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This dissertation examines conversion narratives of Lutheran Christians from a Muslim
background in Tanzania and Sweden. Based on 33 semi-structured narrative interviews,
complemented by ethnographic observations, the study analyzes how converts in these
narratives present their journey from Islam to Christianity. The analysis uses thematic narrative
analysis and is informed by narrative theory, particularly Margaret Somers’ multidimensional
theory of narrativity. The dissertation argues that the conversion narratives serve to link
Christianity to a specific meta-narrative of modernity (“the moral narrative of modernity”) in
which Christianity is associated with progress, self-actualization, and emancipation, while Islam
is frequently positioned as an un-modern or anti-modern Other.

The analysis of these narratives demonstrates both shared patterns and important contextual
differences. Among the Tanzanian participants, Christianity is commonly represented as
a religion of power, success, healing, and progress, while Islam is often associated with
malevolent spiritual forces and patriarchal structures. For those interviewed in Sweden,
Christianity (specifically the church) is more often narrated as a space of home, belonging,
self-actualization, and liberation. Islam in contrast, is presented as regressive, constraining, or
incompatible with the convert’s authentic self. At the same time, the narratives also reveal more
ambivalent and complex relationships with Islam.

By placing Tanzanian and Swedish Lutheran conversion narratives in dialogue, the
dissertation shows how individual accounts of religious change are shaped by community
narratives, public narratives, and broader meta-narratives. It argues that these narratives differ
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Lutheran Christians from a Muslim background narrate conversion not only as a change of
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Glossary of Swahili Terms

Dawa (medicine; medicinal herbs)
Kufungua (to open; to unfasten; to set free)
Majini (jinn)

Mapepo (spirits; demons; malevolent spirits)
Mchawi (witch; sorcerer)

Mganga (traditional healer; diviner)
Mungu (God)

Ndugu (relative; comrade)

Nguvu (strength; power)

Pepo (spirit; demon)

Uchawi (witchcraft; sorcery)

Uganga (magic; healing; traditional medicine)
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1. Introduction

“We are not trying to convert anyone,” I remember one of my interviewees
saying, almost defensively, just as we had sat down for our interview. I had
no intention of asking about conversion; at the time I was working on my
Master’s thesis, and was more interested in the Church of Sweden’s humani-
tarian engagement with refugees. I thought that it was fascinating that the in-
terviewee had started our conversation with that particular statement. In sub-
sequent interviews with church staff and priests, it became a recurring theme
that conversion to Christianity had become a controversial topic for the
Church of Sweden, in light of their work with refugees, and I wanted to learn
more.

I have recounted this story many times when asked why I became interested
in religious conversion—specifically, conversion to Lutheran Christianity by
individuals from a Muslim background. I thought that it was interesting that a
Lutheran Christian church such as the Church of Sweden would consider con-
versions problematic. After all, mission and evangelization are central tenets
of the Christian tradition. Yet, given the social, cultural, historical, and politi-
cal context of these conversions, they became a somewhat challenging issue
for the Church of Sweden. The church stressed the importance of not coercing
people in vulnerable situations or unduly influencing their decisions. Another
concern among those I talked to was that they did not want to give the impres-
sion that receiving aid was dependent on conversion to Christianity. Moreo-
ver, they were aware that conversion could entail significant risks depending
on the circumstances. If an individual were to be denied asylum and forced to
return to their country of origin, being known as a Christian convert could
expose them to harassment or danger.

Three hundred years ago, this would not have been a matter of discussion,
as it was mandated by law that any non-Christians who came into the King-
dom of Sweden had to be baptized into the Lutheran church, and this law was
strictly enforced until the late 18™ century.! In 1681 two Jewish families, on
arriving in Sweden, were baptized in Stockholm—an incident known as det
stora judedopet (“the great baptism of Jews”).2 In the Church Law of 1686, it
was clearly stated that “Jews, Turks, Moors and Heathens, who enter the King-
dom are to be instructed of our true Doctrine, and promoted to Baptism and

' Willander 2019: 13-15.
2 My translation. “Det stora judedopet i Tyska kyrkan 1681,” https://stockholmskallan.stock-
holm.se/post/28438 (accessed 10/6 2026).
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Christianity.” During this time, church and state were almost one and the
same: to live in Sweden meant being a Lutheran. Conversion here was of ut-
most importance, while individual choice was of marginal interest. While Lu-
theranism has often been conceived as an inward-facing Christian denomina-
tion where conversion was only a peripheral concern, historians have shown
this notion to be false.* Conversion, as for large parts of the Christian tradition,
has been a central concern in Lutheranism as well, even if the understandings
and practice of it have shifted.

