know, “Just asu3 into your
heart” and “you can be saved and born again,” anhtihe time, that all
really appealed to me. So | did, | said the stashdarner’s prayer, asking
Jesus to come into my life, and so on. And | t@k great emotional
release. It was a really emotional experience. Anthe time, | thought,
you know, that that was the pinnacle of what it weabecome an
“authentic Christian” [uses fingers for air quotes]

Me: But you don’t think that now?
Kelsey: No, | don’t. | mean, | would never deny the importe of that
experience, but | began to see it much differeatigr converting to
Orthodoxy. | don't see it as tltefining moment of my Christian
experience now, but more like an important pad afuch bigger process
that eventually led me to what | was really seargtior,
Orthodoxy....But, you know, | didn’t realize that -ddn’t think | could
realize that, in fact, until | converted to OrthagtoSo it [the Evangelical
experience] was more of a stepping stone, | woaydn®w, not the end-
all-be-all moment like | viewed it as before.
| will say more about other aspects of the “mudyger process” that Kelsey is referring
to in the next section of the paper, but here Itvtamighlight how, like David,
converting to Orthodoxy is narrated not as a moroébiographical rupture, but as a

revelation of hidden, biographical and spirituahtiouity. Orthodoxy, Kelsey came to

realize, is what she was “really searching for"aing. Moreover, in narrating her self in
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this way, Kelsey’s initial story of born-again camgion became transformed,
downgraded to a subplot of the extended and morenzmus narrative of her becoming
Orthodox. In doing so, the contents and qualitighe initial experience itself also
changed, to the point, in fact, where they weréonger seen as the qualities and
contents of a definitive “conversion point” at diistead, they became so many stepping
stones along a circuitous but nonetheless contmpath to Orthodoxy. As with David,
earlier experiences of religious change — even wiaatonce seen as the pinnacle event
of the born-again experience — become re-narrat@ha moment in what was really the
person’s continuous search for the Orthodox faitbt, in other words, a temporal fault
line separating two distinct selves and formsfef lbut one of several waypoints toward
the discovery of a latent Orthodox self that — wipérhaps obscured at that moment —
would eventually come to reveal itself in time.

More often than not, converts’ stories of a cambins but largely unrecognized
Orthodox subjectivity within their pasts were atsmpled with what they retrospectively
viewed as attractions to latent Orthodox or Orthelike elements hidden within their
former faiths (or, in at least one case, their farfack of any religious faith at all). Those
who were previously members of liturgically-oriethtdnigh church” faiths like
Catholicism and Episcopalianism often focused, gestunsurprisingly, on how much
they had always been attracted to ritual. Johorradr Catholic, for example, stated:

| was born two years before Vatican Il, so | neneally knew anything

other than th@ovus orddthe vernacular Mass instituted after the Vatican

Il Council]. But | always loved it. I've never beamreal theological

person...it's always been in the liturgy and theailitthat’'s where it's at

for me....I've had lots of good Protestant friendlsg Evangelicals, and

I'd go to their churches sometimes for special é&ven maybe just

because they asked me. And it's not that | hat@tglteere or anything,
certainly not...but | always felt like, “There’s sothang big missing here.
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There’s no way | could ever leave Catholicism fosf You know, | had
to have the liturgy and the other ritual aspectsiynlife. It couldn’t just be
praise music and powerpoint slides....But when tetavisiting [a local
Orthodox] church, I began thinking those exact s#nrgys about
Catholicism. Compared to Orthodoxy, the Catholieci€h was like
Protestantism! The liturgy, the fasting, the fedests,everythingwas just
so central [to Orthodox Christianity] that Cathdio just felt like a
stripped down version of Orthodoxy....So, in the ahdjasn’t that | felt
like Catholicism was wrong or fundamentally misgddSure, there are
things | would quibble with now, but the big things it was just not the
fullness of the faith. And it turned out that | ded that fullness.

Greg, a former Episcopalian, told me somethingegsiinilar. While earlier in our
interview, he told me, “part of me, deep-down, way Orthodox all along,” he did not
see this as necessarily being at odds with hidweweent in his former faith. In fact, he
narrated his upbringing in the Episcopal Church gsadual and necessary step toward
realizing his true Orthodox self:

You know, earlier | said that there was part oftiveg was Orthodox all
along. But | don't necessarily see that as beingpds with my past in the
Episcopal Church. What Orthodoxy did is fulfilled/rAnglican
upbringing, because | couldn’t have truly becomth@aox if | didn’t go
through this other door first, and that door beimg Church of England.
And it's sort of — | suppose in a way it reminds afgraduation. Just like
you might feel that you've always had the inclinator potential to go to
college, but you still couldn’t have gone to coegithout graduating
high school. And so, in the same way, | wouldn¥daecome Orthodox
if I hadn’t been Episcopalian first, | don’t thinkecause the Episcopal
Church rooted me in liturgy...but just not as deeg mot as complete as
the Orthodox Church....Orthodoxy, you know, it metans faith, true
worship. But maybe a better way of putting it, ite complete faith.
Anglicanism is not wrong. It's incomplete.

While generally not as focused on liturgy andaifwonverts who came from less
liturgically-oriented and more “low church” Chriati backgrounds also stressed latent —
if “incomplete” — Orthodox-like elements in theirgvious faiths, elements to which they

now realized they were always already attractedyMaformer Pentecostal, for
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example, stressed a basic continuity between tetrgoa present experiences of the “real
presence of God”:

Mary: When [ finally realized that, yes, I'm an OrthodGkristian and

I’'m going to convert to Orthodoxy, a friend of mifrem my former
[Pentecostal] church, she was really upset with®he. confronted me one
day and she says, “Mary, how can you do this!? ldawyou abandon
your faith?” She said that: “abandon my faith.” Alndoked her straight

in the eye and | told her that | wasn’t abandorangthing. That | was

only drawing closer to the real presence of God.

Me: And what did she say to that?

Mary: Not much! [laughs]. But | truly believe that. Nosyre, there are

big differences between Pentecostalism and Orthgdid I've had to

change my thinking on a lot of things. But what\ways stayed the same

with me is that longing for being in the real pmese of God. That's what

drew me to Pentecostalism....like the Orthodox, Rerstials believe in

the true presence, you know, that Christ and thg Bpirit—that they are

really and truly there among us when we worship..d. Afeel like

Pentecostalism got me close to God, but, with @itky, I've just gotten

so much closer, right there, really....When | gohie ¢thalice [to receive

the Eucharist], I'm as close as any person camigeside of Heaven.

Along with narrating what they viewed as basictoanties within themselves as
well as basic affinities between certain elemefth@r past and present faiths, stories
like those of Mary, Greg, and John also revealatl@rthodox narratives of self-
continuity are not necessarily narratives of stadsis just that within these narratives,
changes are subsumed into what one might caligiaes human development
perspective, one in which the Orthodox self that teesome extent always already been
there becomes more and more “nourished” as it dcdog®er to the “fullness” of the

Orthodox faith. As such, and again in stark contt@sonversion narratives which

emphasize temporal rupture, the non-Orthodox seladsaffiliations of the past are not
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discursively divided from the present, but areeastenfolded into a narrative schema of
the latent Orthodox self’'s ongoing realization gnowth.

While, as noted in chapter 2, the majority of @r¢hodox converts | interviewed,
like the vast majority of Orthodox converts in theited States as a whole, came to
Orthodoxy from other Christian faiths, | found tistdries of the latent Orthodox self's
realization and development were also centrallyemowmto the conversion narratives of
those who had come to Orthodoxy from non-Chrisiackgrounds. Danielle, for
instance, while raised in a nominally Lutheran hasea child, had spent the majority of
her adult years involved in various forms of NeweAgpirituality. Nevertheless, she too
told me that while there were certainly “major diénces” between her past New Age
practices and affiliations and her current Orthgdakere was, all the same, a more
important, overriding continuity. As she explained:

...1told you about all this New Age stuff | was irtefore discovering the

Orthodox Church and, sure, there were parts oftttzitwere misguided

and there are major differences between the two t hBre’s the thing:

the thing that attracted me to the spiritual thihgss involved in before

is the exact same thing that ultimately got me @tthodoxy. And that’s

the mystical aspect, which is very central to Oditwy.... The Orthodox

Church is of course Christian, but it's also Eastand so it isn’t bogged

down in all these sorts of rationalist tendendieg {ou see in the Western

[Catholic and Protestant] Church—you know, not contable with

mystery and paradox and trying to rationalize etreng....And, so, when

| converted, | didn’t have to do this complete 188gree-turn], even

though you might think that. Converting to Orthoglaxas really about

bringing that mystical part of me into the lighttbe Church, to where it

really belonged.

And, in perhaps the most intriguing account of-selfitinuity | heard, Blake, who had

self-identified as a “doubtful agnostic” withoutyareligious affiliation before converting

to Orthodoxy, relayed:
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Blake: | used to do this thing, since | was a kid, wHes@uld cross
myself before doing something. But I'd do it iroalky, you know, to get a
laugh out of my friends or other people....And, therfy thing is, |
always did it right-to-left, like the Orthodox, nlefft-to-right [as in
Catholicism and some Protestant denominationsivays figured that
didn’'t mean anything because, at the time, | didegtly know that there
was a difference between how the Eastern and WeStaurches made
the sign. But, anyway, this is kind of crazy, butem | was doing my first
confession right before my chrismation—you knowy y@ve to kind of
do this inventory where you try as best as youtoaemember and
confess all of your sins. Kind of onerous, espécialr a guy like me who
happened to have sinned a lot—but, and | didnfikiii was the biggest
deal in the world, but | decided to confess to hgwdone that, because |
felt like it was kind of making a mockery of thesiof the cross, not
being reverent, you know. And Father Jim, he asked“Well, how did
you make the sign?” And | was like, “Huh?” And Faeds “How did you
make it?” And | showed him, you know, right to lgfist like | do now.
And he says, “Well, see, you were Orthodox all gloWelcome home.”

Me: So what did you make of that?
Blake: | don’t know. At the time | didn’t really take $eriously. | thought

he was joking. And maybe he was. But the longeritirthe Church,
though, the more | think he might’'ve been right.

Contexts of Continuity: On the Theologies and Pragratics of “Doing Time” in
Orthodox Christianity

The narratives in the preceding section are buverse sampling of multiple

stories | heard from Orthodox converts which entplbthe self within a narrative that
stressed the religious self’s basic continuity tigio what could just as easily (and, in
many cases, perhaps more easily) be considereglyoifound changes in religious
practice and identification. Instead of narratihgit conversions as events in which the
past non-Orthodox self was revealed as fundamgrdetinct from or at odds with a new
Orthodox self, my interlocutors told a story in wiicoming to Orthodoxy revealed past
selves and religious affiliations as containingizht “Orthodox-ness” all along. Thus,

and in stark contrast to the temporality of ruptoiten viewed as thgine qua norof the
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conversion experience (and its attendant narrgivee), conversion to Orthodoxy was
constructed as the discovery and progressive et of a continuous Orthodox
subjectivity threading from the past and into thesgnt — in essenca conversion to
continuity.

Here | should point out that not all of my intemviees told their stories of
becoming Orthodox in this way. Some still emplotteeir religious pasts and presents
along the lines of the narrative of rupture so ahtaristic of Evangelicalism. A man
named Corey--who, perhaps non-coincidentally, atlfecently come to Orthodoxy
from an Evangelical Christian background--stresbecheed to make a complete break
from the self of his past (if, however, still usiaggomewhat developmental or processual
way of speaking about it):

In converting to Orthodoxy, it was like | was lesagnto be a Christian for

the very first time. Sure, | was coming from Evaiggism, what most

people would consider a “Christian” [uses air-qgpfaith. But, really,

there’s so much error in it, so much that is corngiyeat odds with the

early Church and the Church'’s teachings. So, faraoming to

Orthodoxy has meant learning to completely leaat blehind, you know,
throw away the old me and what | used to think lagiceve.

Such narratives of rupture certainly existed amOntpodox converts, although
they were relatively rare. This suggests that threns around what constitutes a “proper”
Orthodox conversion narrative are more flexiblentmasome forms of Protestant
Christianity. It also suggests that the form doefsquite constitute a unified genre that

we could ternthe Orthodox conversion narrative. Nevertheless, tices¢inuity

narratives were prevalent enough among both tre tmmmunities | studied and within
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the wider, public arenas of Orthodox discolithat it begs the question why, exactly,

SO many experiences of conversion were narrategjdlese lines. In addressing this
question, | first turn to how Orthodox theologicahnceptions of personhood and time —
and, in particular, the temporality of salvatiofegitimated and informed these narrative
constructions. | then focus on how this constrdighe continuous Orthodox self was
used to address some of the pragmatic and exmstentditions of actors’ everyday
lives, thereby reinforcing its experiential validand persuasiveness through the

dynamics of mutual appropriation | mentioned in Qtea 1.

The Temporality of the Soul: Orthodox TheologieSa/ation and Personhood

As was touched on in the opening of this chapésearch on the temporality of
Christian conversion has focused largely on therfiglete break with the past” narratives
characteristic of Evangelical Christianities, brigatbnceived, and argues that the

temporal rupture stressed in these narrativeshegesl by Christian theological notions

*While this analysis stays close to the local ddadw best, my research also confirms that these
continuity narratives are not isolated to the gapgic area of the Twin Cities. Several conversicroants
of contemporary and relatively well-known (at leesOrthodox circles) Orthodox Christians are réadi
available in books and on the Internet, and theoritgjof these accounts also relay an autobiogiagbhi
narrative that stresses self-continuity over disiooity. One of the most popular accounts in the
communities | studied was that of Kallistos (TimgthVare, an Orthodox bishop in England and a noted
author and theologian who converted in the lat€)$95everal decades earlier than most contemporary
conversions to Orthodoxy in the West. In a seatibhis conversion narrative that bears a striking
resemblance to those | heard among converts invmystudy, he writes:

The more | learnt about Orthodoxy, the more | eeli this is what | have always
believed in my inmost self, but never before digbar it so well expressed. | did not find
Orthodoxy archaic, foreign or exotic. To me it wemhing other than simple
Christianity.

Accounts such as these were widely-read amongebpl@ in the communities | studied, and in somegas
were explicitly referenced as being “like” their mwxperiences of converting to Orthodoxy. | thugehao
doubt that these publicly available narratives ha¥ermative influence on the ways the people here
formulated their own stories. However, even thasdaip narratives were not fashioned out of whotgtcl
and still beg the question wfythe stress on self-continuity. As such, | relynoy ethnographic data to
draw out some of the theological and pragmaticexistthat | argue inspire and make convincing these
narrative forms.
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of time. The “born again” biographical event naechby so many Christians around the
globe (Harding 1987; Stromberg 1993; Meyer 199&lhas 2004), for example, is
fundamentally informed by an Evangelical theolo§gavation, which is itself informed
by a particular theology of the person.

To begin with this Evangelical model as a pointofmparison, the temporal
experience of a complete break with the past isltiggcally informed by the
soteriological doctrine of “total depravity®A doctrine first elaborated by Calvin but
then also adopted in modified form by Wesley (Marsd991; Noll 2003j total
depravity implies a theological anthropology in elhievery part of the human being is,
by nature, afflicted by sin. While humanity wasgimally created in the perfect image
and likeness of God (Genesis 1:27), this intimalationship with God has been severed
by sin, an inheritance of Adam and Eve’s “origisal’ against God in eating from the
Tree of Knowledge. This inherently sinful self camly be redeemed or “saved” through
acceptance of Christ as one’s Savior, whose dsatthat atones for the sinful nature of
humankind. Through accepting Christ — which, in#galical circles, is often
accomplished through the practice of the “sinnprayer” in which one asks Jesus “into
one’s heart” (Chen 2008; Ellingson 2007; Erzen 2006ne effectively enters into the
new life of salvation and thus breaks with a pa#itiz'edeemably and extensively

corrupted by sin. These moments of rupture betvpeesent “saved selves” and past

9 To be clear, | am not arguing that Evangelicatsessarily draw on this doctrine explicitly. Itsanfing
effects are just as often implicit.

" Today, Evangelicals are still somewhat split avere Calvinist/Reformed vs. more Arminian/Wesleyan
perspectives concerning the nature and consequehta&sl depravity for salvation. While those fr@am
Calvinist orientation hold to the doctrine of “litad atonement,” meaning that God’s saving grace is
limited to a select number of individuals, thoskofiwing Wesley’s more Arminian theology hold to a
doctrine of “prevenient grace” in which God'’s gragerks in all people to allow them to be capable of
responding to or, on the other hand, rejecting &aodll. Both groups, however, hold that human being
cannot affect their own salvation through any meaitisout the previous grace of God. This is dugh®
totally depraved condition of human nature.
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“sinful selves” are narrated by Evangelicals thdweseas psychologically transformative
and central to who they are as persons (Chen 20808ling 1987; Manglos 2010;
Stromberg 1993).

In contrast, Eastern Orthodoxy has historicalllglzedifferent conception of
human nature, the effects of sin, and how it i$ tlienan beings are to acquire salvation.
In Orthodoxy'’s theological anthropology, there msimportant distinction between what
it means to be made “in the image” versus “after‘ttkkeness” of God. The image of
God in humanity, it is argued, is generally asgedavith the human faculties of reason,
intellect, and free will. This is and remains anate aspect of human nature, and was not
lost due to the Fall. To be fashioned after theriss, by contrast, denotes the ability to
acquire the spiritual and moral qualities assodiatgh God. It was this ability to acquire
the likeness, most Orthodox theologians hold, weat lost due to the “ancestral sidf
Adam and Eve. The consequence of this sin for hitgnahen, is not the inheritance of
an extensively sinful human nature, but ratheldale of the path by which one can attain
God's likeness. Without this path, the image —géis innate potentiality to become
like God — cannot be actualized, and human bemga&tably fall into sin as a result. The
path to likeness, it is argued, is what was redtbsethe death and resurrection of Christ
and what has been safeguarded by the Church thitsudbctrines, sacraments, and
spiritual practiced?

For the Orthodox, salvation is undertaking the psscof fashioning one’s innate

image after the likeness of God through the liféhef Church, a process termed “theosis”

12 Orthodox theologians generally use the term “amaksin” rather than “original sin.”
13 This is obviously a brief gloss on a theology thas been expounded upon in great detail by Orthodo
scholars. For a more in-depth treatment, see Lok8K¢.
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—i.e. to become like God.The temporality of this process is fundamentady one of
rupture but of processual growth. Since the pd&trse matter how wayward, still by its
very human nature contains the image of God, Salvaioes not require one to throw off
all the elements of one’s past for a completelfed#nt self of the present. Rather, as my
respondents’ narratives make clear, such a thedeggns much more conducive to a
story in which one’s “true self” —i.e. the latemtage of God — is discovered as being
there all along and, as such, fundamentally cootiswith the Orthodox self of the
present. Indeed, many of my respondents expliditiyv on these Orthodox theological
understandings when | asked them more about theiatives of self-continuity. For
example, when | asked Terri to tell me more abeutdxperience of conversion to
Orthodoxy as “becoming who | really am, who | alwasuly was, in fact,” she
elaborated:

So, in Orthodoxy, we believe that all human beiagsmade in the image

of God, and that is like your true self, the veoyecof who you are as a

human being...In Western Christianity, the beliethiat human nature is

totally corrupted by sin, but in the Eastern vi¢hwe image of God is

always there, no matter what. So, that’s what Imredaout becoming who

you really are. That, with Orthodoxy, you finallgaognize that has been

there your entire life. It's like you've found yowray back to yourself,

your real self, you know? You can now look backyounr life before and

see that it was there, but you just spent so muaah ignoring it or

suppressing it or covering it up or whatever. Bowvnthrough the Church,

you see it and now you have the tools to try to enthlat image shine. And

that’s theosis, constantly working on that godIyt jwd your self until your
image reflects the love and likeness of God.