Throughout Christian history, conversion has been understood and prac-
ticed in diverse ways, with varying emphases in different periods and contexts.
Early Christianity initially emerged within Judaism, and many of its earliest
converts did not perceive themselves as abandoning Judaism for a separate
religion.’ With the growth of the Christian movement came converts from
other religious backgrounds.® During the Middle Ages in Europe—where
Christianity had become the dominant religion—conversion was associated
less with a complete change of religious tradition and more with processes of
renewed commitment for individuals within a predominantly Christian soci-
ety, as most Europeans were already baptized.” Martin Luther understood con-
version primarily as a daily renewal of one’s baptism.® The conversion of non-
Christians became a more central concern in Protestant Christianity in the 18"
century.’ The publication of An Enquiry into the Obligations of Christians to
Use Means for the Conversion of the Heathens by William Carey in 1792 can
be regarded as a turning point in the modern Protestant missionary move-
ment.'® In this work, Carey drew heavily on the biblical concept of the Great
Commission, arguing that Christians had a continuing obligation to spread the
gospel among non-Christians.'" Of course, the interest in converting the un-
baptized was well established long before Carey’s publication.'? In Pietist cir-
cles, overseas mission was already regarded as an important Christian respon-
sibility.* A notable example was the establishment of the Tranquebar Mission
in 1706, when Pietist missionaries from Halle arrived in the Danish colony of

3 My translation. “Judar, Turkar, Morianer och Hedningar, som hir i Rikjet inkomma, skola
undervijsas om var ritta Lara och befordras till Doop och Christendom.” L66v Roos 2016: 8.
4 As discussed by Benedikt Brunner, Martin Christ and Richard Kirwan in the introduction to
the special issue on conversion to Lutheranism in Early Modern Europe. Brunner, Christ and
Kirwan 2025: 1-11.

5 Fredriksen 2018: 1-6.

¢ Fredriksen 2018: 183-92. See also: Kling 2020.

7 Harran 1983: 52-53.

8 Harran 1983: 74.

° However, of course, there were missionary movements within the Protestant traditions before
then. Kling 2022: 307-337.

10 Kling 2022: 307-337.

' The Great Commission refers to the instruction given by the resurrected Jesus Christ, as de-
scribed in the New Testament, to spread the gospel to all people and all nations. Kling 2022:
307-337.

12 Kling 2022: 307-337.

13 Pietism was a Christian renewal movement that emerged within German Lutheranism during
the second half of the 17" century. Strom 2018: 3.
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Tranquebar in South India, with the aim of converting non-Christians.* Alt-
hough concern for the conversion of non-Christians predated Carey, the mis-
sionary movements that emerged during the 19" century transformed such ef-
forts into a global organized enterprise.

Just as the understanding of conversion has changed in different historical
and cultural contexts, so too have understandings of what a convert is convert-
ing (or “turning”) from and what they are converting to. What converts in the
early Christian movement understood themselves to have embraced would
likely differ considerably from the self-understanding of many contemporary
Christian converts.

Conversion is something that is often spoken about, related, and shared in
the form of a story—what is termed here a “conversion narrative.” Conversion
narratives are not just a retelling of events, but function as a justification of
one’s very way of being, seen through the lens of the past and formed in dialog
with surrounding social narratives. The specific conversion narratives that are
the focus of the present study are those of Lutheran Christians from a Muslim
background, collected through interviews conducted in Tanzania and Sweden.
The study comprises conversion narratives from these two different contexts,
and analyzes them through the theoretical lens of Margaret Somers’ theory of
narrativity and the narrative construction of identity.'> Within this framework,
narratives should be understood multidimensionally, comprising not only in-
dividuals’ efforts to make sense of their lives but also the public, cultural, so-
cial, and historical contexts in which those narratives are situated.

In this study I term the group under examination “Lutheran Christians from
a Muslim background.” I have opted to use the label of “Lutheran Christian”
in a pragmatic manner. Stated simply, if an individual is a member of a Lu-
theran church and self-identifies as an adherent of this church, I classify them
as Lutheran; in a similar way I classify those who self-identify as former ad-
herents of Islam as having a “Muslim background.” !¢ Other scholars of former
Muslim converts have chosen different conceptualizations such as “Muslim-
Background Believer.”!” I use the term “Lutheran Christians from a Muslim
background,” as it emphasizes both the background of the person and their
current religious affiliation. The terms “former Muslim” and “convert” are
used synonymously here for the sake of brevity.

There is a two-fold reason I have chosen to focus on the conversion narra-
tives of Lutheran Christians from a Muslim background in Tanzania and Swe-
den. First, in the field of conversion studies the focus has largely been on the
conversion narratives of evangelical and charismatic forms of Christianity
(historical and contemporary), particularly in the Anglophone world.'® This
emphasis on what could be described as “born-again” Christianity in the study

14 Kling 2022: 327.

15 Somers 1994.

16 Lutheranism, while significant, is not the central focus of the study.
17 For example, Kathryn Kraft. Kraft 2012: 5.

18 For example: Stromberg 1993, Hindmarsh 2005.
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of conversion narratives may serve to give the impression that all conversion
narratives follow a particular pattern or genre.'” Lacking is research focused
on other types of conversion narratives, such as those of former Muslims in
general, and mainline Protestants in the Scandinavian countries and sub-Sa-
haran Africa in particular.?’ Second, Tanzania and Sweden are home to two of
the largest Lutheran churches in the world—the Evangelical Lutheran Church
in Tanzania and the Church of Sweden—and while both have members with
a Muslim background, they differ significantly in several respects. In Tanza-
nia, as per the latest government census, there are roughly as many Muslims
as Christians, and Islam has a far longer history on the East African Coast than
Christianity.?! In Sweden, Muslims are a small minority, and many come from
a migrant background.?” The position of the Lutheran church differs as well.
In Tanzania the Lutheran church (while one of the larger denominations) is a
minority church, while the Lutheran church in Sweden is the largest religious
denomination, with the Church of Sweden being a former state church. The
differences between the two churches and their contexts make Tanzania and
Sweden particularly suitable cases for exploring how conversion from Islam
to Christianity is narrated in different contexts.

As I will demonstrate, while there are significant differences in the narra-
tives of these Lutheran Christians, there is a common theme in how they pre-
sent their conversion. Fundamentally, they present it as a turning from “un-
modernity”, or “anti-modernity”, to “modernity.” The Christianity presented
by my participants is connected through their narratives to what American
anthropologist Webb Keane in his book Christian Moderns: Freedom and
Fetish in the Mission Encounter characterizes as the “moral narrative of mo-
dernity,” while Islam, in contrast, is positioned as an un-modern or anti-mod-
ern Other.

Aim and Purpose

The aim of this dissertation is to examine how Lutheran Christians from Mus-
lim backgrounds in Tanzania and Sweden narrate their conversion to Christi-
anity. By analyzing 33 semi-structured narrative interviews using thematic
narrative analysis, the dissertation explores how Christianity and Islam are
represented in these conversion narratives, and how such narratives are shaped
by wider community, public, and meta-narratives.

By examining narratives from two different Lutheran churches—the Evan-
gelical Lutheran Church in Tanzania and the Church of Sweden—the aim is

19 Winchester 2015: 439-442.

20 This is discussed in more detail in Chapter Two, “Previous Research”.

21 For more information on the Tanzanian context and the Lutheran church in Tanzania, please
consult Chapter Four.

22 For a more in-depth description of the Swedish context and the Church of Sweden, I refer the
reader to Chapter Six.

23 Keane 2007: 6.
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to illuminate how differing social and cultural contexts shape converts’ narra-
tives, as well as their understandings of (Lutheran) Christianity, Islam, and the
relationship between them.