14 As explained by Saint Athanasius: “God became swathat man might become God.” Many Orthodox
Christians | met were fond of using this simplegd# to explain theosis, but were also quick to tiae
Athanasius and other Orthodox make a further digtin between the essence and energies of God.
Human beings cannot literally become a God by ngitiith God’s essence, but they can become “like
God” by uniting themselves with God’s energies.
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It is thus the Orthodox doctrine of the image, tmassailable spiritual essence of
the self, which provides the temporal anchor pamund which Orthodox narratives of
self-continuity are told. While old ways of bein@ynhave to be left behind, the true
essence of the self is always there, waiting tarm®vered through one’s discovery of
the true Church. And it is the Orthodox doctringlefosis, the ongoing cultivation of this
heretofore latent subjectivity, which provides tiarative resources for the themes of
growth, maturity, and development also so centrahése stories. As another convert,
Brian, put it:

While | think part of me has always been Orthodbr, Church is

constantly nurturing and strengthening that padtemcouraging me to

ignore other, insignificant parts of who | am--dnavl think | am, rather,

because who we think we are isn’t always the tratid that's the

ongoing work of theosis. So I'm always becomingh@dox, too.

Practicing the Continuous Self: Addressing Every@lagnporal Dilemmas

While Orthodox theologies of personhood and salmgtrovided the
institutionally legitimate “public narratives” (Amanman 2003) converts implicitly or
explicitly drew upon to construct their autobiognagal accounts of self-continuity, the
experiential persuasiveness of a particular coaktiithe self was not solely the result of
applying theological categories. As stressed inpBdral, practices of religious self-
formation work through a dialectical relationshgtween such abstract discourses and
situated, everyday experience. In other words,evpifictices of the self draw from the
normative content of pre-existing cultural modétgy also reconfigure these models to
meet the practical and existential concerns ofyelagy life. It is through the continual

“trying out” and “trying on” of these models withaveryday life that religious modes of
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being in the world achieve their reality effectslaaligious subjectivities take form (see
especially Smilde 2007; see also Neitz 1987).

With regard to the practice of narrating convarsiwe can again draw on
previous research as an informative point of dejpertSeveral contemporary studies of
Evangelical conversion note how the narrative aocibn of a born-again self often
becomes compelling to people through its ongoirgiegtion to social relationships,
allowing people to effectively distance their “netadrn-again selves from some of the
social entanglements of the past (Chen 2008; M£988; Smilde 2007). Meyer (1998),
for example, details how the “complete break wité past” advocated by Evangelical
theology also serves as a practical temporalizZirajegyy for many Ghanian Pentecostals,
allowing them to distance themselves from what tt@ysider the “backward” traditions
of many of their community and family members amafereasily approach an ideal of
being a “modern individual.” In a study of Evangali conversions among impoverished
men in Venezuela, Smilde (2007) similarly demornsdow actively construing one’s
self as a born-again Christian is the only way ferigang members can safely
disentangle themselves from their former affilias@and networks. In this way, the
narrative of the born-again self becomes more aoi ipersuasive through reconfiguring
one’s past social ties as belonging to a diffekamd of person altogether.

Narrative construals of a continuous self work isimilar way, but, instead of
creating distance between one’s past non-Orthoddxpeesent Orthodox relationships,
they are utilized to maintain relational proximi§everal converts | interviewed told me,
for example, that converting to Orthodoxy had eorwily hurt close friends and family

members, as their conversions were often viewethabandonment of — or even a
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personal insult against — those who had been agfiorenpart of their past religious lives.
In addressing these emotional wounds, Orthodoxedsconsistently drew upon their
constructions of a continuous self to persuade thends and family members that they
were still, deep down, the same person. Chrisgxample, talked to me about how he
addressed a strained relationship with his wifanifer, who remained in an Evangelical
Church:

When | decided to convert to Orthodoxy, it realit pome stress on my
marriage. My wife, she was really confused by tieh thing and kind
of hurt. She felt like | wasn’t just rejecting Exgedicalism, but that | was
also in some way rejecting her too....And | had tegkeelling her, “I'm
the same guy I've always been, the same guy wheaya loved you and
who'’s always loved God. And neither of those thirggshanging because
of this. In fact, it's that love of God that’s ledge to Orthodoxy. I'm
fulfilling something within myself, not rejectingigthing, especially not
you”....And it took awhile for her to come aroumdthat...but she’s
finally realized that | was telling the truth anal@ur marriage is really
back to normal again, and maybe even better bevegise had to really
try to understand each other through all of this.

Some utilized their narrative construals of themsglas continuous over time not
only to convince significant others that they wsti# essentially the same person, but
even to suggest that it was the remarkable joletb#sers had done in forming their
initial faith that had ultimately led them to semlt Orthodoxy. Melissa, for example,
grew up in a very committed and active Lutheransetwld, and her parents had initially
taken her decision to convert to the Orthodox Chuather hard:

My parents, they were kind of upset....They felt likeas rejecting

something that they had passed down to me and bddd really hard to

instill. But I've told them, “No, no, no. It's whatou've taught me that’s

led me to the [Orthodox] Church.” They were reainfused by that at

first [laughs]. But | told them that they were thv@es who taught me to

love God. And even though I'm really theologicathynded and got

interested in Orthodoxy at first because of my bgcal questions, that’s
all driven by that love that they taught me....Sepuldn’t say they are
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happy about it now, but at least | think they raalihat I'm not rejecting

them, that I'm still basically the same person thaged. I've just come to

realize that this same person needs to belongt®tthodox Church.

Even the local churches themselves worked to maiatad reinforce such ties. During
Melissa’s chrismation, just a few weeks beforeiaterview, Father Andrew, the priest

at St. Tikhon’s, took a moment of his remarks t@nthMelissa’s parents for raising her
with a strong love of God, telling those in attemciathat “it is that same love of God that
they instilled in her that she brings into our Gtiutoday. We thank them.”

In addition to employing their narratives of setintinuity to maintain past
relationships in the present, Orthodox converts edied on their understandings of
themselves as basically continuous over time toessddoubts about their ability to stick
with the temporal rigors of the Orthodox religidiis. “Orthodoxy,” as Melinda, a cradle
member of St. Nick’s Antiochian who had a reputatior “telling it straight”, put it:

isn’t a one-and-done kind of religion. The firsinilp people notice is the

beauty. But the second thing they notice is thetigpn. We do things

over and over and over. And then we do them overoaer and over

again. And that’'s not just about liturgy, that'sathhe Orthodox life is:

it's you try, you fall down, you get back up, anaydo it again and again.

And sometimes I'm not sure if the converts arelye@lady for all that.

Indeed, while feelings toward new members were igdliyeoositive in the
communities | studied, there were also the occasiexpressions of skepticism about
converts’ intestinal fortitude. Conversion is a desedged sword. On one side, to
convert to a faith marks a strong degree of comenitimfor one has personally chosen
the religious principles at hand, not “passivelgtepted them as part of one’s familial,

ethnic, or national inheritance. On the other diamyever, to convetb a faith also

always implies convertinffom something else. As such, the act of leaving oftginer
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faith or faiths can also be interpreted as on&diiity to stick with something or keep
commitments — to be “flaky,” in other words. | eviaaind that this particular kind of
temporal dis-ease had a name and diagnosis withio@ox communities: “convertitis.”
Indeed, one of the most common admonitions | hdaetted at Orthodox inquirers from
priests and laity alike was to make sure that these the type of convert who was
interested in comintp Orthodoxy, not simply running awdsom some aspect of their
former faith that they disliked. These types ofwents, it was said, would quickly leave
Orthodoxy as soon as they saw something withirr thewv churches that they did not
like, but usually only after a protracted battlenhich they made everyone else in the
parish miserable.

Individuals who had converted from and to multifaighs before coming to the
Orthodox Church were especially vulnerable to deatiout their abilities to remain
committed to their new religion. Yet several ofrthased their narrative construals of a
continuous self to combat charges of convertits @so to change their own feelings
concerning the truth of this diagnosis. Jake, f@neple, told me:

I've definitely been suspected of convertitis, andhe past, I've often

wondered about that myself. | mean, if you lookngtpast, | was raised

Catholic, then was into the New Age stuff in the,Ahen became an

Evangelical, then the Episcopal Church, and no@rbodox. And, so,

yeah, | get why people might be suspicious. Andhiteebecoming

Orthodox, | would have agreed with them. | justuitlot that there was

something wrong with me. You know, “all these otpeople are sitting in

the pews looking happy, why can’t | be?” But whdound the

[Orthodox] Church, it all kind of came into plac@nh, this is why I've

been so restless! I've been looking for this Chualtlalong and just didn’t

know it was there waiting for me”...So, you know, wiHeell people

about my past and | see that look of suspiciorheir faces, | just let them

know that all of that was just my ongoing searahtfie Orthodox Church.

| wasn’t flaking out or burning bridges or anythjigvas just trying to
find my way home.

62



Thus, in using the story of a latent Orthodox scibygy simply trying to find its
way back home, Jake and other converts were alptade a kind of narrative defense
strategy against both their own and others’ inttgirons of their lives as a series of
temporal breaks, enfolding what might very muchklbke “complete breaks with the
past” into something that looks like a much morkarent and continuous process of
spiritual development.

Finally, I would also point out that the narrativeself-continuity so prevalent
among these converts also allowed them to claineraaiice to two distinct, and usually
understood as mutually opposed, forms of authéwtit) following the call of one’s
“true, innermost” self and 2) conforming one’s s&dfclose as possible after the model of
an original (cf., Petersen 1997). Readers may hheady noticed that these converts’
narratives of a latent, continuous Orthodox subjggtbear a striking resemblance to
what Charles Taylor (1992) has named the modemc®bf authenticity” — the idea that
to live authentically is to discover who one reathyly is and to live life by the dictates
of this innermost self. And, indeed, not only canp®rary converts but also
contemporary Orthodox theologians such as Kalligt@se and Alexander Schmemann
have referred to the image of God as synonymousawie’s “true” and “authentic” self
(see, for example, Ware 1995: 55-56), leading wkmowledge that religious and
secular conceptions of the self may not alwaysmhaliverge (cf. Mahmood 2005) but
may also dovetail and even adopt and adapt fromaonther. In narrating and thus
experiencing their conversions to Eastern Orthodasxin part the discovery of their
truest selves, Orthodox converts were not onlyieiyl drawing support from Orthodox

theological conceptions of personhood and salvalibey were also garnering support
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from more implicit, but no less powerful, refereat¢e one of our most influential
contemporary conceptions of what it is to be amexntic self. At the same time, in
claiming to fashion these innermost selves aftemtiodel of “the original” Christian
Church, they were also laying claim to the othecdurse of authenticity, one which
argues that to be authentic is to discover an@mndorm to that which is pure and original
in form. In cultivating the “true” self through ctormity to the “true” Church, converts’
narratives construe the self as doubly autheAssca convert named Corey put it:

When | look back, throughout my life, | was alwagsarching for

something real, you know, something with a solignidation, with roots.

And then | found Orthodoxy, the original Christi@hurch, and it was

like, “Yeah, this is for me. This is the real deHtis is what I've been

searching for all along.
Conclusion

In this chapter, | have sought to show how Orthxoclanversion narratives are
used as a means to address the relationship betve@emembers’ non-Orthodox pasts
and Orthodox presents. While much research on e¢siovenarratives has analyzed how
such practices construct temporal ruptures in iddais’ biographies, thereby
constituting distinct past and present selves,ahaysis demonstrates that conversion
discourse can also be a practice through whiclonstdute a “true self” that is
continuous across past and present temporalitieseder, this analysis has shown that
this practice of the continuous self is informeddogh theological classifications of time
and ongoing, existential temporal concerns. OrtRammversion narratives mediate
between these two poles of concern, bringing OxiRamltural classifications to bear on

the lived experience of time and vice-versa, wagkmform a new religious biography

and, subsequently, a new form of religious sekéiptetation.
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There have of course been many critiques of thesfon “conversion” in the
social scientific literature, arguing that “in mastuations of ‘religious’ transformation,
professions of new belief belie the fact that olehedes of thought and action were never
fully laid aside” (Comaroff and Comaroff 1991: 24&e also Appiah 1992; Hefner
1993). In much the same way, | could draw on myegnaphic data to argue that in
situations where actors stress religious self-owitly, they are in many ways ignoring or
covering over elements of their religious livestthe “really” quite discontinuous. Such
critiques certainly have their uses, particulanyighlighting those elements of history
and biography powerful institutions (religious astlerwise) would rather keep
concealed.

Yet there is also benefit to analyzing discourdesoaversion outside of this
hermeneutics of suspicion, largely because relgyaiors themselves rarely experience
continuity and discontinuity in such either/or frasn Rather, under the enabling and
constraining influences of their religious tradit# they craft narratives that attempt to
address one pole through the other. Indeed, distotytand continuity are necessarily
interrelated. As Meyer (1998) points out, the cmmdil assertion of breaking with the past
in Evangelicalism paradoxically requires the pastdntinually be called upon, to be
reinstated as a part of one’s biography. Withquhgre is simply nothing to “break
with.” In similar fashion, Orthodox converts’ stesi of self-continuity require a backdrop
of discontinuity against which the self can be feahas “Orthodox all along.” Without
such a backdrop of discontinuous temporality, thesmply nothing against which the

self's continuity can be asserted. Continuity arsga@htinuity, then, are less an either/or
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dichotomy than a gestalt-like structure of figunel@round, wherein bringing one pole to
the fore is often used as a tacit means to adtlegzroblems of the other.

Much of the best research on religious conversmsdemonstrated how the
discourse of conversion is convincing becausdata those who become subject to it to
address troublesome non- or differently-religioastp through a narrative practice of
self-rupture. In this chapter, | have hoped to sltiwat in some situations, it may also be
used to recuperate such pasts through a narratietiqe of self-continuity. Given this
fact, the question becomes not “are these padty, neatruth, more discontinuous or
continuous with the present?” Rather it becomesy“ate some individuals and
institutions liable to address their pasts throagdbgic of discontinuity and self-
transformation and others more liable to addresstthrough a logic of continuity and
self-discovery? And to what effects for the subjetés of those involved?”

While | have highlighted some of theological andgpical reasons for why this
may be the case in different cultures of Christigrthis is a question of self-formation
that can be productively explored across religiag non-religious contexts. For
example, these Orthodox narratives in many ways $ieking resemblances to “coming-
out” narratives among gay, lesbian, and transgeinderiduals (Hammack & Cohler
2009; Mason-Schrock 1996). While the process dadiliting gay, lesbian, or transgender
identities necessarily involves processes of bellichange and self-continuity, like the
narratives here, coming-out stories almost alwaysate a moment (or moments) of
discovering who one has truly been all along. Tlaeeealso very intriguing similarities
to narratives in organizations like Alcoholics Ayomous (Cain 1991; Pollner & Stein

1996), where the long, slow process of recoveryireg one to recognize that one has
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always been and always will be an alcoholic. In mglsuch comparisons across
religious and secular contexts and practices jahe case of AA, a quasi-religious
context) we can begin to examine if there is amawere general cultural logic or set of
logics at work in determining why some instituti@hort their members to emphasize
biographical continuity, while others emphasizetoog. While the findings from this
chapter can only be suggestive at this point, ¢tHeving factors seem pertinent to
explore in future comparative work:

1) The larger institution’s normative models of th& sed its development (e.g.,

“image vs. likeness;” “theosis”).

2) Practitioners’ concerns about their own authentiartd legitimacy within the

community of practice (e.g., “doubly-authentic sy “convertitis”).

3) Practitioners’ and institutions’ concerns about thiee past social attachments

and relationships are congruent or incongruent thighnew identity.

In taking up such comparative work, scholars afvassion can begin to address how

several of our contemporary social institutionghgrous and otherwise — enable and

constrain the temporality of modern subjectivitesl self-interpretations.
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Chapter 4
Of Bodies and Souls: Fasting and the Moral Topograpy of the Orthodox Self

“Momma, look at all this food!,” a little girl in gourple dress, probably no older
than six, yells out, whirling a string of sausagés$ above her head. Amused and slightly
embarrassed, the girl’s father walks over to tadke $ausages from her hand and place
them back in the one of many baskets of food an# dovering the tables and floors of
the community building.

“And all the vodka!” an older man cries out, trigghantly raising a bottle of
Stolichnaya above his head, to the laughter andaajge of those in attendance.

Spirits are literally and figuratively high at Skikhon’s Orthodox Church this
early morning, much as | expect they are throughlbetOrthodox communities here in
the Twin Cities. It is Easter Morning — Paschatlas Eastern Churches call it. In
celebration of the Resurrection and the end ofGheat Lenten Fast, church members
have brought Paschal baskets filled with many effttods and drink from which they
have abstained for the last forty days. Their bskgerflow with sausages, loaves of
bread, rich dairy spreads and olive oils, chocotatieottles of beer, wine, vodka, and fine
cheeses as well as the occasional box of more pradegout no less popular) Cheez-Its.
The Orthodox at St. Tikhon’s exchange Paschal grgebf “Christ is Risen” and
“Indeed, He is Risen” as they begin to unload tHeaskets to share with others, slicing
meats and cheeses and pouring wine and vodka iastipcups. Having abstained from
meat, dairy, oil, and alcohol for the past severaeks, the parishioners at St. Tikhon’s
are excited for their Paschal Feast, which, accogaio the Orthodox Tradition, begins
at around 2am Sunday morning, just after the Palsiifuagy that started at 11pm
Saturday night. And, as many a parishioner has noég the celebration won’t end until
sometime around sunrise. “We Orthodox,” as onehefdeacons at St. Tikhon’s told me
a few weeks earlier, “like a good party to go alomih our piety.”

| don’t plan to stay until sunrise myself, as theee hour Paschal service
preceding this celebration has me wanting my beah evore than a piece of cheese and
a shot of vodka. But, before | make my “early” ekgtop by a table to chat with
Jennifer, Alexei, Jason, Mary, Christina, and Paix, parishioners who I've gotten to
know fairly well during my time here at the churéls.| approach, Paul sticks out his
hand and greets me with a hearty “Christ is Rise8Haking his hand, | reply with a bit
less enthusiastic “Indeed He is Risen”. Mary ingitae to sit down and eat with them,
but | tell her that I'm exhausted and will be leayithe festivities early tonight. Most in
this group know that I've been fasting (if not ajauccessfully) this Lenten season as
part of my research, and Alexei nods and says, ,Wesfast can really take it out of
you.” The others nod in sympathetic agreement, ladwh’t quite have the heart to say
that it might be many hours of attending Holy Westlkvices as much as the fast that is
leaving me sluggish. By the standards of Orthodaxgical piety, particularly during
Holy Week, I'm still a lightweight.
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“You must be pretty excited to finally be ables&d all of this stuff again,” | say,
pointing to the two big baskets of food sittingtioa table. They smile and nod, voicing
agreement as they start to parse out the foodtlgart Christina interjects.

“I'm looking forward to eating a cheeseburger vesyon, don’t get me wrong,”
she says, a smile on her face. “But I'm also alwiaysl of sad when it comes to an end.
You learn so much about yourself when you fast.”

“It's so true,” adds Paul. “It's very powerful. ljust kind of draws your attention
to things about yourself that you hadn’t noticedobe. Important things. I'm actually
looking forward to the next one.”

Soon, a discussion ensues about how much thegllwiliss the fasting season,
and Alexei uses the opportunity to fill some cujpls wine. “To the Fast!” he says,
lofting the plastic cup of cabernet into the aiMay its lessons stay with us throughout
the year.”

“To the Fast!” the rest of the table responds, drakcide to take my leave as the
faithful begin to happily enjoy their Paschal Feadnh the way home, | look forward to
getting a few hours of sleep before waking up l#tat morning for yet another
liturgy...but not before | hit up a late-night burgeint and grab a cheeseburger myself.

A Pedagogy in the Passions: Fasting, Passions, ahé Moral Topography of the
Orthodox Self'®

While no one at St. Tikhon’s — myself especiallgluded — decided to forego the
feasting that night in favor of continuing theisfathe sentiment that fasting was a deeply
pedagogical practice that one might actually mis$yearn for was quite common
among both “cradle” Orthodox and established caswaross the Orthodox
communities | studied. Yet, for new converts esgalggifasting was often regarded as
something of an epiphany in their projects of rielig self-formation. What was initially
considered an unnecessary physical burden by mamg to be experienced by these
same individuals as an enlightening spiritual emded-asting, as | often heard, was not

simply about being hungry, nor even solely abolib¥zing an obligation first set down

15| borrow the term “moral topography of the selfi Taylor (1988).
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by Church Tradition over a millennium ago — althlbougf course, it involved both of
these things. More importantly, fasting was a digtvely ethical practice through which
one could learn about, reflect on, and possibhyndx@nsform one’s self. Fasting, as Paul
told me in a conversation just two weeks beforeRschal feast described above, was
“about coming to terms with the things within mydékt keep me away from God” and,
as Christina put it, “a way to confront myself...&esvhere I'm at spiritually.”