The study is guided by the following research questions:

1. How do converts narrate their journey toward Christianity, and what
do they present themselves as converting to?

2. How is Islam represented in these narratives, and what do the converts
portray themselves as converting from?

Structure of Dissertation

This dissertation consists of four parts. The first section contains the introduc-
tion, previous research relevant to the topic, an overview of the theoretical
framing, and a discussion of method.

The second section presents the Tanzanian material, with one chapter per-
taining to the presentation of Christianity in the narratives, and another exam-
ining the portrayal of Islam.

The third section examines the material collected in Sweden, and is di-
vided into three chapters: one on participants from mainline Church of Swe-
den congregations, another focusing on a Lutheran congregation consisting of
Iranian Christians, and how in their conversion narratives they present their
conversion to Christianity. The last chapter of this section is on the presenta-
tion of Islam in the narratives of both groups.

The final section is a concluding chapter, in which I discuss both the Tan-
zanian and the Swedish material, and summarize the central findings of the
study. The concluding chapter examines the narratives from both contexts in
relation to each other, so as to discuss what insight could be gleaned when the
two are put into dialogue with one another.

In order to provide the reader with a clearer understanding of the narratives
under examination, selected parts of a number of individual narratives are pre-
sented in the Appendix.?* In the analytical chapters, the narratives are neces-
sarily deconstructed for the purposes of analysis, which could obscure their
central narrative threads. While 1 could not include every narrative in full, |
wanted to emphasize, to as great an extent as feasible the voices of the partic-
ipants who kindly shared their stories with me.

24 Kindly note that the citations in the Appendix are formatted slightly differently. Quotation
marks in interview excerpts have been standardized to American English conventions in the
main text, while the original transcription conventions are retained in the Appendix.
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2. Previous Research

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of contemporary re-
search related to conversion, conversion narratives, conversion from Islam to
Christianity, and studies relating to religious conversion in Sweden and Tan-
zania, in order to situate the present study within a wider academic conversa-
tion about conversion, and to argue for the relevance of this study.

Conversion and Conversion Narratives

In the study of religious conversion, scholars have devoted much attention to
the construction of explanatory models of conversion—that is to say, models
that attempt to explain how and why individuals convert, and the underlying
psychological and/or social processes behind such transitions.® Here, the
work of Lewis Rambo and his seven-stage model of conversion has been par-
ticularly influential.>® Aside from these explorations into the causes, mecha-
nisms, and typology of conversion as a phenomenon, a small group of re-
searchers have focused particularly on conversion narratives to gain deeper
insights into the phenomenon of religious change.

Analyzing conversion narratives has provided valuable insight into reli-
gious conversion. The work of Peter Stromberg and Bruce Hindmarsh has
provided illuminating insights into the conversion narrative as a genre and
phenomenon.?’ In Language and Self-Transformation: A Study of the Chris-
tian Conversion Narrative, after close inspection of individual “evangelical”
Christian narratives, Stromberg contends that the conversion process is fun-
damentally a linguistic and narrative process of self-transformation in which
personal experience is reframed within a religious discourse that constructs a
new identity and understanding of reality.?® The telling and retelling of the

23 See for example: Lofland & Stark 1965, Snow & Machalek 1983, Rambo 1993, Gooren 2010,
Jindra 2014.

26 Rambo conceptualizes conversion as a process consisting of seven stages. His model con-
ceptualizes conversion as a dynamic process shaped by the context of the convert. “Context” is
the first of these stages, the second stage is “Crisis”, the third stage “Quest”, the fourth “En-
counter”, the fifth “Interaction”, the sixth “Commitment”, and lastly the seventh “Conse-
quences”. The stages are not linear but may overlap or occur in a different sequence. Rambo
1993: 165-176.

27 Hindmarsh 2005, Stromberg 1993.

28 Stromberg 1993: 4, 1-6.
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conversion story functions as a ritual that reshapes identity and facilitates the
personal transformation of the convert.?* In The Evangelical Conversion Nar-
rative: Spiritual Autobiography in Early Modern England, Hindmarsh pre-
sents the evangelical conversion narrative as a literary genre and as a distinc-
tive form of spiritual autobiography that emerged and proliferated in the 18"
century. Hindmarsh’s historical overview of the roots of the genre, and of its
different denominational expressions, shows that conversion accounts typi-
cally followed a narrative pattern of suffering, humiliation, and redemption.*
In addition to this, he illustrates that these narratives were shaped by their
historical and cultural contexts, and were in large part a product of their time.

Yet research on these narratives at present remains limited in scope. The
majority of studies conducted on conversion narratives focus on conversions
to Christianity by people who come from a Christian background. Sometimes
these individuals convert to a different Christian denomination, but at other
times they might re-discover a tradition they were previously part of.*' Addi-
tionally, a majority of these previous studies focus on evangelical or charis-
matic Christian movements—many of them conducted in the Global North,
and specifically in the Anglophone world.’? One notable exception is the re-
search of Erik Egeland, who studied conversion narratives in evangelical and
pentecostal communities in Sidama, Ethiopia.?* Even if some do research in
other cultural contexts, most scholars who discuss religious conversion and
conversion narratives concentrate on the accounts of those who could be cat-
egorized as born-again Christians—that is to say, individuals with a Christian
background who (on realizing their past sinful selves) break with their past,
rediscover their relationship with God, and are transformed (or saved) by this
experience.** Often, these Christian converts are members of what Robert
Woodbery would classify as “conversionary” Protestant Christian move-
ments, which are movements that emphasize individual conversion and the
importance of personal faith in regard to salvation.>> As Daniel Winchester
points out, this bias in current research may give the illusion that all conver-
sion narratives follow this particular genre.*® Winchester discusses this di-

29 Stromberg 1993: 1-6, 14-16, 31-32, 129-131.

30 Hindmarsh 2005: 281-297.

31T define charismatic Christianity as a form of Christianity that emphasizes the presence and
power of the Holy Spirit and the exercise of spiritual gifts such as healing, speaking in tongues,
and prophecy. Evangelical Christianity emphasizes personal faith, the authority of the Bible,
and the importance of evangelization. See for example: Caldwell 1983, Stromberg 1993, Hind-
marsh 2005, Winchester 2015.

32 For example: Caldwell 1983, Harding 1987, Stromberg 1993, Hindmarsh 2005.

33 Another exception is a recent dissertation by Henrik Holmgaard Tinggaard

on secular Danish converts to pentecostalism; Egeland 2016, Holmgaard Tinggaard 2026.

34 See for example: Caldwell 1983, Harding 1987, Brereton 1991, Stromberg 1993, Priest 2003,
Hindmarsh 2005, Smilde 2007, Egeland 2016, Strom 2018.

33 Woodberry 2012: 244,

36 Winchester 2015: 439, 441-442.
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lemma in relation to his own research into the conversion narratives of con-
verts to Orthodox Christianity.’” Not all conversion narratives center on the
theme of “breaking with the past” (which is common in conversionary
Protestant narratives), even if many do so.*® I, like Winchester, also question
the propensity in the study of conversion narratives to approach the themes of
break or continuity as either/or binaries, as this reduces the complexity and
nuance of these accounts.*” Regardless, these gaps in the study of conversion
narrative need to be addressed, warranting the study of groups who are not
born-again Christians from the Anglophone world.

One particular group that has not been granted much scholarly attention is
Christian converts from a Muslim background, particularly those who are con-
verts to mainline Protestant Churches in a country where English is not the
official language.*® Studies of former Muslim converts to Christianity do often
touch on the conversion narratives of converts; yet they do not focus on them,
which leaves us with a notable gap in the scholarship on conversion and con-
version narratives.