Fasting, of course, is a practice integral to m@ahgious traditions and has a long
history within Christianity itself (Bynum 1987; Shid@ 998). Within much of the
contemporary United States, however, fasting téodbe more peripheral to Christian
religious practice. The majority of Protestant danwations do not mandate fasting and,
within Catholicism, the Church’s strict fastingeslhave been relaxed since the Vatican
Il council. Within the Eastern Orthodox Church, lewmer, fasting remains central to
communal identity and spiritual life, and the Chusets comparatively strict guidelines
for its members. In terms of dietary restrictiofasting in the Orthodox tradition
generally involves abstaining from meat, dairy, aild wine (usually interpreted as
extending to all alcoholic drinks). As well as tlestriction on types of food and drink,
the Church states that one should also reducevédfralbamount of food one takes,
usually eating only small meals (or sometimes qu small meal) during the day.

There are four main fasting periods or “seasonsing the year: 1) the Lenten
Fast (also known as the Great Fast), which begwnsrsweeks before Pascha; 2) the
Nativity Fast, in which one fasts the 40 days befGhristmas; 3) the Dormition Fast, a
two week fast from August 1-14; and 4) the Apostlesst, the length of which varies

depending on when Pascha falls on a given yeaddiition to these major fasting
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periods, several holy days throughout the yeath sisadhe Beheading of St. John the
Baptist, are also days of fasting. Furthermoreggkiving Communion on Sunday,
Orthodox parishioners are required to refrain ffood after midnight of the morning of
taking the Eucharist.

The majority of people in my study had little to experience with fasting before
converting, and those who did usually did so umdech less strenuous guidelines. As
such, the strict rules as well as the sheer amemohbften extended length of fasting days
and periods struck newcomers as particularly dagnaven draconian at times. As one
couple explained to me, “the fasting was a big atietto our committing at first. It just
seemed at the time to be over-the-top and rigidtéMgaght, ‘Why does God care at all
what you eat?”

Clergy in the communities | studied spent a greai df time trying to address
new members’ negative associations with fastingtlsssing that fasting was not a way
to punish the body, but rather to utilize the badya way to illumine and cultivate the
spiritual and moral condition of the soul. More @fieally, fasting was understood as
essential to the work of what was called “knowihg passions”. The passions, according
to Orthodox belief, are disordered desires, digtnstof humans’ natural bodily needs
and inclinations that have resulted from the sdmaraf humanity from God after the
Fall. More specifically, while every human beinghsught to have a natural desire for
the infinite, as this is what encourages humanknidllow and become like God, the
separation from God after the Fall has meant thatdesire for the infinite becomes
disoriented and turned toward worldly instead aiJenly things (Staniloae 2002). The

desire to love, for example, becomes the passidunstfwhile the desire for rest becomes
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the passion of sloth, or the desire to eat becdhepassion of gluttony. Only through
becoming intimately aware of how these passionsabp®n the self can one reorient
them toward God through ascetic practice, ultinyateinsforming desire from worldly
passion to godly virtue. This process of becomintgnately aware of one’s passions and
how they work is what is meant by “knowing” themh{@ssavgis 2008).

While fasting is not the only ascetic disciplineaneto recognize and reform the
passion¥, it is widely considered to be the cornerstonasafetic practice in Orthodox
thought. This is because it is gluttony that iseéxadd to be the first and most rudimentary
in the hierarchy of the passions, leading to dkeat such as lust, greed, anger, sloth,
envy, and pride (Limberis 2011). Priests were fohduoting the early Church Fathers in
this regard, who stated that passions were inteacted like links in a chain, one being
the offshoot of another. By fasting from the passiof the stomach, it was argued, one
could gain insight into the logic and effects o thithers. As Fr. Peter at St. Basil’s told
his parishioners:

Fasting is a very effective means of dealing whibse aspects of

ourselves that take us away from God. Because wene fasting from

the food, see that is a very concrete form of amting the passions. It's

very tangible....If you fast from food, if you're atitive to it, you'll learn

certain principles. You'll learn how desire works you and how you are

engaging that desire. And then you can take thase rinciples and you

can start applying them to the more subtle aregswf life — for example,

passions like anger, lust, envy, pride. If you'tieltive, you'll see that

fasting is not just about food, but has multiplerah@nd spiritual

dimensions.

While placing fasting within this larger interpnegi context of fighting and

recognizing the passions provided a justificationrfew converts’ initiation into the

16 Establishing a daily prayer rule, saying of theudePrayer, the practice of charity, regular cesites
scripture reading, and regularly partaking of thetiarist and other sacraments, for example, ace als
established ascetical disciplines in the Eastethddox Church.

72



practice, it does not tell us much about how cotsvillemselves came to grasp its
“multiple moral and spiritual dimensions”. The rander of this chapter is an attempt to
fill in this gap, to show how new or soon-to-bet@dox Christians incorporated this
understanding of the moral significance of fasb ithte contours of lived embodiment,
transforming habits, sensations, and emotions adsdowith the fasting body into

privileged mediums for the moral evaluation andedepment of the self.

The Virtues and/of the Body

To argue that there is an intimate connection éstea between embodied
sensations such as hunger and a religiously-pbegstform of moral selfhood may seem
somewhat strange given that scholarly thinking aboth morality and religion has long
been shaped by Cartesian and Kantian assumptiack wtvilege mind over body and
abstract norms over concrete sensations and sireskiMacintyre 1984; Mahmood
2005; McGuire 1990; Mellor and Schilling 1997). Ysggnificant recent scholarship has
focused attention on how religious traditions thelwss have rarely subscribed to such a
view. For many religious groups — including, aswik see, Eastern Orthodoxy — the
lived body’s materiality has been regarded as ésgdén the constitution of moral,
“godly” personhood while, often at the same timewed as particularly susceptible to
moral corruption (see Asad 1993; Hirschkind 200&hkhood 2005; Winchester 2008).
These same religious traditions, moreover, oftaoaate these salient moral categories
with particular bodily states, sensations and sgns@ans, including pain (Asad 1993;
Shilling and Mellor 2010); listening and sound (Ben2008; Engelke 2007; Hirshckind
2009); touch (Csordas 1994); movement or kinesah@sihrmann 2004); and, as is the

case here, the stomach, appetite, and hunger (B{9&7 Laidlaw 1995; Shaw 1998).
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Talal Asad’s scholarship on the uses of pain iniened Christian monasticism is
particularly influential in these contemporary dissions. According to Asad (1993), the
monastic who took on painful practices such asftagellation was not so much learning
to despise his body, but to learn to understancerhdly the truth of his fallen condition.
Arguing against popular understandings of ascetctres as involving a desire to kill
the body, Asad convincingly demonstrates that theylwas not seen as an obstacle to
self-understanding, but more as “a medium by wkhehtruth about the self's essential
potentiality for transgression could be broughtitite light...” (1993: 110). Within the
economy of truth that characterized early Christreonastic practice, pain and extreme
discomfort were privileged techniques by which thesith-bearing functions of the body
could be cultivated.

Following Asad, Saba Mahmood (2005) and CharlesdHkind (2006) have
developed rich ethnographies of contemporary Istgmactices in Egypt that also make
a strong case for the intimate connection betweepoteal states, embodied practices,
and moral agency. In her work on the women’s mosgageement, Mahmood analyzes
the complex connections the women in her study rbekeeen their bodily practices and
the ethical formation of their souls. AccordingM@hmood, veiling, for example, is not
simply a way to display one’s already modest naburtea way to actively cultivate
modesty, to ingrain modest feelings into the hadms desires of the recalcitrant self via
the body: “For the mosque patrticipants, it is theaus movements of the body that
comprise the material substance of the ethical dohi®ahmood 2005: 31; cf.,
Winchester 2008). In his work on sermon cassettering among men in Egypt,

Hirschkind makes a similar point. The men who hste these sermons, Hirschkind
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shows, do so not to demonstrate pre-existing pretyeven to simply ruminate on the
content of a religious discourse. More fundamewntétie act of listening itself is
understood to be a disciplinary practice aimedoaihg what Hirschkind terms “an
ethically responsive sensorium: the requisite &ditgs that many of those engaging in
cassette-sermon listening see as enabling theivetad devout Muslims in a world
increasingly ordered by secular rationalities” (10¥tening, in other words, is an
embodied technique through which to hone the s#&dfan instrument of religious-cum-
moral perceptiveness and action.

Asad, Mahmood, and Hirschkind all provide richitailed descriptions of how
the practical disciplining of the body in religioasntexts is not simply an internalization
of prohibitions. Rather, each study highlights pineductive role such practices play in
constituting the body as a complex terrain forrti@al interrogation and cultivation of
the self, as well as the ways that these relatipssre influenced by the wider
theological contexts of religious traditions. livastigating how the relationship between
various practices, bodies, and subjectivities daietdated within and shaped by religious
discourses, these investigations go a long wawiiigeing notions of moral selfhood that
have relegated the body to a subordinate position.

Yet what remains missing from such work is a mdrermmenological account of
how these connections between physiological stdtdse body and the moral conditions
of the soul become established at the level ofitled experiences of those who
participate in them. While it is certainly true thlae connections between the body and
notions of the moral self are mediated by complexciices and theological traditions

and thus not universal in their meanings and agpdios, it is also the case that the
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relationship between bodily senses/sensations amdl rsubjectivity is not simply a top-
down imposition of moral categories on otherwisegrhous bodily experience. Instead,
in this chapter, | look to how the practice of fagtactivates and elaborates upon existing
structures of embodied experience that lend thamaseb interpretation via more abstract
Orthodox moral discourses pertaining to the passao virtue.

To better understand how this works, | draw fromkdfdand Johnson’s work on
embodied cognition and, in particular, “image schefr{Lakoff & Johnson 1980, 1989;
Johnson 2007). According to the two authors, insgemas are prelinguistic cognitive
structures based on recurring bodily sensationsements, and perceptions that provide
the experiential correlates for more abstract, eptial understandings of self and world.
For Lakoff and Johnson, basic aspects of our bdmlgng-in-the-world come to be
defined by recurring patterns and structures ssalpadown, front-back, near-far, in-out,
etc. These body-based schemas, in turn, provid®timelations or sensory scaffolding
for the metaphorical elaboration of experience sunceptual thought or discourse. The
image schema of PATH, for example, derives fromreaurrent bodily experiences of
moving through space (sensation and movement) araiping objects moving around
us (perception). This PATH schema can then be s&ally mapped onto more
conceptually abstract but semantically fine-grainmegtaphors such as “life is a journey.”
To use another example, the image schema of CONERINerives from our
experiences of encountering bounded regions inespawhich a boundary distinguishes
between an interior and an exterior. Our bodiem#®dves serve as perhaps the most
primal basis of this experiential pattern, as mahgur most basic bodily functions

involve ingestion and excretion, intake and outtaksubstances such as food and air.

76



The CONTAINER schema then becomes an experienisahghrough which to
meaningfully ground a host of abstractions thabine placement within or outside of
boundaries, physical and/or symbolic.

Moreover, image schemas can be combined in ordeetie more complex
structures of meaning. Take, for example, the seginmsimple statement, “He’s gone
out of his mind.” In this sentence, image schenfaS@NTAINER (being “outside” the
boundary of normal psychological functioning) arAlTIP (a temporal transition from
inside to outside) come together to make conceptrade of the experience of insanity.
In such instances, Lakoff and Johnson argue, welab®rating on preconceptual, body-
based meaning in order to understand a more caragpabstract domain,
understanding the more abstract in terms of theeragperientially concrete.

Below, | draw on Lakoff and Johnson’s focus on iemaghemas to designate
some of the specific experiential structures atdgtdy fasting, schemas through which
Orthodox conceptions of sin and virtue become phemmlogically and interpretively
linked to the sensations, movements, and perceptibthe fasting body. However, while
taking inspiration from Lakoff and Johnson’s apmtod also diverge from it in some
important ways. Despite their noteworthy attemptput forth a non-dualistic and deeply
embodied understanding of how even abstract cosegperge from and are continuous
with embodied experience, Lakoff and Johnson akbabé& what Kimmel (2005) terms a
“feed-forward bias” in their accounts of how imagghemas work. In other words,
Lakoff and Johnson argue that abstract concepaitalizs become meaningfully
structured through their metaphorical associatiadh mreconceptual experiential

structures, but do not have an account of how rabstract categorizations may in turn
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“feed-back” to modify embodied experience. Thia igroblematic bias for understanding
the effects of fasting because fasting not onlyoereged converts to understand the
moral self in terms of experiential structures asgied with bodily hunger and appetite.
Once these experiential-interpretive connectionewestablished, converts also began to
experience their own bodies from within the stroesuof a new moral frame. Thus, while
highlighting the importance of image schemas iroenaging converts to make
interpretive connections between bodily experierasebnew moral discourses of the
self, | employ a more dialectical and co-constteitinderstanding of this relationship,
one in which the interpretive frame initially sugtgd by an image schema recursively
highlights bodily experiences corresponding tofthene, thereby strengthening the
reality effect of a particular interpretation ofpexience (cf. Leder 1990: 152-54).

In addition, Lakoff and Johnson assume that imapersas are universally
available to be drawn upon at any given momentakiglysis, however, highlights how
particular religious practices activate and elatsorgpon image schemas in ways that
compel social actors’ attention. This highlights fact that religious discourses not only
contain metaphorical references to more deeplyaingd image schemas (e.g., Balaban
1999; Slingerland 2003) but that religious praditeemselves act as means by which
image schemas are stimulated and set in motioroubihrdisrupting and problematizing
the body’s taken-for-granted habitual, emotiona] physiological relationships with
food, fasting produces experiences which activadrhage-schematic structures that
lend themselves to Orthodox moral discourses panito the moral self and its

“passions.” These image-schematic connectionsirm tonstitute an experiential-
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interpretive feedback loop between converts’ bod’periences and Orthodox
discourses of moral subjectivity, each one mutuaigforcing the other.

Finally, this chapter focuses more attention onithersubjective, relational
contexts in which the process of interpretivelybelating image-schemas take place than
is the case with Johnson and Lakoff and other insapematic theorists (but see Kimmel
2005 for a counter-example). While Johnson and ffakad to conceptualize the
imaginative projection of image-schemas (e.g., agmss of hunger) into new conceptual
terrain (e.g., morality) as an individual act, #malysis here demonstrates that social
others within the “community of practice” play gmsificant role in encouraging converts

to move in particular interpretive directions.

A Note on the Data

While there are many fasting periods in the Eastathodox liturgical year, most
of what follows is focused on the 47-day Lenten Hiotly Week Fast before Pascha — the
most significant fasting period in Eastern Ortho@xistianity — and the 40-day Nativity
Fast before Christmas. | do this to add some analybcus and clarity to the chapter but
also because these were by far the times at whyckuljects most deeply involved
themselves in the practice and the times when kthyss able to participate. My data
are drawn from interviews, conversations, obseowgti as well as my own participation
in the practice of fasting during these two fastuegiods (see Chapter 2 for more details

on methodology).
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Compulsion and the Hypocrisy of the Stomach

It's approximately 9:30am on a Saturday mornintate November, and | wake
up excited to make breakfast. A small thing to ke&ted about, | suppose, but between
fieldwork on Sundays and school responsibilitiesrauthe weekdays, Saturday is
usually the only day where | can spend the neddezeltb prepare something that isn’t
just a bowl of cold cereal or, even more likelgranola bar that | stuff in my pocket to
eat on my way to work. Looking through the refrager, | decide on an omelet. | lay out
some cheddar and mozzarella cheeses, a little baagbap some onions and green
peppers as | let the frying pan heat on the stownee the skillet is at the right
temperature (and after I've made my way throughfinsy cup of coffee), | crack open
three eggs and listen to them hiss and sizzleegsgéntly hit the surface of the pan.

And then..l remember. I'm supposed to be fasting. And nat joday, but until
Christmas. Resigned to my fate, | decide on a lwdwhtmeal instead and contemplate
why, exactly, | thought doing this kind of “obsentgarticipation” (Wacquant 2011) was
such a great idea in the first place.

The next morning, however, | find that my disappioig breakfast experience
was not at all idiosyncratic when | decide to nlp a conversation about how the first
week of fasting was going with a few church memia¢rSt. Basil's at the Sunday coffee
hour following liturgy. After thinking for a momena parishioner named Brian says, “I
always get a bad case of the put-it-backs.”

“What the heck are the put-it-backs?” another @es our table, Joy, asks.
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“You know, like | went to the fridge yesterday fwme lunch, grabbed some
turkey and swiss for a sandwich — whoops, fasthg-it-back. Wanted to grab some
Cheetohs for a snack — whoops, fasting. Put-it-bHelppens for at least the first week.”

While most did not have an actual name for the e&pee of catching themselves
in the act of reaching for non-fasting foods whgkrusing the fridge or pantry, the
restrictions on what for most people were majotaf their everyday diets was
regularly mentioned as an important way in whicdtifey disrupted the normal workings
of bodily habit. In cases such as these, fastingted a conflict between the “rules” of
which one should be explicitly aware and the haiioclinations of the body that tended
toward automaticity and “forgetfulness.” The bodgabitual tendency to act first and
ask questions later created a multitude of sitnatia which one’s eating habits outpaced
reflective awareness, only to be consciously “céugimoment later, often to the chagrin
of even the most pious subjects intent on followtimg rules. As a convert named Mark
explained it, “You find yourself reaching for tHager at the end of the day or
unwrapping that candy bar in the afternoon andgyd\WWoah, wait a minute, what | am
doing here?”

In the language of Lakoff and Johnson’s image-se@h#raory, this experience of
not being fully in control of one’s eating habissassociated with an even more basic-
level image-schematic structure of COMPULSION. CQMBION is itself part of a
larger family of image schemas termed “force dyreah{Tamly 1988) that include
schemas such as ATTRACTION, DIVERSION, BLOCKAGE,ABLEMENT, and
REMOVAL OF RESTRAINT. Some of the earliest and mmsinal categories of bodily

experience humans undergo, Johnson and Lakoff aagei¢hose associated with these
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experience of FORCE in which a) a source acts @ptanget or patient with b) various
degrees of intensity and with c) different causaisequences for the source and target
involved. Force dynamics are bound up with basinses of bodily agency and
constraint. An ENABLEMENT schema, for example, egesrfrom recurrent
experiences of agentic abilities to physically efffether entities or persons — e.g. the
experience of being able to throw a ball acrossoaror to get the attention of someone
by addressing them in certain ways (like when weasrinfants or, later in life, learn to
address people by pronouns or their names).

While the ENABLEMENT schema is constituted throughr various “I can”
experiences, the COMPULSION schema, by contrast]ased to those many situations
in which we feel acted upon or carried away by sother agent or entity — experiences,
in other words, of “I must.” Such “I must” experas are related to being acted upon by
external forces or actors (like when we are pusbdde ground by a strong gust of wind
or an aggressive assailant) but also by more “inoadily forces such as strong
emotions, habits, or impulses. Leder (1990), fareple, provides a compelling and
detailed phenomenological analysis of the many wayghich the structure of
embodiment not only provides the necessary comditfor all of our agentic “I can”
capacities for acting upon self and world, but atsmlves basic experiences of
compulsion or “I must”. Basic human needs to breasteep, drink, and, yes, eat at
regular intervals regularly exert demands thattdoaetow and largely outside of the
control of personal subjectivity, compelling usteet needs in which we do not have
much say. As Leder himself phrases it:

| must eat, breathe, excrete, drink, sleep, aditetimes and in certain
ways to mollify inner demands. My personal subjatstican choose how
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to fulfill such biological needs, eating one foadher than another. But it

does not assert a final autonomy...When the persuigéct seeks to

overcome the vegetative “I must,” it is the subjebb is ultimately

overcome (48).