Conversion from Islam to Christianity and Christians
from a Muslim Background

Since the 1960s, there has been a noticeable increase in the number of conver-
sions from Islam to Christianity.*' While this increase in conversions has been
noticed by theologians, missionaries, and researchers for a significant length
of time, yet the study of conversion from Islam to Christianity is still a bur-
geoning field. One of the first academic texts to be published on the subject
was Seppo Syrjdnen’s dissertation /n Search of Meaning and Identity: Con-
version to Christianity in Pakistani Muslim Culture from 1984. As stated by
its title, Syrjdnen’s study focuses on Christian converts from an Islamic back-
ground in Pakistan.*> Another early work on the subject, Called from Islam to

37 Winchester 2015: 445-458.

38 See for example: Meyer 1998, Meyer 1999.

39 Winchester 2015: 441-442, 454-455.

40 Some research discusses, or touches on, mainline Lutheran conversion narratives; yet these
are mostly single historical case studies of converts from other Christian traditions to Luther-
anism. One exception is Jens Carlesson Magalhdes and Fredrik Jansson’s study of a Hindu
convert to Lutheranism. See for example: Carlesson Magalhdes & Jansson 2023, Christ 2025,
Dahlbacka 2022. See also: Pollmann 1996.

41 Miller & Johnstone 2015: 3.

42 In his dissertation, Syrjidnen sought to study conversion to Christianity in a culture that has
historically proved resistant to Christian evangelization. Using a multidisciplinary approach
and analyzing interviews and autobiographical accounts of Pakistani Christian converts,
Syrjénen’s study demonstrates the significance of meaning and identity in relation to conver-
sion, while also explaining why Christianity has gained little traction in the country. Syrjdnen
argues that one of the main factors influencing a successful conversion to Christianity is
whether the convert’s new Christian commitment manages to supersede the influence of caste,
since Christians have historically been associated with low-caste groups. Syrjidnen 1984: 8.
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Christ: Why Muslims Become Christians by Jean-Marie Gaudeul, was pub-
lished in 1999.* Gaudeul, in contrast to Syrjinen, does not focus on conver-
sions in one specific cultural milieu, concentrating instead on personal con-
version accounts from around the globe in the form of written testimonials.**
Since then, there have been more studies of Muslim—Christian conversion, yet
the subject matter has garnered relatively little academic attention.*’

The research on Muslim conversion to Christianity has mostly centered on
topics relating to identity. In Searching for Heaven in the Real World: A So-
ciological Discussion of Conversion in the Arab World, Kathryn Kraft exam-
ines the experiences of Christian converts in adjusting to a new Christian iden-
tity in the “Arab world”, and the trials they face.*® Syrjinen’s study of converts
to Christianity in Pakistan also discusses at length the issues of identity and
meaning in relation to conversion.*” Duane Miller, in Living Among the Break-
age: Contextual Theology-Making and Ex-Muslim Christians, also discusses
issues pertaining to the identity of his participants, as the contextual theology-
making he examines remains fundamentally connected to it.*3

In connection to identity, these studies likewise center on the theme of be-
longing, illustrating how belonging could be considered a central area of con-
cern and anxiety for converts. Considering the reality that religious conversion
and identity are often intimately connected to each other, this is not a strange
coincidence. A change in one’s religious affiliation arguably brings with it an
inevitable change of identity (both personal and collective). Additionally, it
often involves finding a new place of belonging for the convert, spiritually and
socially. Syrjanen’s, Kraft’s, and Miller’s studies notably illustrate the com-
plexities and problems experienced by converts when they attempt to navigate
between conflicting ethnic, national, social, and religious identities.* In their
research, all these authors demonstrate the difficulties a convert may face
when, for example, their ethnic or national identity conflicts with their reli-
gious identity. The social pressure a convert may experience from their family

4 Gaudeul 1999: 24-26.

4 Gaudeul’s material consists of over a hundred written and published testimonials of converts
from Islam to Christianity. In his analysis of these testimonials, he identifies a number of central
motifs regarding what attracted the converts to Christianity. Such as: the character of Jesus, a
thirst for truth, a desire for community, forgiveness, the desire for a more personal relationship
with God, and divine or spiritual encounters. Gaudeul 1999.

45 Morgan 2024b: 40.

46 Kraft’s findings illustrate how converts from Islam in Muslim-majority contexts negotiate
tensions between their new and old identities, as well as the difficulties they face when navi-
gating between their cultural background and their new religious commitment. Kraft 2012: 10,
1-16, 119-121.