Converts were encouraged to interpretively dwethegir own bodily experiences
of “I must” and to think about what their bodiesibitual and impulse-driven
relationships to food disclosed in terms of howrtpassions operate. For many, the
lesson drawn was that the passions are less expdigef states and more deeply-
ingrained habits that guide action outside of thevigw of explicit awareness. Indeed, in
Orthodox theology, passions are said to becomedadatthe self in the form of lasting
habits or vices, disposing one towards sin and biee®ming the major obstacles to
cultivating the Christ-like virtues that are pantigparcel of theosi¥. The habitual nature
of the passions is significant because passionthaught to be so deeply ingrained in the
usually subconscious patterns of bodily behavier¢c@ption, and emotion that orient one
in everyday life that one is generally not awaréheir influence. As such, they are often
stubborn to conscious reflection and modificatice serious roadblock for the
reorientation of human desire that Orthodoxy viessiecessary for salvation.
“Passions,” as Dmitri, a deacon at St. Tikhon’sltmle and a group of relatively new
Orthodox inquirers one day at Sunday coffee hour:

are sneaky. They're sneaky because they are saimegrin us, in our

automatic, unthinking behaviors, that they jusinseatural. Elder

Ephraim called them ‘thorny roots’ just to give ssmpression of how
embedded in our natures they become and how diftioey can be to dig

up.

7 As discussed in Chapter 3, salvation, or theasigie Orthodox Church is understood as the long,
continual process of fashioning one’s self intoltkeness of God, “likeness” referring to the mazat
spiritual qualities associated with Christ. Theuwsijion of these virtuous qualities, in turn, r@es
asceticism.
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And, speaking to the faithful during the second kveelent, Father Mark told his
parish:

When we find ourselves struggling to keep the Radbyeak our

automatic responses with regard food, there isrgooitant lesson to be

learned about sin and the passions that giveaisent Passion are our bad

habits...those things that control us from within.

With such interpretive encouragement from clerggngnconverts came to
connect their experience of COMPULSION with thesgalber understandings about the
habitual nature of sin and the passions. Afterifigdherself on multiple occasions eating
non-fasting foods during her Lenten Fast, for examipst-time faster Beth told me:

So many times now, I've found myself mindlesslydiiag it [the fast].

Just unthinkingly eating stuff that I've alreadydtonyself I'm not

supposed to eat!....And then | begin to wonder, bfien does that

happen with sin? How often do | just act on a did&sire without even

thinking about it?

Such interpretive connections became an impetbsit@y more attentive to the
compulsive force and power of habit in convertsratdives. To cite but a few examples,
a woman named Maggie began carefully monitoring btien she would swear
throughout the day, while a man named Jared sttotetke note of how often he raised
his voice in anger at work and at home. Anothervean Andrew, started to document
how much of his time and money he gave (or faitedite) to his Church’s outreach
mission to the poor. In each of these cases, agohemological experience of bodily
COMPULSION helped initiate a more abstract ancesafle form of moral self-scrutiny.
What began with reflecting on the compulsive habitthe gut was analogically

extended to the close monitoring of other habitisgects of one’s life. What began as

corporeal interoception ended in moral introspectio
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Another common way in which the automaticityook’s regular eating habits
was phenomenologically disclosed in an experiefic@@MPULSION was in the
tendency to “overeat”, especially during the fikstek or so of the fasting period. A
common guideline given by Orthodox leadershiphfow muchto eat during a fast was to
stop eating while one was either still somewhatgnyior at least before one was fully
satiated®. Again, while most everyone who participated ustEyd they should follow
this explicit rule, doing so on a regular basisveabdifficult. During an interview | was
conducting with a couple, Abby and Jacob, duringabtent, for example, | was treated
to a meal of spaghetti and home-made tomato satiedhich all three of us ate
abundantly. Looking down at the empty pot aftereéhd of the meal, Abby explained
that she had initially planned for there to be aytoleftovers for their dinner tomorrow.
“Major fasting fail,” exclaimed Jacob, who went tinsuggest that maybe they should
just start taking the spoon out of the pot aftdtigg their first portions. Like the converts
above, Jacob and Abby transposed their experignCOMPULSION into an Orthodox
moral register, interpreting it as a lesson notpdynabout the difficulty of abruptly
altering one’s habitual eating patterns, but alsmé more significantly — about the
nature of their passionate souls. As they explainedme during an extended
conversation after our meal:

Abby: We're finding out that this is part of the learnipigocess involved

in fasting. The Holy Fathers write about the “hypsyg of the stomach”.

Even when you've had plenty, you want more.

Jacob: And it applies to so many other passions, like tuggreed. It's

this habit or addiction of always wanting more amare and more...The
Church Fathers, they say, it all begins in the stcdmand then it spreads

'8 This is a guideline based on the words of St. Gnethe Sinaite who stated that there were thregets
of eating: temperance, sufficiency, and satietynperance, he noted, was when someone wants to eat
more food but abstains.
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from there. And so we’ve kind of tried to take thegson to heart, you
know, try to cut back, cut down, focus on what'portant.

Me: In what ways, specifically, do you think?

Abby: Well, we're still trying to work it out with theoibd, obviously
[laughs as she points to the empty spaghetti pittarsink]. But we've
just decided, you know, to cut back on entertainradinivolous
magazines and television, you know....And on consionpin general,
because that's a big way | think we’re programnatdeast here in the
United States, to give into our passions, to bedly our passions, |
would say.

Jacob: Yeah, like it's some great virtue to shop your virstp debt....But
it's the same thing, the same thing as eating rti@e you really need,
eating even when your belly is so full that it s&ting. Buying crap even
when you don’t have room in your house for all dtiger stuff you bought
last year. That's how the passions work.

Me: And so you think fasting has helped you understhatin a new
way?

Jacob: Uh-huh. Definitely.

Abby: It's just such a tangible experience....[W]hen youéhto try to

control one of your most basic impulses — to eagiu-kind of recognize

these things about your condition at a very coedestel.

Passions, in the Orthodox understanding, are akamtinstatiable hunger
(Staniloae 2002). Even as they constantly cry ousétisfaction, they can never be
pacified but constantly override one’s capacit@msself-awareness and self-control. As
Abby and Jacob’s “spaghetti incident” makes cléaqugh fasting this understanding is
not simply interpreted in the abstract, but expeialy anchored in the gut. Through the

schema of COMPULSION, the experience of the body poblematic ethical terrain

first begins to take shape.
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Objects of Desire and the Porous Body

Fasting not only revealed the automaticity of catisdodily activities, but also
the relative strength of the objects of desire kocW their habits and appetites were
oriented. As the fast continued, strong cravingsértain non-fasting foods began to
develop. Once one finally had a handle on the dytomatic inclinations toward
desired food objects, their continued physical abesdoecame accompanied by an
increasingly strong desire to have them back.

Beth, for example, told me about longing for herniog latte from Starbucks,
and how the thought of it “seemed to stick in mydiihroughout the day,” while Greg
joked about his “dreams of roast beef sandwichderind that for many individuals, this
desire was not simply one for a food or drink itasnan isolated object, but also for the
place of the food or beverage in their everydayines. Jeff and I, for example,
commiserated over the loss of our respective bedram of bourbon at the end of the
day, something we both did as a way to rituallyffvdown” before bed. Without it, both
of us found ourselves struggling to relax anddaleep at night. Elizabeth, too, found
herself less productive in the morning without lagtes. “Part of it is the need for the
caffeine,” she told me, “but the other part is dyrthat my whole day doesn'’t feel right
without it.”

Along with the cravings for desired food items tiiag also started to induce basic
but experientially profound physiological changls.a convert named Philip told me:

I've come to appreciate the fact that fasting emagbhysiological change

within us, that it changes you on just a simplddgal level. It really
attunes our bodies to, “Okay, something differsritappening right now.”
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Indeed, the removal of fat- and protein-rich foésn the diet coupled with the
significant reduction of thamountof food a person takes in during fasting necessaril
resulted in changes in how one felt at the mosthaxdily level. While we are often
unaware of how much of our daily activity is stwetd by the rhythms of our bodies’
basic digestive and metabolic needs, fasting (anticplarly prolonged fasting) alters
these patterns to such an extent that the visbeh, which usually recedes to the far
background of conscious experience, becomes astaifjfocal awareness.Feelings
originating from the body’s visceral depths projgmselves outward, surfacing at
unforeseen times and in unexpected places: thelingndf one’s stomach during a
business meeting, for example, or the weariness@'s limbs during an afternoon walk
or workout, or hunger-induced headaches that makkyisg for a midterm exam
extremely difficult.

In bringing to awareness the dependent naturesoémhbodied self on all those
objects of comfort and desire that propped up cdav@nd my own) daily practices,
routines, and moods — whether getting up for woréking it through the day, or relaxing
to go to sleep — fasting served to activate andoteentwo new image-schemas: those of
CONTAINMENT and SUPPORT. As mentioned above, theNTAINER or
CONTAINMENT schema is derived from aspects of oypezience in which substances
are placed within and removed from bounded spateds,, of which our experiences of
our own bodies as containers in which things ssctoad and air move in and out are
primary. The SUPPORT schema, like COMPULSION, rededynamic in nature, as it

indicates the nature and causal directionality fuiree — e.g. the books are supported by

19 As Leder (1990: 83) puts it, “When normal physiplaeaches certain functional limits it seizes our
attention. We remember the body at times of hurtgést, strong excretory needs, and the like.”
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the shelf; the baby’s head is supported by theefa&thand; the writer’'s backside is
supported by the uncomfortable office chair, etc.

While many of us are often used to experiencingbttay as a hermetically sealed
or “buffered” entity (Taylor 2007), this experienitgelf is supported by the stabilization
of a much more fundamental body-world relation updrch the singularity of self-
consciousness depends (Merleau-Ponty 1968). Thihe schema of COMPULSION
outlined in the previous section derived from apexience in which the embodied self of
the convert reflexively turned “inward” toward thature of his or her habits and
impulses, the combined schemas of SUPPORT and CONMENT derived from an
experience which disclosed the external milieu hoclv those habits and impulses were
attached and from which they derived their condfivee (Csordas 1993). Through these
processes of body-world destablization, convergmbeo experience the interface
between body and world less as a buffer betweedarad outside and more like a
highly porous membrane in which internal statesawkspendent on external things. As
Greg told me during an interview:

Fasting makes you recognize that you are not a&pertent as you might

think you are. You have to face up to the fact jfvat depend on a lot of

little stuff to get you through your day.

These combined SUPPORT and CONTAINMENT schemaarhec
interpretively transposed into a moral registeiwo ways. First, the recognition that the
smooth functioning of many of one’s everyday roesirand emotions were dependent on
things as seemingly trivial as a latte or, as inaage, a late-night beer or tumbler of

bourborf® came to be understood as an exercise in hunfityhrodox clergy warned that

2 Luckily | take my coffee without dairy, otherwigen not sure | would have made it through this
experiment in participative piety. While | told ngysat the outset that | would try to cut back arffee
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the relationship between the passion of pride acdtaism was fraught with moral
paradox and hidden spiritual danger. While asqefictices were meant to humble the
soul via the flesh, there was also the ever-preg@mger that one could become proud of
how rigorously (and righteously) one was performamg’s ascetic efforts. Luckily,
fasting seemed to have its own built-in humblingchanisms, at least for first-time
fasters. As a woman named Melissa told me:

I’'m kind of embarrassed about this now, but wh@gmnred the Church and

started fasting, | was like, “oh yeah, fasting, going to rock at this!

[laughs] I'm going to be the best faster ever!” Aoélcourse, that was the

totally wrong attitude....l kind of realized, whoopg®u’'re not as great as

you think you are, Melissa. | was really strugglwigh it — | was hungry,

you know, my stomach was rumbling and | just reatally wanted the

foods that | wasn’t having....And | wasrugglingwith that. And I still do.

So | soon recognized that I'm not as in contral gsnk. But now |

recognize that that’s kind of the point. It's notgtrove to yourself how

great you are. Quite the opposite really. It'sIsetilere to knock your

little ego down a peg.

In addition to revealing and putting a check ooess egoism and pride, the
combined activation of SUPPORT and CONTAINMENT gsolas also served as
enticements to critically question and renegotiate’s relationships to and reliance on
objects of “worldly” desire. As mentioned earliarthe chapter, passions are thought to
be the result of a misapplication of desire, a egagnce, in other words, of human
beings’ attempts to fulfill their desires with fiaj worldly things as opposed to the true
infinite energies of God. Only through rightly arterng and ordering one’s desires toward

God can the passions be healed. As | heard seVdtraddox in the Twin Cities put it,

fasting was a way to question what it is one thupgers for and, ultimately, to make

during the Fasts (I drink too much of it anywaygnided up drinking more than usual to compensatiéo
lack of other food and drink items | enjoyed. I'ores an Orthodox ascetic would have much to saytabou
what that reveals about my overall spiritual coiodit
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less space for worldly things and more space fat @mne’s life. Jeremy, for example,
told me:

And so that’s been the big lesson for me in thé ypaar with fasting,

trying to simplify in a way, or just kind of resistalways being occupied

with things Which is hard, which is really hard....[T]o be leshthat’s

been kind of my focus, has been to try and simpsiéythat there’s less of

me that’s dependent on frivolous things and mooengd for spirituality,

you know, more space for God....Before, | just thaughdn’t have time

for any spiritual activity. Like, you know havirigne to say prayers,

having that kind of thing. | didn’t have time fdrat, and | would be

frustrated about that. But it’s like | didn’t aelly back up and say, “Well,

| should probably just, sort of, stop spending mmeton this, you know,

this frivolous stuff.”

Ultimately, this experience of porous embodimerggested an interpretive
elaboration in which the soul, much like the stomaeas open to being filled with
external things — some of which were morally anidtsgally nourishing while others
were morally and spiritually harmful. Converts madfeinterpretive connection between
filling the body and filling the soul, and manyeatipted to “cleanse” themselves of
worldly attachments and/or “fill up” on godly adties. Abby and Jacob, for example,
engaged in a “cell phone fast” in which they conteditto not using their smart phones
for anything other than basic communication andasoan entertainment device or, as
Abby put it, “a way to constantly distract oursedveOthers committed to substituting
activities as wide-ranging as shopping, online geynmveb browsing, reading tabloid
magazines, and reality television shows with inseglgprayers, church services, scripture
reading, or charity work. Fasting, then, becameondy a project involving food but all
sorts of endeavors and objects that converts deensme way spiritually

malnourishing. Or, as Greg succinctly put it:

| think Orthodox fasting has made me even moreaons of how much
of life is preoccupied with...well, pardon my Frenehth bullshit....How
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much of what we think we need to have is not realheed at all, but just

some hole we’re filling with crap.
Affective Disruption and Confronting the “Inner Inf ant”

The physiological changes involved with fasting evalso closely related to
psychological/emotional ones. Converts commonlytinaed feelings of irritability,
“crabbiness,” and moodiness as part and parcéleoémotional toll of fasting, especially
around the midpoint of a long fasting season. Fd®eter, who admitted to me his own
sometimes irritable nature during fasting, regyladid — and only half-jokingly — that
this was why monasteries generally combined longpgds of fasting with silence: “So
the monks and nuns don’t go around biting eachrstheads off.”

The experience of affective disruption during mgdasting season was not
simply understood as a natural result of hungendwver. Like the experiences of being
subject to compulsive eating habits and of poreubagiment detailed above, it became
interpretively elaborated in ways that implicatbd moral condition of the self. This was
done, in part, through the bodily activation anscdrsive elaboration of the
COMPULSION schema previously outlined above. Asrad that moves one from
within and largely below the surface of subjectamtrol, strong emotion compels one to
behave in ways that are not always in line with'®ngore cognitively held moral stance.
Perhaps the most striking example of how this aeclicame from Blake, who told me
the following story about his first fasting expere:

Blake: My first Lenten Fast was a real eye-opener, mdimdgause] | was

SO miserable at it [laughs]. I'm a big eater, esgdgcmeat and dairy — I'm

from Wisconsin after all — and...by about the thirelek of the fast, | was

just kind of impossible to be around. | was jubigagrump and irritable,

and I'd be snapping at friends, co-workers, evennfig and kids....So,
eventually, | decide | need to talk with Father dibout this, and so...I tell
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him that I'm really not doing well with this fastinthat I'm being short-

tempered with people, etcetera. So I'm asking Iy, know, “What do |

do?” And he said two things. First, he said to agae to your wife and

kids for being a grump. Second, he said to go eaeaseburger.

Me: What? Really? That’s kind of surprising.

Nick: I know, | know. | was like, “Huh?”....But he told mgp eat a

cheeseburger and enjoy it. But then, after thatktAbout what it is about

that cheeseburger — you know, why do you needrlosder to be

tolerable to be around? And, the fact of the mastef | have to rely on

something as insignificant as a cheeseburger tpdimous to people, to

not be a total jerk to my own family, then maylealre some real work to

do.

The ordeal of fasting was, as one long-time Ortlxa@bristian put it, a “spiritual
stress test,” a way of seeing how truly free one wfahe passions. The logic here was
that the life of a Christian necessarily entailadaacetic pursuit of self-denial, but that,
because of the passions, human beings rebel agawisiy anything removed from the
orbit of the ego. While one may think that they mo¢ in the thrall of the passions, the
negative emotions that arise during fasting are sabe signs of the true nature of one’s
spiritual condition. Anger and irritability are aamifestation of what Orthodox clergy
sometimes called “the inner infant,” the spirityathmature part of the self that shouts,
cries, or throws a fit when something is taken av@ly by confronting and disciplining
this spiritually immature aspect of the self coalte hope to progress more fully in
theosis

The experience of one’s self as containing an emaliy unbalanced “inner
infant” unsuited for the rigors of ascetic labovatved a combination of the
COMPULSION with the CONTAINER schema. Not only @motions experienced as

forces driving us in certain directions, but theg aften also experienced as “welling up

from within. This bodily experience of emotions qoeing one from within was then
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interpretively extended to the construction of aatig-and-spiritually stunted agent —
“the inner infant.” While | am not suggesting tl@xthodox Christians took this “inner
infant” to be a literal person, it was a way teenpiretively link unusual emotional
experiences with a new moral discourse of the B#fe specifically, it was a way of
accounting for “what got into me” that went beydhd simple explanation that one was
irritable because of hunger to a more wide-rangitgypretation that involved morally-

valenced explanations regarding spiritual (im)matwand (the lack of) self-control.

Virtue and The Lightness of Being

The beginning and midpoints of a long Fast tenbetonarked by bodily feelings
that sharply contrasted with those that chara@drihe end of a fasting season. Converts
often described feeling weary, tired, and weighedin the first few weeks of a long
fast, and | too characterized my feelings in s@ecms in my fieldnotes. As the long
fasting periods continued, however, and the metalpakterns of the body began to
adjust to the new diet, many described the feelaiggeariness transforming into an
experience of bodily “lightness” of which they alsecame acutely aware. To quote a
convert named Joy:

| think the foods we fast from — the meat, cheds@y, all this heavy stuff

— it literally weighs you down. 1 think your bodyjust kind of weighs

you down, and maybe even your mind, makes it heaviaed | know

when you're fasting, there’s this lightness thatens. You can feel it.

It's like this awareness, and it's a physical, ¥mow, there’s a physical

difference because you've stopped doing one thig[aow you're]

doing something else.

And, in a similar vein, John:

At first with the fasting, you just feel tired akthd of “bleh.” But, after a
time — | mean, you still will feel tired a bit — bihis other cool thing
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happens where you adjust to the food and you geti¢intness feeling.

You quite literally feel lighter from not eating asuch and not eating

these heavy foods.

This experience of moving from a felt sense of holkleaviness to lightness over
the course of a 40- or 47-day fasting period atdéidd@ complex configuration of three
image-schematic structures not mentioned previcdSCALARITY, PATH, and
VERTICALITY. As Johnson (2007) notes, humans argsptiogically attuned to scaled
changes in the degree, quality, and intensity dilipdeelings and sensations. Tastes may
become sweeter or more bitter, temperatures cooleotter, objects and bodies heavier
or lighter. Moreover, in the case of fasting, tbeslar change from heaviness to lightness
noticeably occurs over an extended time periods thplicating the SCALARITY
schema within a PATH schema as well. Finally, thealkination of the SCALAR quality
of moving from heaviness to lightness over a peabtime also served to trigger a more
complex schema of VERTICALITY in which one felt gugh one had “descended” at
the beginning and midpoints of the fast and thestéaded” toward the end.

This schema configuration was often interpretivabborated as a sign of the
soul’s spiritual progress. While the early and nedabints of a Fast were often
characterized by feelings of spiritual failure, redated with the body's feelings of
heaviness and weariness, the end of a fasting s@asooften the point at which fasting
practice had become more ingrained not only ingophysiological rhythms, but also
into the fabric of everyday life.

More specifically, the feelings of bodily lightnefssctioned as a religiously
significant “qualisign.” Adapting from the termiragly of Peirce, Munn (1986) defines a

gualisign as a sensation or “sensible quality” thghifies positive or negative value, as
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when “sweetness” or “bitterness” signify not ordgtie qualities but also positively and
negatively valued character traits, respectivety. Grthodox Christian converts,
embodied sensations of lightness became qualisigsy@iritual ascent along the ascetic
path of theosis. As such, the sensation of liglgtiiesame a way for converts to
intimately feel that, despite initial difficultiess well as having to confront the passionate
state of one’s embodied soul, they were in factingpheavenward through their acts of
ascetic piety (see also Laidlaw 1995). Such semsaitvere experienced as particularly
complex and meaningful when connected to the vextporous embodiment detailed
earlier. As Christina told me shortly before Pascha

The [Lenten] Fast is a time to fill yourself witledwvenly things, not just

heavenly foods but all the liturgies, the prayers, just with taé Church

has to offer you. And, at this point, you can phg#ly feel the difference

that it has all made. It's as if your burdens hbgen quite literally

removed from you.

In this combined schema, the light sensation obtidy became experienced as a
felt liberation from some of the passions, a mataation of a now more virtuous soul
via the sensations of the body. Of course, leslepset in, it was made clear that such
states, while real, were only small progressionthignongoing and lifelong battle against
the passions. Indeed, once converts came to intedparticular moral topography of
the self, it seemed that there were always morgi@as waiting to be uncovered through
the next Fast. In participating in the fast, thesch and its appetites became an almost

inexhaustible semiotic resource for palpable smfronverts’ spiritual progress as well

as imperilment.

2 According to Eastern Orthodox theology, the giediof foods themselves are morally significant.
Lighter foods are themselves understood as morlygetile heavier foods (particularly those asstatia
with animal flesh and blood) are understood to loeenable to excite the passions.
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Conclusion

The basic question that motivated this analysis av Orthodox converts came
to experience bodily sensations associated witlyéuand appetite as intimately linked
to the moral condition of their selves. While pmws research has documented that
religious practices are constitutive elements endtltivation of what Hirschkind (2006)
calls an ethically responsive sensorium, what le@s lmissing from such accounts is a
nuanced phenomenological understanding of how tlxacactices create such links
between embodied senses/sensations and broaddrdiscraurses of religious
personhood at the level of lived experience. Wthikebody is often at the center of
analyses in the contemporary sociocultural studglgion, the tendency to sometimes
treat it as a blank slate to be inscribed by poweliscourses of meaning gives us little
understanding of what it is about human bodiesdhaivs them (as opposed to many
other animal bodies) to be so radically shapedubiyial forms. According to the image-
schematic approach utilized in this chapter, theshuman ability to metaphorically
extend recurring patterns of bodily experience mtwe and more abstract conceptual
territory. The conceptual territory of discourseymia turn, feed-back on the
phenomenological experience, endowing it with ncred more meaningful content.

Here, | looked to the practical activation of “ineagchemas” as a means by
which converts — with the aid of others — cameotgé interpretive links between
concrete bodily experiences and Orthodox discowka®ral selfhood, deeply
implicating the conceptual in terms of the expdrarand vice-versa. While the analysis
was necessarily restricted to the role of fastmganstituting the moral contours of

Orthodox self-formation, a focus on image-schenwdshpotential for scholarly
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understandings of the constitutive role of otheatityopractices within and across
religious traditions. More specifically, it is pdsie to take up comparative explorations
of the a) different practical methods by whichgelus traditions and communities
activate and interpretively extend image-schemddbanhe experiential effects such
activations and extensions have on the social agtho perform them. We can think, by
way of example, of the many different ways thaigiels traditions deploy practices that
attempt to activate and discursively extend the EBRnd CONTAINER schemas so
central to my analysis here. Buddhist as well agitY meditation practices, for example,
activate the CONTAINER schema through encouragiegibvers to focus on their
breathing as well as concentrate on the thouglit$adily sensations that pop “into” and
“out of” conscious awareness. These image-scheragpieriences are then interpretively
elaborated as ways of modifying the “energy foraést move in and out of the body,
interpretations that can also be coupled with fadeemas of being “blocked,”
“centered,” “balanced,” “stored up” or “depleted®qgis 2010; Persson 2010).

In a similar fashion, we could look to how manyails of religious worship
involve movements of the body that also encourageation of the basic schematic
structures of FORCE and CONTAINMENT, but often &rydifferent effects (cf., Taves
2009: 65-6). While | do not cover this comparisomiéetail in this dissertatiéf) one of
the more interesting shifts in subjectivity | neticamong several former evangelical
Christians in my study was a change in the way th@erienced Orthodox liturgical

forms. Originally finding the repetition and lengththe liturgies as “constraining” their

22| do not focus on this in detail here becausg & ¢hange in experience that only affected a salbsey
subjects (i.e. some former Evangelicals). Howelam currently sketching the early stages of a 1sgpa
research article that examines the experientiabegozation of the worshipping body via the image-
schema of containment.
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ability to worship God, they later came to expetethese practices as extremely
“fulfilling.” | posit that this change involved aconstruction of the worshipping body
through an interpretive reversal of certain FOR@GE @ONTAINMENT schemas. More
specifically, whereas worship in their former Evaligpl settings had emphasized
expressive ritual forms in which spirit-filled indduals poured themselves out in ecstatic
praise, the liturgical forms in their new Orthodmxmmunities emphasized the body as a
vessel to be filled through movement in rituallyfided spaces (such as the movement
between narthex and sanctuary in the Orthodoxghfuand the ingestion or “taking in”

of sacred substances such as incense, imagergf andrse the Eucharist.

Ultimately, a focus on image schemas can helplachof religion in explaining
the practical constitution of religious embodimentvays that better grasp the dynamic
relationship between the phenomenological and dsseeidomains of religious life,
noting the importance of both without reducing emanother. Like the findings on
narrative in the last chapter, this also has p@kimplications for theories of embodied
subjectivity outside of religious settings. Futuesearch could examine, for example,
how image-schemas associated with practices sutiogibodily appetite and hunger
help construct secular types of moral subjectiagywell. Fasting, we know, is a practice
integral to many religious traditions, but the céexgphenomenology of hunger is open
to multiple forms of practice and interpretatiorut€de of religious domains, practices of
dieting and, in more extreme fashion, self-stabratind anorexia (Lester 1997) also
utilize hunger as a primary vehicle through whietwrselves are formed and reformed.
While not using the language of image-schemasgk€$097) aptly demonstrates how

the practice of anorexia is intimately linked wittielt need on the part of the sufferer to
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control the bodily boundary between inside andidatsVhile the selves being formed
are obviously quite different and the results mongre destructive than the practices |
detail in this chapter, the connections that arderi@etween corporeal boundaries and the
moral formation of the self do bear some strikiaggtiels to fasting. Lester (1997: 487)
is worth quoting at length here:

Her ritualized eating and fear of food attest t® @imorexic's anxiety about

not being able to seal herself up completely, anthié¢ central significance

of these boundary issues for her self-project. latteer transitional

substances (Douglas, 1966), food (which moves katvee" and "not

me") harbors enormously powerful symbolic potentald the movement

of food across the boundary from the "outside'h®'tinside" provokes

almost unbearable anxiety in anorexic women. Indeehy express the

terror that eating one unplanned or uncontrollee Will "open the

floodgates" and control of the body's boundaridkly lost. In response,

the anorexic engages in elaborate rituals surrognitie "dangerous”

moment when the inside/outside separation is comiged as a means of

mediating this anxiety and retaining as much cdmtsgossible over the

event, revealing the centrality of the concernrigidly controlling the

definition of the inside/outside relationship iretitiology of the iliness.

Researching the many ways in which bodily hungeetfe and associated
image-schemas such as CONTAINMENT are activatealitiir various practices of the
self is just one way to shed light on how particmeoral configurations of selfhood
become experientially persuasive in the lives af persons. Fasting and other religious
forms of asceticism, then, are not the anachrangstiivities of a select few believers, but
one of several ways that contemporary social actomse to understand and evaluate the

moral condition of their souls in and through tix@eriences of their bodies — for better

or for worse.
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Chapter 5
“They’re a Part of Who | Am™:

Icons, Emotions, and the Role of Material Things ilfAssembling the Orthodox Soul

| arrive at the Cathedral of St. Mary on a mildtdafternoon in March to
observe the Sunday of Orthodoxy Vespers. Celebestery year on the first Sunday of
Great Lent, The Sunday of the Triumph of Orthodietgbrates the defeat of the
Byzantine iconoclasts (those who vehemently oppbgeahaking or use of religious
imagery) of the 8and 9" centuries, and the Vespers service commemorates th
restoration of icons to the Orthodox churches. Hemne 12 centuries later, hundreds of
local Orthodox faithful gather (several with thewn icons in tow) at the Cathedral to
participate in the service and to watch nearly wazen Orthodox clergy process
through the Church with holy icons in their hands.

As the service commences, | stand to the leftegbtiestly procession and
observe many faces that are now familiar to me .-Peter from St. Basil’s on the South
side of town, Deacon Dmitri from St. Tikhon’s air$ Paul, Fr. Stephen from the
Orthodox mission in the suburbs. But | also seersg¢wther now-familiar faces, ones
painted on the flat wooden panels or imprinted i metal reliefs that the clergy hold in
their hands — Saint John the Baptist, the VirginrWar the Theotokos (“God-bearer”)
as the Orthodox call her], Saint Herman of Alaskeg Old Testament Prophet Daniel
(we share a name, after all), and, of course, tlyrfaces of Christ — the warm teacher,
the suffering crucified, the stern and triumphaanBcrator.

At the close of the Vespers service, and on myoweryto the social hall where a
coffee hour and Lenten meal will take place, | mto Beth for the first time since |
spoke with her last Spring. Beth was one of tist fieople with whom | spoke in this
project, and she was to be chrismated (the sacraimewnhich one is officially received
into the Orthodox Church) only a few weeks aftervary first conversation.

As we exchange greetings, | can’t help but notieth Bolding something to her
chest — an icon. I'm surprised. While several & @rthodox faithful had brought their
own icons from home to this service and celebratialidn’t expect this same act of
devotion from Beth...not because | felt she was som&lmserious” about her faith, but
because at our last meeting a little less thanax ygjo, Beth had told me she didn’t “get
icons,” or, more specifically, she didn’t understhiie pious devotion and affection
many Orthodox granted to these seemingly peculiags:

Beth: “I find the iconography of the [Orthodox] Churchkry beautiful.
Very striking. The Byzantine style of painting athé colors, they're just
SO unique and very (pauses) just very strikind,s#sd before. | mean,
you walk into an Orthodox Church, and it reallprse of the first things
you see, the icons, at least it was for me....Bubewoeally honest, | still
don’t get icons.

Me: What do you mean by not “getting” them?
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Beth: | mean, | get that they're very beautiful piecéam, and
understand, you know, theologically that they aag pf how the Church
expresses its understanding of the Incarnatio®Gfad in the human,
material form of Christ], but honestly | don’t gée...devotion toward
them that many Orthodox demonstrate. You knowy#reration of them,
the touching, the kissing. I'm not saying that #iemanything wrong with
it, | just don’t share that feeling of connectianthese things. Maybe if |
had grown up around them — or maybe if | had a raesthetic sensibility
or appreciation for art, or something — | would ersfand.

Me: But you don't really understand it now?
Beth: No, it’s still a bit of a mystery to me, a bit wekito be quite frank.

Now, not quite a year later, Beth the Minnesotamost teacher, former
Evangelical turned Lutheran turned Orthodox Chastiis embracing an icon of St.
Elizabeth, the Russian Orthodox nun and martyroief can even open my mouth to
remind her of what she had told me during our fostversation, Beth smiles somewhat
sheepishly and says, “I know, | know, | remembeatwisaid before.”

“So, yeah, what happened?” | ask her.
“Well, a lot of things,” she answers. “But the hilging I've learned is this:

They’re not just art objects, they’'re more thantthizhey’re a part of who we are.
They’re a part of who | am.”

“They’re a part of who | am.”

Beth’s response that day was significant not oelyaoise of its drastic difference
from her own earlier orientation towards icons, &lsb because it so well exemplified a
more general phenomenon pertaining to so manyegpéiople with whom 1 interacted in
my study. Like Beth, many converts had told me thay were initially confused and

sometimes even uncomfortable with icons, findirgmh'odd,” “strange,” or, in a few
cases, even bordering on “idolatry.”
Yet, like Beth, converts’ initial sensibilities ainged over time, often quite

dramatically. Eventually, my interlocutors told nvé)at they once experienced as
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anachronistic artworks or even borderline objetigaatry had become, over time,
“something much more, very close to me” as a cdmeamed David put it or “important
partners on my journey” as another, Marla, had.said

Given the “material turn” that has been occurrimghie social and cultural study
of religion over the past two decades (HoutmanMager 2012; McDannell 1995;
Morgan 2010; Stolow 2012; Vasquez 2011), convetetements about the importance
of material objects such as icons are not entselprising. Recognizing a bias toward
abstract beliefs over concrete things in theiristsidnany scholars of religion have
explored how religious practitioners’ stances tahand uses of material artifacts such as
images, texts, statuary, paintings, architectunetggraphy, film, money, and more serve
not only as symbolic expressions of already esthbl religious beliefs and identities
(Halle 1993; Harvey 2004; McDannell 1995) but, emsore powerfully, as active agents
in the constitution of particular religious exp&wes and forms of personhood (Engelke
2007; Keane 2005; Kilde 2005; Konieczy 2009; O0%2, Promey 2005). Yet converts’
initial experiences of icons demonstrate that titenided constitutive effects of material
religion are not immediate or guaranteed. In fatiat is supposed to be an object of
religious reverence or awe in one religious conteay produce apathy, disinterest, or
even repulsion when presented to a person whostisdlas been shaped in a very
different kind of context, as Beth’s statementsudlbher early experiences with icons
makes clear. Such experiential disjunctures presemie with an empirical question in
need of an answer: How, exactly, does matter comestter in the lives of religious

subjects? More specifically, what are the actuatesses by which “mere things” such as
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icons became part and parcel of convert’s religemlges, constituent components of
their trajectories of religious becoming?

As the significance of icons within my interlocugbaccounts of becoming
Orthodox became more apparent, | started to ask this very question, asking what
had changed their initial perspectives on iconsibadd how they saw them as
significant components of their religious lives. dWamentioned that, like Beth, part of
their change in perspective came from learningtherch’s theological defense of the
icon, an apologetics first elaborated during tlmmaclast controversies within the early
Church in the 7 and &' centuries. Against the iconoclasts’ charges i@ veneration
was a violation of the Second Commandment’s praibibiagainst imagery of God, the
defenders of iconsqonodule$ argued that the Second Commandment’s prohibitias
modified with the incarnation of God in the persdrChrist. Since God had literally
become flesh and thus been made visible to humes) éyhad become not only
permissible to portray Him, his mother, as welbighe saints who had followed Him,
but also theologically necessary. To deny iconsthant veneration, argued one of the
most famous defender of icons, Saint John of Dansaseas to deny both the truth of the
Incarnation and the honor due to the saints whoderaonstrated how to follow Christ
(St. John of Damascus, 2003).

These theological explications are important, as@an see that significant
boundaries around Eastern Orthodox identity aesadly being drawn. Icons and icon
veneration are held up as a distinctive — pertia@snostistinctive — artifacts and

practices of the Orthodox faith. As opposed to fimphiliac” Protestants, it was often

% To be clear, these are not my characterizatiofratestant and Catholic engagements with material
culture, but the characterizations of many in thith@ox Church.
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argued by clergy, Orthodox Christians understoadl tfrere was no strict separation
between the material and the spiritual, that “@hered should be touched, tasted, looked
at, listened to” as Father Mark at St. NicholasipuAind opposed to the statuary of
Western Catholicism, which was often characterettoo realistic,” the flattened,
inverse perspective of the iconic image was argaedore fully draw the viewer into the
spiritual realm through the material, as oppos€edtagging the spiritual down to our
level,” as one Orthodox Christian put it. While $bevere most certainly un-nuanced and
largely unfair characterizations of Protestant @atholic perspectives on and
engagements with materiality, these statement&ddhe purpose of setting the
expectation that to be fully Orthodox was to graspsignificance of icons, to cross an
important emic/etic threshold of experience andensiéinding.

Most converts became familiar with these apologeattatively early in exploring
Orthodoxy and came to at least intellectually gr&sp icons embodied such
understandings of Orthodox theology and identitgt they told me that their everyday
orientations toward icons did not change until thegan seeing icons less as
anachronistic representations of people long deddore as material-cum-spiritual
entry points into live relationships with Christcathe saints. This, | found, is what made
icons “more than just art” — a comment | heard atgely in my conversations and
interactions with Orthodox Christians from multiglemmunities. While art, they told
me, could educate and inspire, only icons couldigeoone with access to a particular
kind of relationship with sacred actors. Indeedhimi the theology of the Orthodox
Church, icons do not represent a reality that isliynindependent of the icons’

materiality. Instead, according to the Church, ttragke present” holy figures, allowing
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those who interact with them tangible access totharwise invisible relationship with
who is portrayed in the image. Who is depictechmiton is also, in some sense, at one
with it — having a spiritual presence beyond babatithin the material object. As one
local priest explained:

[lcons] bring the mystery of Christ and his holytimer and the saints out

of the abstract and into the concrete. They aysiphlly present there in

their icons. Christ and the saints are in our maagt, through the icon, we

can see that....Now, you may say, “it's just a synib@hd | will say,

“yes, it is a symbol.” But what is a symbol? Symboines from a Greek

word — “Symbolos” — which means coming togetheo. sgmbol, a real

symbol, is the meeting point of two realities. Aindhis case, the

heavenly and the earthly. That’s what the icomnighe icon, the earthly

and the heavenly meet — they form a relationshgmmamunion, if you

will. So when you engage the icon, you're engadgingysaints in Heaven,

and they are engaging you.

In common Orthodox parlance, icons are called “wimsl onto heaven,” spaces
where the otherwise immaterial holy figure can lsenalized -madepresent — and
interacted with in some form. In reciprocal fashimons extend the presence of holy
persons into devotees’ everyday lives, allowingtsaand Christ to meaningfully interact
with human persons. In his own work on icons, Davmrgan (2012) has argued that this
relationality and reciprocity makes icons akin toiaterface, an interactive boundary in
which “the body finds an efficacious fit with anettobject or person, resulting in a
larger or extended body, one capable of an exparatepk of work or feeling” (91) that
“blurs the distinction between two parties and eagpthe self of the viewer into the new
register of being” (101). Like a human body intenfey with a hammer transforms the
hand’s soft surface into a hard one fit for pougdmails, or a computer interfacing with a

printer allows it to transform its electronic temto printed form, the icon allows the

devoted viewer to interrelate aspects of his ordwar subjectivity — identity, agency,
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emotion — with those of a sacred Other (ibid: 1@88ating an intersubjective space that
transacts across earthly and heavenly realms RD@8%). Understood from this
perspective, icons allow for the creation of whatr® Latour (1993; 1999; 2005) has
called “hybrid actors,” social entities which coapbgether otherwise heterogeneous
actors, agencies, and identities into “complex @sses of collaboration and
exchange”(Stolow 2007: 317).

In this chapter, | want to detail the processewbich icons came to develop such
an important mediating capacity within the experesnof the converts in my study.
Central to my analysis is the argument that theaphenology of the iconic interface is
not inherent in the artifact by itself, but is ieatl produced in and through the ways icons
circulate within the practices of new as well agadly established Orthodox Christians.
Indeed, while most converts became familiar with ttieology of the icon relatively
early in exploring Orthodoxy, they also told metttreeir everyday orientations toward
icons did not change until they “spent some quailitye with them,” as one told me, or
“really made them a part of my life,” as anothet puHere, then, | unpack what these
statements refer to in everyday life, ethnograplyicaconstructing the cultural
infrastructure through which the iconic interfacasrestablished and experienééd.

Drawing from my interviews and from observationatalcollected from
converts’ homes, workplaces, and even automolskes the Methods section in Chapter

2 for more details), | delimit and describe threactices by which the iconic interface

24 My analysis of a religious artifact here is simila the way actor-network sociologists attempanalyze
scientific and technical objects — i.e. by unpagkime constitutive practices by which objects aeglento
act, practices which are usually sublimated orchklaoxed” within everyday life. Morgan (2012) malees
similar argument with regard to visual artifactsétigious contexts, stating that the cultural appss that
underlies the relationship between viewers and ésag usually concealed in favor of claims thatesdc
qualities inhere in the objects themselves (102-3).
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was established and experienced among the connehis study: 1) though biographical
intertwinement; 2) through interacting with icorss“aonstant companions” within

morally problematic arenas of everyday life; andb$}urning to icons as

“compassionate interlocutors” in life’s more emotdly fraught dramas and events.
While not all converts experienced each of thesegsses in the order they are presented
here, each was incredibly common across the contrasimind subjects | studied. More
importantly, each category of practice was parédylpowerful in phenomenologically
transforming the icon from a “mere” object intop@rgual interface through which

human and divine personages could engage andahtera

“People Like Us”: Icons as Sacred Gifts and Sitesf@iographical Intertwinement

One of the obstacles converts told me they eneoedtn their initial experiences
with icons consisted of the fact that, as one put didn’t know who any of these people
were.”® Indeed, the Orthodox Church claims thousandsiofsaith at least one icon if
not several depicting them. The sheer quantitgafic depictions of saints (as well as
the many iconic depictions of Christ, each mearsigaify a particular aspect of Christ’s
person) seemed to encourage anonymous viewing aadhus an impediment to new
converts seeing icons as means through whichitoately connect with holy persons.

This was not generally a problem for “cradle Odbx’ members who had grown
up with specific icons as part of their home anatdjical lives, but many did recognize it

as an issue for members who were converting assadildrjorie, a cradle Orthodox

% This was largely true even for those converts wiee formerly Catholic. While the Catholic and
Eastern Orthodox Church share many saints fronmredf@ “Great Schism” of 1054, they do not share
saints from after that time period. Furthermore, tion-naturalistic style of Orthodox iconographydea
even saints who were known initially unrecognizable
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woman in her early seventies, expressed this pmohlell: “I know that it's probably
very strange for them at first,” she told me ong dtcoffee hour after the Divine
Liturgy, “seeing all of these pictures of thesastre-looking people, and all of us
Orthodox kissing them and crossing ourselves intfod them. But | take it as my job to
make it un-strange for them. I just say, ‘| wanirttvoduce you to some of my dear
friends.”

| found that these introductions, as Marjorie ibutnost often consisted of a
particular kind of narrative technique, one | rafehere aviographical intertwinement
In biographical intertwinement, the icon functioresia material center around which the
stories of Christ and the saints would be conneittt¢le present-day lives of Orthodox
community members. Such intertwinement would olieraccomplished through giving
icons to new members as gifts. For many new cosyiris is how the intertwinement of
their biographies with the life stories of thoseg®nted in icons first occurred, within the
social spaces of religious communities where icg@ae not only present on the walls of
the Church itself, but also circulated among angvben parishioners as sacred gifts.

It was Marjorie, in fact, who gave Beth her iconS#f Elizabeth on the day of her
chrismation. While it is was common practice foneerts in the communities | studied
to take the chrismation name of a saint who shreid given name, Beth actually had
taken her name after another St. Elizabeth — thbenof St. John the Baptist and close
relative of the Virgin Mary.

“When | received the icon,” she told me during eacond interview directly after

the Triumph of Orthodoxy Vespers service, “I| hadawa who this St. Elizabeth was.”
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When | asked Beth why Marjorie had given her amigbSt. Elizabeth the New
Martyr instead of the other saint, she told me Matjorie had said that St. Elizabeth the
New Martyr “suited her more.” When | asked herdl ine what that meant, she said that
she had told Marjorie and other members of hera@haommunity that she had recently
started a teaching job in an impoverished schattidi known for its many “at-risk”
students, as well as some problems with gang welewhile she had taken the job for
altruistic reasons — in order to “try to reach tmuthose who don’t have much,” as she
told me and a few of her friends at church one-d#ye demands of teaching in her new
environment were taking a psychological toll. Be#ud confided to several in the
community, including Marjorie, that she was ofteeling overwhelmed, unprepared, and
even scared at her new job, and that she wondesée should quit.

Shortly thereafter, Marjorie gave Beth the icorSofElizabeth and told her the
saint’s story. According to Orthodox accounts af, ltlee woman now known as
Elizabeth the New Martyr was formerly a Grand Dwgshef Russia who converted to
Orthodoxy in 1891. She later renounced her titie lscame a nun devoted to the poor
after the assassination of her husband, Duke Satgeandrovich, in 1905. Murdered by
Bolshevik revolutionaries in 1918, St. Elizabetivémerated for her selfless devotion to
orphans, the poor, and the less fortunate. AccgrtdirBeth, Marjorie had told her to look
to St. Elizabeth when she needed the strengthropassion, especially in her work at
the school. As Beth emotionally relayed to me dyonr second conversation:

Marjorie told me to look to St. Elizabeth when kded encouragement

and strength in my new job. And St. Elizabeth, whs incredibly caring

and compassionate in her life. Selflessly so. Aratjbtie told me she saw

aspects of that compassion in me, in my willingrtesgo where kids
really need someone who cares about them....And,Itlusught, wow,
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you know, that just really touched me. That shelditne so thoughtful as
to think of what | was going through and say, “Herenow you’re going
through a tough time, but | see something of Stabketh in you, and |
think she can help and encourage you.” It almostenmae cry.

Marjorie was not alone in encouraging the estabiestt of this kind of personal
and mimetic relationship through gift-giving; irctal found it was a common practice in
all of the communities | studied. Paul, a “crad@®rthodox member at St. Nicholas also
told me that he liked to give converts whom he $iaohsored icons of sacred figurers
whom they would “feel a connection with.” As he &iped to me:

I've been fortunate enough to be a sponsor forrséwé the new members

of our church. And, with a lot of the new convetitgy to give them or

lead them to icons that they might feel a connectvgh. You know, like

I've given icons of Christ the Teacher and St. JGhnysostom [the

patron saint of letters] to people who are eduesataricons of Mary or

Joseph to people | know are really doting and ditgitarents — God knows,

there are plenty of those! [laughs]. Or, you knavaybe something even a

bit more personal if the person has confided intma¢ they struggle with a

particular problem in their life, because we all Because the amazing

thing about the saints is that they were peophd,ljke us. They weren’t

perfect. In fact, many of them started out therd as really damaged,

sinful people. So they have their human flaws amlolés, just like we do.

But, through their icons, they also let us see, ifigbu turn toward God

and the Church, you can overcome your sins.

In and through this exchange of icons, peopleNkgjorie and Paul not only
gave converts one of their first pieces of Orthodwterial culture, but also supplied
them with the story of the sacred referent depitihedein, one whom they initially did
not know or recognize. Moreover, they also intenwd the inspired biography of the
saint with converts’ own stories, encouraging thiendentify with a saint whom they

could see as in some ways like them but in othgswaore spiritually and ethically

advanced, as moral equals as well as exemplarh.fSuuas of identification made the
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icon the tangible site of a dual form of emplotmekttone moment, gazing upon the icon
could bring the story of the saint to bear on om& life, putting a more human
personality on the holy figure, bringing them “@aitthe clouds and into real life,” as
Mark, one of my interviewees, suggestively puBitt, at the very same time, seeing the
icon was also experienced as bringing one’s owmimiggbiography into a religious
frame of reference. To see the saints and eversiGigiin some ways “people like us”
brought the saints down to earth, so to speakit lalgo “lifted” one’s own story into a
narrative arc that incorporated the stories of lpobtotypes.

The construction of these types of personalizednaimgketic relationships with the
saints (through their icons) also became very agypdo me as | began to ask converts to
show me their icons and where they placed themmilieir homes and workplaces
(more on this in the next section). Even withowrppting, | found that these icon tours
would inevitably also become sites of intimate welting about their personal affinity
with the depicted figures. One of the most affegstories | heard was told to me by a
man named Trent and centered on the gift of ana¢@t. Mary of Egypt, aand &'
century prostitute turned desert monastic and,lpggron saint of penitents within the
Church. Trent, who told me before we officially nfiet an interview, that “you probably
haven't heard a story like mine,” openly told meidg our conversation that he had been
both a childhood victim and adult perpetrator ofis# abusé® After our interview,

Trent showed me his icon of Mary of Egypt, tellimg that he had received the icon
while in prison after being convicted on a sexssaalt charge. While searching for God

while locked up, Trent met an Orthodox priest whasvaeading a prison ministry

% | asked Trent directly after our interview if hamied this sensitive, personal information includfechy
dissertation or any other publications. He stated he did, noting that his current distance from t
problems of his past demonstrated what a chang@ttedox Church had made in him.
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program. Trent later converted to Orthodoxy, befpke that, the Orthodox priest in
charge of the ministry gave him the icon of St. as a gift:

When | was in prison and first thinking about beawgran Orthodox

Christian, [the priest] sent me the stories of samts and their icons.

One was Saint Moses of Ethiopia, the other wast 3&amy of Egypt. And

Father told me, you know, that he gives these twas and their stories to

a lot of the prisoners he works with because tieysthat, no matter how

far you have fallen and what horrible things yowrhave done, you can

be changed. And, to this day, they are my two fil@@aints. | love to no

end that they have Saint Mary of Egypt up on thé atdthe local church

he attends]. Okay, she went beyond being a prostishe was what we

would call today a nymphomaniac....and there wereesofithose same

issues in Moses of Ethiopia’s background, and tiath had the same

struggle with similar sins, sins similar to my ov8uo | had her icon in my

cell and she’s still with me today, but now in npagment, thank God.

Although their lives were separated by hundredkearen thousands of years, as
well as the metaphysical divide of life and de#though biographical intertwinement
converts like Trent were encouraged to see comnt@sabetween themselves and the
saints depicted in their icons. In many ways, aoesing these commonalities focused
attention away from the separate object-ness ofriderial icon, encouraging new
Orthodox adherents to not so much look past itenaity but rather, much like a
window, throughit and towards the common sins and uncommon vibfiése sacred
subjects depicted therein. In giving an icon tlwatrinects” with converts, members of the
Orthodox community began the work of placing btk tonvert and the holy figures
within a personalized relationship, one in whicé iton acted as both material fulcrum
and spiritual interface through which this work veasomplished. Moreover, in
encouraging converts to begin to cross the emaictleteshold from seeing icons as

strange aesthetic objects to depictions of peaplehiom one shared an intimate

biographical connection, members were also imphigatonverts more deeply in the

113



collective identity narratives of their Easternt@dox communities. Being part of the
story of the saint was also to be a part of theystbthe community who venerated those

saints — to become “people like us” at the commimadl as well.

“Constant Companions”: Interacting with Icons in Problematic Moral Spaces

The previous section demonstrated that conver{gances of icons began to
change as they started to treat them as narratoa¢ points through which to construct
personal and mimetic relationships with saintlerehfts. This process, | argued, is one
that endows the icon with a particular biographg parsonality, one that interfaces with
both the stories of the convert who views the iasnwell as the holy prototype depicted
in the iconic image itself. lcons were not onlydise focal points around which to weave
stories of identification, however. Their portatyilallowed them to also “follow”
practitioners into multiple arenas of everyday &feeveryday interactants or “constant
companions,” as one of my interviewees called théfhile icons (and, by extension,
their sacred referents) were distributed througlseueral spaces of everyday life, |
found that what held these activities of emplacanayether into a more coherent
category of practice was that converts overwheligidgcided to have their icons
“follow” them into places that were deemed to beame way morally and spiritually
problematic.

With regard to their domestic lives, converts wemeouraged by both priests and
laity to establish an icon corner in their homesyally a small shelf or table placed in the
east corner of a room (see Image B for a typicahgde; although icon “corners” could

also grow to be as large as entire rooms; see IlGagEhese corners would always have
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at least one icon of Jesus and the Theotokos, aopaints, as well as the favorite saints
of the convert and his or her family members (gythvere also members of the Church).
Icon corners were places where converts offereid dlady prayers and devotions, either
in the morning or at night or both, and the icoresenpresent there for the express
purpose of strengthening piety. For many, thescamound them made present a “cloud
of witnesses” reminding them that they were nexdy talone in their Orthodox
devotion. This seemed especially important for ¢hosnverts who had joined Orthodoxy
alone, without a spouse of significant other. AexAlwhose wife and children had little
interest in Orthodoxy or religion in general, tohe:

It can be kind of isolating sometimes when youlre only person [among

family and close friends] who is Orthodox. But,thélook over at my

icon corner and see that I'm never really alonat there is this larger

community around me all the time, praying alongwite and

encouraging me to keep going along the path I'ikerta

Icons, then, allowed even seemingly individualypra to be experienced as being
delivered in a collective mode. Moreover, as megiloicutors were often quick to tell me,
icons disciplined the prayerful mind by engaging Wandering eye. As Kim argued
while showing me one of her favorite icons of Margntrally placed on the shelf that
comprised her icon corner:

One of the things that — and I'm sure you've natit@s too — one of the

first things that people notice about icons aregyes. They're usually

very big, very round, and it can even look distdrd@d off-putting at

first....Symbolically, the bigger eyes are meantdpresent the spiritual

vision of the saints, that they see the spiritealities that many of us

can’t see. But, in addition to that, | think thiagéy are there to draw your

own eyes to them....Like, with this icon of Maryocis my eyes on hers,

and | feel like she focuses hers on mine, andlllfeethat keeps the rest

of me — my brain and my heart — focused whereatkhbe while I'm
praying, on God. Because where the eyes go, thefrgsu will follow.
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While icon corners were an established part ofye@thodox home | visited, |
also found that some icons — especially thosevikae considered particularly special in
some way to the individual — were often placediffecent areas within the home. Beth,
for example, placed her icon of St. Elizabeth ondhathes dresser, so | “could see it
each morning when | woke up and started gettindgyéar work.” Remembering
Marjorie’s advice to look to St. Elizabeth when steeded encouragement, Beth decided
to cross herself and say a short prayer in frotnheficon each day before she left for
work. She did this for several months, but thenakxtthat she should make an icon
corner where she could start to say prayers mg@ady. She bought a few more icons
from a local seller — of Christ, the Theotokos, édh@ other St. Elizabeth...you know, |
still felt I owed to her,” she told me, laughingndamoved St. Elizabeth (the New Martyr)
from above the dresser and onto the new icon cameplaced in a spare bedroom. Still
not one who felt herself too enamored with iconsthBrvas surprised to find that she
missed seeing St. Elizabeth at the top of her dresgery morning.

“The whole feel of my morning routine just seencethpletely thrown off,” she
told me. “I mean, it was weird how used to havieg there | had become...there was
like, a palpable absence in the room.” Beth dectddaly another icon of St. Elizabeth
to put back on her dresser drawers, and then antthake with her to work:

| work in a public school, so I'm not sure how kesit would be to have

something religious like an icon out on display] gast made a nice spot

in one of my desk drawers. | put down a nice vetieth down below her

and around the outside of the drawer so the icamawnit get

scratched....l just thought it would be nice to hheethere with me at

work too...so whenever I'm feeling overwhelmed oelflimitating

exasperation and anger] “I can’t deal with thesks lanymore!”, | open

that drawer and look at her and she’s looking atlike, “Come on, you

can do this. No one else is there for them.” Angis® gives me strength,
especially when I'm having trouble.
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Beth was not alone in taking her icons to workngneonverts took an icon or
two to work with them, often utilizing icons as ayo instigate them to imitate more
godly or saintly virtues while coping with what theften felt were contexts in which
“keeping a Christian mindset is difficult to do wour own,” as Charles, a finance
executive who worked in downtown Minneapolis, s&ithile interviewing Charles in his
office one morning, | asked him about an icon ofi§&HPantocrator he had on his office
wall. Charles smiled, stood up and walked me outi®bffice and closed the door
behind us. Then, almost immediately, he openedidloe again and led me back in:

My wife gave me that after we joined the Churchetbgr. And | put it

here because it is the first thing that | walk paatryday when | come

into this room and, even if | don’t look at Himkhow that He is always

watching me....In my business, as I'm sure you prbobkaow from the

news right now, people can be tempted to do somiypunscrupulous

things. And that [he points to the icon, for emps$ias there to remind me

of who I'm really called to be like. Because, a #nd of the line, I'm not

going to be judged on how much money | make forctignts — or for

myself, for that matter — but on if I've lived a @t-like life.

In addition to home and work spaces, smaller, traize icons also allowed
Christ and the saints to be taken on long tripslaced in the car during everyday
commutes. Showing me a small diptych icon of Clarst the Theotokos (see Image D
for an example of this kind of icon), a convert mahiHannah, for example, told me that
she hung an almost identical version from her aaasview mirror.

“I keep this icon in my car because | tend towgal impatient and angry when |
drive,” she told me, “so my daughter and husbarv giae this to help.”

“So, does it work?” | asked her while examining tletail that went into such a

small piece.
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“Well, sometimes,” she responded, laughing, “mmstimes not at all. But it
doesalways remind me to ask for forgiveness rightrgdfeughs]....It's so bad, but I've
probably asked Jesus and the Theotokos for forgasem that car more often than | have
in a confessional!”

In taking their icons into arenas of everyday tifat were considered to be in
some way morally or spiritually problematic, congansed (and thus helped constitute)
icons as visible and tangible interfaces througictvko align their own moral intentions
and agencies with those they imagined to be caoitist of the saints or Christs’
exemplary characters. Embedding icons into thémesl of everyday life was a way to
restructure perceptions, thoughts, and affectinsibdities into an intersubjective frame
of reference shared by a saint or even a deityatifiig icons as “constant companions”
encouraged converts to call upon and cultivaterittees of the saints and Christ. At the
same time, it brought the saints’ virtues to beambat would otherwise seem the
mundanity of the everyday — time alone in the hpossetings at work, (rage-inducing)
drives to pick up the kids from soccer practice, et

In placing icons in the home, at work, and evethancar, drawing on the strength
and inspiration of divine actors could be experezhas an everyday affair. “The saints,”
as one Orthodox priest relayed to me, “are witevwerywhere.” And, | would add, this
may be due to the fact that, through their icomsy tcan be — and regularly were — taken
just about anywhere. Moreover, as Morgan (201)68eints out, modes of religious
seeing simultaneously implicate viewers in both feuns of agency and novel mediums
of power, exemplifying the dynamic of mutual apprapon mentioned in the first

chapter. In taking up icons for their own religiathical purposes, converts were also
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submitting themselves to meaningful forms of icoeemated bodily discipline. When
Charles, for example, placed his icon of Christhed he would see it at the first moment
he walked into his office, he was submitting nolydris gaze but, ideally, all his daily
actions to the scrutiny of God. Engaging the eydalhaicon, as Kim so aptly put it

above, was also a matter of disciplining the badiynd, and heart.

“There When You Need Them”: Icons as Compassionat@terlocutors

Icons were not always part of the background prastof everyday life, however.
For many converts, there were times when they bedanal characters in peoples’
ongoing lives as Orthodox Christians. If, in becogpart of the spatial backdrop of
routine existence, icons functioned as “constanmtanions” in the arenas of the
everyday, there were also moments when they fumeti@s compassionate interlocutors
within the more dramatic events of peoples’ lileshese moments, the iconic interface
was established through intimate transactions wipsthy and empathy (Morgan 1998),
often at points where the individuals in my studly &t the limits of their own capacities
for agency (Orsi 1996). Icons, as one of my in@maes, Brent, noted, were not only
therewhereconverts decide to place them, but also “therenvyfoal need them” — in
those moments when life becomes overwhelming dicdit.

During my interview with Brent in his studio apagnt in South Minneapolis, he
showed me an icon of St. John Maximovitch (oftédemred to as St. John the
Wonderworker), a 28.century ascetic and hierarch known for his sudoéssissionary
work in Shanghai, Japan and San Francisco in thied8tates. Brent had first

encountered St. John while spending several matthsnonastery named for him in San
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Francisco, California. Brent told me that he hadrbsuffering from debilitating
depression during this time, and had decided ttmdbe monastery (even though he was
not Orthodox or even particularly religious at timee) because a college friend who was
Greek Orthodox had suggested it. “He said he thomgyould really help me,” Brent
relayed to me while showing me the icon of St. J@#@@® Image E), “and | thought, well,
it can’t hurt....I guess you could say | was despeattthis point.”

Brent eventually converted to Orthodox Christianityile at the monastery, and
also developed what he termed “a very importamti@iship” with St. John. At the
monastery, Brent stayed in a room that was, ircalpnonastic style, quite sparse, with
“only a bed, the Bible, a few books, and some i¢ansluding an icon of St. John the
Wonderworker:

| just remember spending a lot of time lookinghe tcon [of St. John],

and noticing that he didn’t ever seem to look thme. His eyes just, |

mean, they're just really full and they seemecdtuklat me with

compassion. But there’s something very stern intoonthat | felt | had to

respond to too. And | think | needed both of thitéegs. Someone to look

at me with understanding but also not—at the same, thot to just feel

sorry for me and let me wallow in my self-pity....Artd this day, it

seems that he knows what | need to see whenewgsthtart getting

rough.

Brent's experience of a holy figure’s countenadleanging depending on what
one needs, when one needs it, was something lieatrdl quite often in my interviews
with Orthodox practitioners. While, at first glaneeonic representations often make
saints or Christ seem oddly emotionless, my intetiors were quick to point out that this

was merely a surface appearance, and that iconaiced an emotional depth that could

only be seen after a more prolonged — and affelgAa- engagement. Icons seemed to
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function like an emotional Rorschach blot, invitivigwers to perceive the look (or
looks) they needed at the moment in which they wetsouble or despair.

An especially common narrative | heard concergeds of Mary during difficult
experiences with children or pregnancies. A womamed Carrie, for example, told me
of her experiences with an icon of Mary when she e@nfined to several months of bed
rest due to pregnancy complications with her titstd:

| remember the first time...feeling really drawn toiaon was right after |

was pregnant with [my son] and just feeling totalserwhelmed because

it was really touch and go and it wasn’t clearwduld lose the baby or

not. And | remember lying in my bed, just feeliagful and scared, and

spending a lot of time looking at the icon of tHeedtokos. And for the

first time, there was a connection | could maka &aint and through an

icon. Which was very different for me. Becauseats kind of

like...well, | felt like we were looking at each othes mothers. And that

was just strange, but it happened....I felt like sdadly understood what |

was going through, and that made such a huge eliféerto me.

As Morgan (1998; see also 2012) notes, sympattyearpathy are interrelated
yet distinct emotional processes, sympathy invgharifeeling with” others while
empathy requires a more radical “feeling as” otdfrthe distinct emotional situation of
an Other. Sympathy tends to gather similar emotiotosthe same affective orbit, giving
weight to one’s current subject position, strengthg existent identities and
identifications. Empathy, however, involves reaghiit into a different emotional
atmosphere, reconfiguring one’s feelings in respdaghe very different feelings of
another. With regard to iconic images, | found tiv@se two emotional processes often

intermingled and relied on one another in symbifatghion. At first, a moment of

sympathetic recognition, followed closely by a motnef emotional projection as
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converts attempted to reconfigure their emotiotatiesto match what they imagined to be
that of the saint or Christ.

During our second interview, Beth, for exampléd tme of turning to St.
Elizabeth during a particularly trying family exparce, and that it was this experience,
more than any other, that had “totally changedathg | thought about icons.” Confiding
to me that she had recently faced the prospeatrdfa@nting someone in her family who
had deeply hurt her and other members of her fathBeth stated that she had no idea
whether to even take up the opportunity of confranthis person, let alorteow.

“I know the Christian thing to do was to forgive¢ person],” she said, “but | was
just still so angry that | couldn’t find it in myl$é

Beth had asked advice from several close friendsf@mily about what she
should do, but told me, despite her closest contgl@ood intentions, she still didn’t
know whether and how to approach the situation.tBem she turned to St. Elizabeth:

To be honest, it was the last thing | thought te-#kand of a last resort

type thing, because, | remembered Marjorie teltimgy you know, turn to

St. Elizabeth when you need help. So | thought,dwhe heck.” So, one

evening, | get back from work and prayed with myniof St. Elizabeth,

asking her what I should do. And, after awhile—hddnow how long,

but it seemed like hours—I had my answer. | ned¢dddrgive. | just had

to do it. And I finally felt like I could, too.

When | asked Beth how she — and St. Elizabethd-ahdved at the answer, she
told me that in looking at her icon, she rememberedrt of St. Elizabeth’s story that
gave “me the strength to forgive.” While St. Elie#tbis most known and venerated

among Orthodox for her devotion to the poor anddwventual martyrdom at the hands of

Bolshevik revolutionaries, Beth also relayed toarlesser known story about her life, a

27 At my interviewee’s request, | have omitted thaabnature of this family relationship to protect
privacy.
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moment before she had decided to become a nuruanshortly after the assassination
of her husband. The still mourning Grand Duchesshs story goes, routinely visited
her husband’s murderer in prison, even taking hoogy of the Bible in hopes that he
would convert to Christianity. She also becamentia@&’s sole defender, petitioning the
local authorities to stay his execution (a battle kst, in the end).

In turning to the icon of St. Elizabeth in her maref need, Beth initially relied
on the sympathy she imagined St. Elizabeth to f@vieer — that she, like her, must have
known exactly how emotionally difficult it was tade someone who hurt you so badly,
placing an aspect of St. Elizabeth’s story intodwen affective orbit.

While | was praying with the icon,” Beth told me jtist kept thinking of

that story. | don’t know why, and | don’t even remtger where | had

heard the story of that part of her life. But tsatvhat kept coming into my

mind....And | thought, wow, here is someone who elatiows what it

means to face someone who has hurt you.

Yet, shortly thereafter, Beth moved from placingBizabeth into her own affective
orbit of the self to imaginatively reaching outargnother emotional atmosphere — the
place where St. Elizabeth was able not only toif@;,gout even work on behalf of, the
man who murdered her husband. “Eventually,” Bethyed to me:

| just began to think of how amazing it was tha¢ alstually forgave and

defended the person who murdered her husband.n,rdaistians talk

about being “Christ-like” all the time, but veryweof us actually do it....It

was like she was looking at me, saying, you knop@u“can do this too.”

And I'm not comparing her situation to my situatidce it's the same, but

it was like an encouragement. A nudge or somettiikey, “you can do

this, just follow my example,” if that makes sense.

In turning to her icon and in engaging in the e dialectics of sympathy and

empathy, Beth the school teacher interfaced witletabeth the nun and martyr. She
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found a way to feel and then act differently, aafig the iconic interface’s ability to

make one “capable of an expanded range of workalinig” (Morgan 2012: 91).

Conclusion

A common way to characterize material artifactshsas icons is as “objects of
devotion”. And, indeed, to read this chapter agtAmographic analysis of the practices
through which converts cultivated their devotioritte saintly figures depicted in their
icons would be one way to understand how icons waresformed from aesthetically
strange, even displeasing, art objects into amfate mediating intimate relationships
between Heaven and Earth. With the aid and enceuaregt of others in their
communities, converts came to subjectivate thegeets) making them a part of their
everyday lives. They connected the stories of #iets to their own biographies, took
them into their homes, workspaces, and cars, anéduo them in times of emotional
distress.

All this is true. But it is also only one sidetbg story told above. To characterize
icons as objects of devotion is to make them t@sipa, to characterize them as mere
receptacles of religious desire without recogniZiogy they, in turn, serve to animate
and reconfigure religious subjectivities. Whilésitrue that these objects were placed
into the service of human actors through theirudatton and uses within the contexts of
converts’ lives, once set in motion, icons themsgworked to subjectivate those who
utilized them. In having their biographies connddtethe lives of converts, the stories of
Elizabeth the New Martyr, St. Mary of Egypt, and Jthn the Wonderworker in turn

lived on as active presences within the storigseaiple like Elizabeth, Terry, and Brent.
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In being placed within their homes and offices, shmts’ eyes served to discipline the
bodies and behaviors of those they gazed upomiimgd<im to keep her focus on her
prayers and Charles to not fall prey to unethicaitiess practices. In being turned to in
times of emotional turmoil, the saints not onlyeatas passive listeners but also as agents
who reconstituted the emotions of those who tutngtiem, making them capable of
forms of feeling they thought impossible alone.

This is to say that the interface between religiactors and material objects is
constituted by multiple agencies, including mateagencies. Once the material artifact
is made subject to the lives of people, it also esadubject those who use it, framing
their personal narratives, their everyday actigitend major life events within broader
religious narratives of meaning and communal hissoof practice. “Ways of seeing,”
Morgan asserts, “are visual situations in whiclwdes assume a position within a set of
relations” (2012: 68). In this sense, material otgdike icons are not only objects of
devotion. They are also agents of religious saifrfation, artifacts that, in being
positioned by human actors, also serve to positiem within newly configured social
contexts and subject positions. To turn to an iooeamoment of distress is to position
one’s self within a larger history of Orthodox p&owho have also turned to the saints —
and sometimes one’s preferred saint — for conswiand strength. To position an icon in
one’s home or office space is also to reconfighat $pace as one imbued with Orthodox
religious significance and meaning (cf., McDani€l98; Taves 1986). To make icons a
part of one’s life is to also allow the icon to bete a part of one’s self — a part of who

one is.
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Image B: A small icon corner

Image C: A much more elaborate icon corner
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Image D: An example of a travel diptych
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Image F: Saint Elizabeth the New Martyr
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Chapter 6
Conclusion

Project Review and Summary of Findings

When | was a young child, I, like many other kidsmy neighborhood, attended
church with my family on Sundays. While | don’tmrember all of the things that went
on there, some of my more vivid memories of Corogrs Baptist Church are of singing
congregational hymns. | remember, in a churchditat’'t have enough stellar voices to
form a choir, the congregation singing songs suctAanazing Grace,” “The Old
Rugged Cross,” “He Walks With Me,” and many othef® this day, far removed from
the religious times and spaces of my early childho&now and can sing many of these
songs by heart. One particular hymn that | remepdrel that comes to mind as
particularly salient for concluding this dissertati was called “My God is Real.” Set to
a country-folk tune belted out on our off-key pisaral accompanied by the clapping
hands and stomping feet of the congregation, wg:san
There are some things | may not know
there are some places | can't go,
but | am sure of this one thing,
my God is real for | can feel him in my soul.

Some two decades later, as a religious agnosticsibes religion from the
secular perspective of the sociologist, | stillmainhelp but be struck by such
declarations about the intimate, personal expegi@icacred reality among the religious
groups and individuals | study. | have talked viitbangelicals who say they intimately
know Jesus as their personal savior, Muslims whonly believe that they are servants

of Allah but intimately feel their submission torhli Catholic and Orthodox Christians

who tell methe saints really do hear and sometimes answerghayers. What is it to
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experience such things? How, | have continued kavaself, do people come to inhabit
a religion as a personal reality, incorporatingsgemingly other-worldly symbols, ideas,
injunctions, and rituals into their most intimatgeriences of self?

In this dissertation, | approached this questioough a series of ethnographic
investigations of contemporary conversions to Eagtgthodox Christianity in the
Midwestern United States. Through in-depth intemgavith converts and participant-
observation within the St. Basil, St. Tikhon, artdMicholas Orthodox church
communities, | examined how individual convertshia Minneapolis-St. Paul region of
Minnesota came to inhabit and experience the melgiworld of Eastern Orthodoxy as a
personal reality, making its particular construialhe religious world a formative part of
their own self-experiences. Central to the dissiertavas the larger claim that
understanding how religious cultural systems edtéert the lived experience of these
individuals required a better understanding ofdéke-constituting effects of religious
practices on subjectivity.

| developed separate analyses of the effects eéthractices on converts’
emerging Orthodox selves, examining how conversematives, fasting, and icon
veneration worked to experientially ground aspet® new religious system of meaning
in the subjective experiences and self-interpretstiof the individuals | studied. Drawing
on interdisciplinary literatures on conversion a#isres and temporality in Chapter 3, |
looked to how Orthodox converts’ stories themsebwed as significant practices of
self-formation. Specifically, my findings demongé&a that, in contrast to prevailing
assumptions that the incorporation of conversianati@es always constitutes a temporal

rupture in religious subjects’ autobiographies hodox conversion narratives evinced a
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rhetoric of continuity in which the conversion everas constructed as a moment (or
series of moments) in which one recognized a laetitodox subjectivity that had been
there all along. In detailing the theological amdgbical contexts which informed and
encouraged these narratives of religious self-asgg Chapter 3 ultimately argued for
an approach to narratives of religious converdnat moved beyond a hermeneutics of
suspicion to instead examine why some individuatsiastitutions are more likely to
address the past through a logic of discontinuity self-transformation and others more
likely to do so through a logic of continuity anelfsdiscovery. | concluded by
demonstrating how this approach to self-narratomdd also be of potential to studies in
many non-religious contexts as well.

Chapter 4 examined the role of fasting in Orthodelt-formation. Bringing
together scholarship on the relations between emimmd and moral subjectivity in the
cultural study of religion with insights from emhed cognitive science, | argued for the
relevance of “image schemas” in understanding hedigious actors come to transform
bodily sensations into privileged mediums for therah evaluation of their selves.
Demonstrating how fasting activated deeply ingrdisiuctures of bodily experience
such as CONTAINER, SUPPORT, SCALARITY, VERTICALITPATH, and
COMPULSION schemas, | detailed the phenomenologitalpretive links that
embedded Orthodoxy’s particular theology of morabediment within the lived
experiences of converting subjects. By way of casion, | argued that a focus on how
various institutions, practices, and self-projextiivate particular image-schemas could

be a promising way forward in developing compamtwnalyses of cultural embodiment.
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Finally, in Chapter 5, | asked how converts mofrech viewing icons as strange
and sometimes even displeasing aesthetic objeatsinmate and indispensable partners
in their projects of religious self-formation — arpof who they were, to adapt a quote
from my interlocutor, Beth. Expanding on the argatn& David Morgan (2012) that
icons act as interfaces through which the selftirome capable of a broader range of
activity and feeling, | analyzed the practices tlgio which this interface was established
in the experiences of Orthodox converts themseMgdindings demonstrated that the
phenomenology of the iconic interface was not iehem the artifact by itself but was
instead produced through the ways icons circulatéiain the practices of Orthodox
individuals and communities. Nevertheless, | alsoctuded that once these material
objects became grounded in the personal livesligioas actors, icons began to have
their own, sometimes unpredictable effects on cdavsubjectivities. As such, | argued
that material artifacts such as icons should nadss as passive receptacles of devotion
but as religious agents in their own right.

By approaching Orthodox religious self-formationaasongoing and combinatory
process of linguistic, somatic, and material imggiicn, this dissertation demonstrated
how the appropriation of particular narrative, bpdand material practices into converts’
everyday lives worked to progressively transforeirtiBubjectivities in religiously
prescribed (but not completely determined) waysenaogether, the analyses in this
dissertation illustrated how the religious formatiaf the social actor through practices
involved a dynamic and fundamentally social proaddsoth appropriating and being
appropriated by new religious meanings. As conegsencountered practices such as

fasting and icon veneration, they started by logkmmother, more experienced and
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established members of their communities to undedsthe normative meanings and
purposes behind these cultural forms. Yet, as ehaoly analyses also demonstrated,
these meanings remained somewhat abstract an@dioome part of their own lived
experiences and interpretations of self until taegaged with them and put to them to
use within the contexts of their own everyday liv@ace converts began to put practices
to use, they came to find their new Orthodox idegimore persuasive, more integral to
who they were as persons and even, as Chapter @d&ated, as part of who they had
really, truly been all their lives. Over time arfmidugh practice, the meanings associated
with these practices migrated, so to speak, framrtipersonal realm of abstract
theological discourse, to the interpersonal redisoaial interaction, and, finally, to the

intrapersonal plane of self-consciousness (Mead1B&8khtin 1981).

Broader Sociological Implications

While each empirical chapter in the dissertatiomlenaterventions in and
contributions to interdisciplinary literatures aligious practice and self-formation, here
| return to the broader sociological implicatiorisny project taken as a whole. As
touched on in Chapter 1, the practice-based antkpsoial approach to self-formation
employed in this project has important implicatiémsresearch and theory in both the
sociology of religion and cultural sociology mom®adly. In the sociology of religion,
this dissertation has implications for the areasebflious power and identity, conversion,
and experience. In cultural sociology, this diss#sh contributes to discussions of the

links between culture and subijectivity. | expandeach of these areas below:
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Religious Power and Identity

Most broadly, this dissertation provides insigtbithe micro-foundations of
religious power and identity. Such a focus goehéoheart of classical and contemporary
discussions of religion’s ability to constitute aéxte, direct and control human action. As
many of the most central scholars of the discipfirgued, the power of religion to direct
human action in the world was in large part dugst@apacity to mould and transform
subjectivities. As Weber’s ([1930]1998) canonim@lrk on Protestantism and capitalism
asserted, it was the subjective anxieties engeddsréhe Calvinist doctrine of
predestination that directed Protestant subjeaiet®lop and sustain a work ethic and
“spirit” that legitimated early American capitalisi@r, as Durkheim ([1912]1995)
famously noted of the power of religion to transfidhe subjectivities and capacities of
social actors, “The believer who has communed highgod is not simply a man [sic]
who sees new truths that the unbeliever knowsh®is a man wh strongef (419;
emphasis in the original). And Clifford Geertz 789, who is arguably more responsible
than any other contemporary scholar for renewirtgosagical interest in the cultural side
of religious life, noted that religion instills imorshippers the fundamental “moods and
motivations” that subsequently direct human actiotihe world. For each of these central
theorists, it was assumed that the ways religigagesis became implicated in
subjectivity (and vice-versa) accounted for muclnetifjion’s capacity to shape,

motivate, and guide human meaning and action irsdiceal world.
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Within the contemporary sociology of religion, astvamount of research has
documented ways that religious affiliation and iglynnfluence the attitudes and
behaviors of individual adherents in a number @iaaealms. Scholars have repeatedly
shown how religion influences, to list just a snsainpling of research, individuals’
political attitudes and behaviors (e.g., Greele93tHayes 1995; Manza & Brooks
1997); their orientations to moral issues suchbasteon (e.g., Ebaugh & Haney 1978;
Emerson 1996; Hoffman & Johnson 2002), sexuality.{(&damczyk & Pitt 2009;
Adamczyk & Hayes 2012), and social welfare (e.ggierus et al. 1998; Wuthnow
1991); their approaches to family formation andnmage (e.g., McQuillan 2004;
Thornton et al. 1992; Wilcox 1998); and even tle@onomic activities (Keister 2003,
2007a, 2007b; Lehrer 2004). Yet, despite the gieadunts of evidence pointing to the
fact that religious identity continues to deeplffuence the individual subjectivities of
modern social actors, the specific processes bghwéireligious system becomes
incorporated into individuals’ self-experiences e@mrather opaque.

In examining religious practices as the primaryigiels through which religious
selves are formed, this dissertation identified saithe concrete sociocultural
mechanisms and attendant experiential processesiir individuals become
personally implicated in broader religious syst@hmeaning, thus shedding light on the
necessary antecedents of the religiously motivatéidns so well documented by
sociologists of religion in both the classical aweshtemporary traditions. The practices
highlighted here show how religious identities “gatler the skin,” as Paul put it in
Chapter 1, through ongoing practices that shapgestiNdties in accord to religious

models of selfhood. As such, a greater attentiqurdatices as agents of identity
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formation can go a long way to help sociologistdarstand the ways religious systems
come to have significance in the personal livesaafial agents (see also Allahyari 2000;
Bender 2003; Smilde 2007 for sociological accotimi$ make this larger point in

slightly different yet complementary ways).

Religious Conversion

While much of the early sociological literature aedjng religious conversion
focused primarily on the social and psychologicaldictors ofwhy an individual adopts
a new religious traditidfi, more recent work has also asked questions canggrow
actors come to inhabit a new religious world. Ashwthis project, this research attempts
to get at “the inside” of conversion, to understémel practices and processes that
accomplish the process and subsequently form niggioes selves.

The vast majority of this scholarship has emphaisike constitutive role of
religious language in the conversion process (Elgen 2008; Harding 1987; Neitz 1987,
Stromberg 1993; Smilde 2007). Perhaps the mosurtste early work in this vein
comes from Neitz (1987), whose study of Catholia@®matics was one of the first to
focus on the role of metaphor in creating a nevgials subject. Through the use of
metaphor, Neitz argued, those converting to chaignfiorms of Catholicism

interpretively transposed everyday experiencesamew religious register, practically

% |n other words, these studies focus on eitheaffieity between the individual and the group toieth
they convert based on the supposed psychologiediggositions of the convert, or on how the convert
becomes affiliated with the groups they join throwgcial networks. Some scholars have combined
guestions of both affinity and affiliation to proskimore nuanced models of conversion. The mostlaopu
and widely tested model is that of Lofland and IS{a©65). This model has been revised and updated i
both Stark and Bainbridge (1980) and Stark andd-{@000). These studies/models may tell us somgpthi
about the conditions under which conversion is nowreost likely to occur, but they tell us little@ut the
process of conversion itself — how, in effect, deeelops a religious self. For a test of the raexitd
weaknesses of affinity and affiliation approactesyell as a call for a different approach to tiuelg of
conversion, see Heirich (1977).
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embedding their beliefs into their everyday expesés to make new sense of them.
More recent scholarship has focused attention oatmnze as another important linguistic
practice of religious self-formation, as it allofes the reconstruction of personal
autobiography and memory according to the temgaaaieworks and truth claims of the
larger religious tradition (e.g. Chen 2008; Mey888; Smilde 2007; see Chapter 3 for an
extended discussion of this literature).

While firmly acknowledging the importance of lingtic practices in the
conversion process, this research demonstratee igarore involved in becoming a new
kind of religious self than just the incorporatioiinew forms of religious rhetoric.
Conversion — i.e. the process by which new religisubjects come into being — also
involves the reorganization of bodily habits andssgions, as well as the implication of
the self in a new material (not just narrative)ismvment. In producing fine-grained
analyses of theombinedrole of narrative, bodily, and artifact-mediatadgdices in the
making of Orthodox Christian selves, this diss@tabpens up a more comprehensive
understanding of conversion as involving self-clemagmultiple levels of subjectivity
and through multiple processes of subjectivaticmm@arative analyses of conversion,
then, can be made contrasting not only differeatatical genres and approaches to the
autobiographical self, but also the different formhsomatic education and material
socialization expected of and undergone by religioeophytes in different religious

contexts.

29 See Chapter 4 of this dissertation for an approachligious metaphorization that roots the preces
more firmly in embodiment.
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Religious Experience

The broadly processual and practice-oriented ampréo religious self-formation
utilized in this dissertation also has implicatidosrecent research on religious
experience. Many contemporary researchers hava takeoadly “ascriptive approach”
to the phenomenon, arguing that the task of theareber of religious experience is not
to attempt to identify gaui generidorm of religious experience that holds acrosstand
cultures (Eliade 1987; Otto 1923; Forman 1998)ibstiead to investigate the ways in
which various religious meanings get ascribed ti@iint kinds of experiences (Katz
1983; Nelson 2004; Proudfoot 1985; Taves 2009; Ye2000). Nelson (2004), for
example, deftly utilizes this kind of approach x@amine the ways experiences of ritual in
an African-American church became linked to asmis of the Holy Spirit or, in other
instances, Satan. Perhaps the most ambitious anprebensive scholarship in this vein
is the recent work of Taves (2009), who arguesgbholars of religion should take an
analytic “building-block” approach to religious esqience. Practically speaking, this
means that researchers first disaggregate the‘tehgious experience” and instead
focus on “experiences-deemed-religious.” Secorttlgy can then trace the processes by
which certain experiences 1) become perceivedesapn some way by actors
themselves and 2) how these experiences becomiatgol as component parts or
“building blocks” of the larger social formationseweall religions. Utilizing such an
approach, a historian of religion, for example,lddaok at the emergence of the
experience of “speaking in tongues” by tracking hbis experience was ascribed special

significance by social actors who experienced @anegsed it and how, over time, the
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experience became identified as one of the cetraponent pieces of the religious
formation known as Pentecostalism.

In many ways, this study demonstrates the frdithis ascriptive approach.
Orthodox converts did, in fact, come to ascribegielis significance to multiple aspects
of their lived experiences — associating their bittgraphical memories, bodily
sensations, and material surroundings with the madeegories of religious meaning
provided and authorized by the Orthodox Christradition. However, the methods by
which this occurred demonstrate the utility of coenpenting the building-block
perspective that Taves outlines with a processulpaactice-oriented approach that can
account for how experiences-deemed-religious beaontpiely compelling to the actors
doing the ascribing. In other words, while an ahedy, building-block focus on
experiences-deemed-religious allows scholars tordpose religious experience into its
various component parts (e.g., experience, practtascription, broader categories of
religious meaning), a processual focus on religgugect formation allows scholars to
examine the methods by which these component pactsme “compressed” or
reassembled into a new and persuasive mode ofctviijgand self-interpretation (cf.,

Luhrmann 1989).

Culture and Subjectivity

Finally, the practice-driven dynamic of mutual agmiation exemplified in my
analyses of religious self-formation also contrésuto wider discussions in cultural
sociology about how culture structures and infl@sncuman subjectivity (see, for

example, Cerulo 2002; DiMaggio 1997; Ignatow 20®ifilde 2007; Vaisey 2008;
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Wuthnow 2007)° Until recently, the debate in contemporary cultsaiology over

how culture “works” at the level of human cognitiand experience has been waged
largely between neo-Durkheimian theorists (e.gexAhder 2003; Alexander & Smith
1993; Reed 2004; P. Smith 2008) who take cultuteeta type of semiotic code deeply
formative of human subjectivity and repertoire th&ts (e.g., Cerulo 2000; Rambo 1999;
Swidler 1986, 2001) who argue that culture matss foundationally but in more
strategic terms — as a “toolkit” of practices thbdws individuals to consciously build
strategies of meaningful action in the wotld.

Each of these influential positions has been wr@djfor particular theoretical
weaknesses and blindspots. Repertoire theorists lbeen taken to task for leaving the
actor as a conceptual “black box,” one in whictiesihave argued that the very same
rational actor of economics that cultural theorygitt to displace is sneaked back in
under the cover of multiple repertoires of actised Ignatow 2007; Vaisey 2008, 2009;
C. Smith 2003). Social actors deliberately and cansly use culture to build courses of
action that satisfy their wants, preferences, aralgy but culture, it seems, does not
modify or affect these wants, preferences, andsgoahny substantial way. Culture
remains stubbornly “external” and instrumental ¢tas’ thoughts, motivations, and
preferences (which, of course, only begs the questi where exactly these thoughts,
motivations, and preferences come from). Neo-Durklaas such as Alexander, in turn,

have been criticized for their overly textual atrdisturalist approaches to culture, as

30| prefer the term subjectivity to cognition toeeto the complex configuration of thoughts, fegdin
desieres, perceptions, etc. that animate sociatsacs cognition holds overly mentalist connotsgio
However, cognition is the term most often usedise discussions in contemporary cultural sociglegy

| employ the terms interchangeably here to detaildissertation’s implications for this conversatio

31 See Kaufman (2004) for a good overview of thedmtis. See also Swidler (1986, 2001) and Alexander
(2003) for programmatic statements on repertoicerao-Durkheimian approaches, respectively.
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they provide little in the way of demonstratingempirical link to account for the ways
such cultural structures influence human thoughtaction. The move from the semiotic
analysis of public discourses to the moods andvattins of the actors exposed to those
discourses is more a theoretical leap of faith graempirical case-in-point (McLennan
2005).

Recent attempts have been made to incorporatasights of both positions
while steering clear of their weaknesses. One®htbst influential of these attempts is a
“dual-process model” of cultural cognition (Vais2§09; see also Martin 2010; Lizardo
& Strand 2010) which builds on insights in cogratipsychology (c.f. Haidt 2001) as
well as the social theories of Bourdieu (1990, )39 Giddens (1984) to argue that
culture is best conceptualized as operating thrawghcognitive systems — one system
that is “fast, automatic, and largely unconscioasd another that is “slow, deliberate,
and conscious” (Vaisey 2009: 1684). The first cgaisystem is akin to what Bourdieu-
inspired scholars would call the “habitus” or wikatldens would label “practical
consciousness,” those deeply ingrained and matigdtabits of thought, feeling, and
perception that are such a part of one’s beingttteat are often unavailable to focal
consciousness. The second system is what Giddens wall “discursive
consciousness” or what Bourdieu and many otheokmgists would refer to as
“reflexivity,” the cognitive ability to take one’actions, preferences, and even identities
as objects of reflection over which one can talé daliberate.

This model has done sociologists of culture a serlsly demonstrating that the
previously mentioned debates over how culture &dfeabjectivity may be a dead end.

Repertoire theorists and neo-Durkheimians, duatgsse theorists suggest, are arguing
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over what are in fact two sides of the same cuoagnition coin. While | agree with this
basic insight, my findings on Orthodox self-fornoatioffer a different approach to the
guestion of how culture shapes subjectivity, onelimch the fundamental dynamic of
interest is not between two distinct processe®ghition but that of thenutual
appropriationof cultural meaning as mediated by concrete prastover time. In this
practice-based approach, social actors do indege@apate cultural practices for their
own purposes, but, in doing so, they are also lgatvinse same purposes reconfigured in
light of the institutionally-based cultural meansngmbedded in the practice (see also
Smilde 2007). In appropriating religious practideslividuals also become appropriated
by or implicated in the meaning system of which ph&ctice is an integral part.

This does not occur instantaneously but is a miytuainforcing process that
unfolds over time. Take, for example, the complegractices associated with icon
veneration detailed in Chapter 5. Converts mogagdy used icons as ways to modify
their own behaviors and to develop new modes ofragency and emotional
subjectivity. To do so, however, implied progresgntaking on and committing to the
Orthodox meanings associated with the icon. New$oof agency and personhood, in
other words, implied acquiescence to new structof@seaning. This process was
neither totally guided by the instrumental plannarighe agent nor a one-way impaosition
of Orthodox theological discourse. Instead, inrtgyout new practices for their own
purposes, converts also got progressively “caughtruand attached to the meanings
associated with these practices, often in ways theyot expect or deliberately plan for.
In praying to an icon of a saint in times of nefed,example, many converts were

surprised to find themselves emotionally movedneseanged, by the interaction (cf.,
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Orsi 1996). In fasting, converts were taken backdy Orthodox teachings about the
soul’'s passions seemed to concretely manifestein todily habits and appetites. In
appropriating a narrative of temporal continuitgneerts were able to narratively
reconfigure their own pasts as well as their cursecial relationships in ways that were
both intellectually coherent and emotionally s&irsd).

Moreover, and in contrast to the assumptions af-gtocess theorists such as
Vaisey (2009) and Martin (2010) who theorize a ghafurcation between practical and
discursive consciousness in cultural action, tlisaghic of mutual appropriation is one
in which a broad continuum of human experiencavslved. In fasting, for example,
both the activation of subconscious image schemdsedlexive interpretations of
experience were intimately intertwined in the d@abf a new form of moral
embodiment. As such, my findings suggest thatniegiery of “dual-process” is too
dichotomous to account for the complex ways thdtioeiand subjectivity intertwine in

complex practices of the séff.

Limitations of the Study and Avenues for Future Resarch
In addition to its contributions, this dissertatidike all studies, has its limitations.
One obvious limitation is that of breadth. While ethnographic study of Orthodox self-

formation in the Twin Cities provides in-depth azahtextualized information about

32 While much can be learned from dialogue betweeiokmy and the cognitive and psychological
sciences, sociologists would do well to remembat thany of the findings in these sciences about how
cognition “really works” are usually produced imtiwlled experiments where individuals are asked to
carry out rather simple actions and evaluationsh{sis deciding when and whether to push someoree off
bridge, why they think incest is bad, etc.). Onee"scale up” to complex sociocultural behavior vehar
multitude of actions are incorporated into spatiathd temporally extended cultural practices, vee ar
dealing with much more complex cognitive and psyahizal processes that are better investigated and
theorized through the more “naturalistic,” sociatal methods such as the participant observatigniran
depth interviews employed here.
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various practices and processes of religious seffivéition among particular individuals
in the concrete settings of their everyday livesgmains to be seen to what extent these
dynamics remain consistent in Orthodox communiigside of the Twin Cities. In the
two years | have lived near Denver, Colorado sinit@lly conducting this research, |
have informally made contact with a number of Oditro Christian converts in a few of
the Orthodox communities in this area. In discugsiy findings with them, their input
suggests that they too experienced many of the satfieonstitutive effects of the
practices in this study, but this information rensaanecdotal. As such, one obvious
avenue for future research would be studies ofddiil conversion and/or community in
other locales. Indeed, this is sorely needed ircttmtemporary study of religion in the
United States. While one of the most exhilaratiggests of initially embarking on this
project was studying a religious tradition that lhaeén almost entirely neglected in
scholarly studies of U.S. religion, | ultimatelynea to experience this lack of scholarship
as more hindrance than help to my analyses of @athself-formation. While scholars
of Evangelicalism can, for example, look to a ntutte of surveys and ethnographic
studies to ascertain whether and to what extentalae findings converge or diverge
from other scholars, this was not the case for may study. While | think there are
bound to be similarities between the practicessarygectivities of the Orthodox converts
in this study and Orthodox Christians elsewherexdlare also bound to be sociologically
intriguing differences. Future research on Ortho@biistianity is therefore necessary to
corroborate, expand, and/or modify the findingavdoutlined here.

This study is limited in terms of temporality aslivas by geographic location.

This study has focused the vast majority of itsrgton on the initial construction of an
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Orthodox self, those important processes througkwihdividual subjectivity and
abstract subject position first come together mew realization of religious identity. Yet,
religious selves, while durable, are by no meaxedfior permanent. The processes and
practices of religious becoming (and unbecomindhasase may be) continue over the
course of a lifetime, but the varying ways thasth®rthodox converts continue to go
about practicing, reinforcing, modifying, or evesahrding their Orthodox selves over
the longue durée is not something addressed irstids. How, for example, do peoples’
complex relationships with icons unfold after ially finding them compelling? Do these
relationships continue to deepen over time? Ohdg,tlike so many initially passionate
relationships, become more comfortable yet lesensd? My as well as others’ future
research could look in these directions, analy#iregdifferent kinds of opportunities and
challenges faced by those who have initially sudedan occupying a new identity
position (cf., Tavory and Winchester 2012).

My dissertation findings on the power of practit@shape religious selves are
also circumscribed by the fact that | have studner effects in the lives of people
whose conversions were ultimately successful. Whiydindings demonstrate how
certain practices generate experiences that eng@aranove people toward new
interpretations of self, they do ngoaranteehe self-transforming effects | document
here®* While | was aware of this bias early on in my stadd actively sought out people
who started practicing Orthodoxy but then chosetma@bnvert, such negative cases
proved extremely difficult to find and, in two casehere | did have leads, they

invariably became dead ends. Both religious insbins and individuals, it seemed, were

¥ Indeed, if they did, | might likely be writing thfrom the position of a newly converted Orthodox
Christian.
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much more interested in sharing “success storiegpposed to “failures” of Orthodox
identity acquisition. Despite the difficulties iodating such cases, future research on how
practices fail to fully take hold of the subjectigs of those who perform them would not
only be a great boon to studies of religious skdrge, but to research on social
becoming more generalf§#*

This study is also circumscribed through the amalyoundaries | set for the
project. Occupying an identity is always a worknefjotiating boundaries of difference
and similarity, and this study has put most ohitention on the latter side of this analytic
line. In focusing attention on similarities in exigece and self-formation trajectories
among the many individuals | studied, | admit | @&ocused less attention on the
practices and identities (such as those dealing gahder and social class) that created
differences between them. However, any projectéRamines difference must first have
a grasp on the shared ground upon which differeaotpssition come to be significant.
This project has provided such information, but@erintersectional approach to
religious self-formation is an important next step.

This study has focused its attention on the wagall@rthodox churches provide
the “communities of practice” (Lave & Wenger 19%inough which new members’
subjectivities take shape, but it is also the thaenewcomers often deeply shape the

communities into which they are socialized. Yetéhis a surprising absence of studies in

% This is not solely a limitation of my study, bsta limitation found in several studies of soatiation
and becoming [see, for example, Becker (1953) orijuaaa users; Benzecry (2009) on opera fans;
Sudnow (1978) on jazz pianists; Wacquant (2004 mxing]. Each of these works tells us a great deal
about the phenomenology of successfully occupyingwa social position, but there are no examples of
unsuccessful initiations.

% There is of course a robust sociological literatom “role exit” (e.g. Ebaugh 1988) that could hese
here, but this is a slightly different phenomenaleRexit refers to exiting an identity position tiead
previously been firmly occupied and thus a parmd’s self. The phenomenon | am referring to here i
when an identity position fails to take hold in fivst place, even despite practical attempts éocthntrary.

146



the sociology of religion on how converts affeat tieceiving institutions of which they
become a part. While | have not written about bi@se, one of the interesting things |
encountered in my research was how the rhetorow¥ersion and of being a convert
affected people classified as “cradle.” In manyanses, the discourse of conversion was
largely taken up by younger “cradle” members of@meirch, many of whom, like
converts, came to view themselves as reclaiminQréimodox religiosity that had
previously been hidden from view. For these adhsrehe Orthodoxy they were “born
with” had largely been one concentrated on ethreammgs and affiliations, but the
Orthodoxy they later “chose” was felt to be onenaire spiritual truth and depth. Thus,
for some cradle Orthodox, the conversion narragiygported a decoupling of ethnic and
religious identifications and asserted the primargortance of religious over ethnic
identity. However, | also found that other cradiei©dox, particularly from the older
generation, were much more ambivalent or unsympatteethis discourse, finding it to
be insulting to their self-experience in some casebeven deeply hurtful in others. | am
currently working on developing an article basedtos data.

Finally, this dissertation opens up space forreitomparative inquiries into
practices and processes of self-formation withith across religious and non-religious
domains. As | have suggested in the conclusiomsyoémpirical chapters, the three types
of practices | analyze in this study already prewuiateresting points of comparison that
could be expanded upon in future work on narratofeself-change, body-based image
schemas, and the material mediations of subjegtirespectively. But there are
obviously many more self-formative practices tadentified and compared than those

closely examined here, practices including butlinoted to music (DeNora 1999;
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McEImurry 2009), confession (Foucault 1978; Ros89)9meditation (Pagis 2010),
cooking and food preparation (Bender 2003; PerdA R@ll of which are important
mechanisms that help constitute religious as welexular subjectivities in the
contemporary world. Comparative studies of sucletpres or technologies of self-
formation could do a great deal to deepen socioldginderstandings of the dynamic
ways social actors get caught up in the “websgiiScance” (Geertz 1973) that
comprise meaningful social worlds. Ultimately, Igecthis dissertation serves as both an
example of a fruitful way to empirically and thetically approach such processes of

self-formation and as a call for future sociologjmark in this direction.
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