47 Syrjénen 1984: 191-203.

8 In his book, Miller explores the theology-making of ex-Muslim Christians. Through his anal-
ysis of interviews with converts and observations, he shows how the backgrounds of these in-
dividuals influence their theological understandings. Significant tendencies among Miller’s in-
formants include an emphasis on God’s love, dissatisfaction with the soteriological doctrine of
penal substitution, concerns about ecclesiology, and an emphasis on baptism. Miller 2016: 1—
4,205-237, 238-241.

4 Syrjinen 1984, Kraft 2012, Miller 2016.
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or from their surrounding social context is also a significant source of anxiety
and stress for many. For instance, in Pakistan—as discussed in Syrjdnen’s
study—where being Christian is strongly associated with being of a lower
biradri (or caste), family members will often attempt to coerce the convert to
return to Islam.*

While several of these studies touch on attitudes of Christian converts in
relation to their former faith, this is seldom the focus. In Gaudeul’s work,
many of his participants provide reasons for choosing to leave Islam, and thus
one can get a glimpse of how some converts look back on their old faith.”!
However, in his study the focus is less on the converts’ attitudes to Islam and
Muslims and more on what the convert found attractive in Christianity, as well
as why these individuals choose to become Christians. For instance, the con-
vert yearns for a closer connection with God, or finds Jesus Christ to be an
attractive figure.>® Similarly, Benedikt Rémer’s study of Iranian Christianity
has a chapter on discourses of Islam in Iranian Christian media, where he il-
lustrates that, while the presentation of Islam is generally very negative, nu-
ances are to be found.” Nevertheless, considering how identifying what one
is often is in relation to what one is not—or, in the case of Christians from a
Muslim background, what one has been—it is surprising that this issue has
not garnered a more thorough examination in the study of Christian converts
from a Muslim background.

In relation to available research, some authors, such as Gaudeul and
Syrjénen, point to a disillusionment with Islam as a common starting point for
some who choose to leave their Muslim faith for Christianity.** Even if it does
not necessarily always have to be the case, current research points to it being
a popular trend.> In the article “Conversion Out of Islam: A Study of Conver-
sion Narratives of Former Muslims,” the reasons that drive individuals from
Islam are investigated. In this study, Mohammad Khalil and Mucahit Bilici
investigate the conversion narratives of “former Muslims”—individuals who
have chosen to leave Islam.>® In their article, the two authors examine the nar-
ratives of Muslims leaving Islam, gathered through a survey of books and

30 Syrjénen 1984: 109-112, 177.

3! For instance, a search for truth that Islam failed to provide. Syrjinen, while mostly focusing
on identity, also discusses the reasons his informants have for leaving Islam. Gaudeul 1999:
57-83, Syrjdnen 1984: 89-107.

2 In some cases, converts report having dreams or visions that they believe point them toward
Christianity. Gaudeul 1999: 31-53, 183-215, 223-237.

33 Romer’s research concerns evangelical Iranian Christians in the transnational Iranian dias-
pora. Through his analysis of Iranian Christian media and interviews with Iranian Christian
leaders, his work illustrates the extent to which Christianity and Iranian national identity are
linked together in the narratives and practices of this group. Through this linking, Iranian Chris-
tians thus construct a new “national-religious identity.” Rémer 2024b: 8, 137-160.

3 Gaudeul 1999:88-91, 101-102, Syrjénen 1984: 90-107.

35 Khalil & Bilici 2007.

6 Khalil & Bilici 2007: 111.
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websites, complemented by a few interviews of former Muslims.”” A consid-
erable number of these former Muslims are shown to have converted to Chris-
tianity.”® However, not all individuals in Khalil and Bilici’s study choose to
leave Islam for another religious tradition; instead, they choose to forgo any
religious affiliation.”” According to Khalil and Bilici, these “conversions”
(generally speaking) tend to occur at “frontier zones,” where “Muslims are
more likely to have an immediate contact with members of other religions.”®
The two central reasons for leaving are classified by the authors into two dif-
ferent categories: “intellectual/ideological motivations” and “social/experi-
mental motivations.”®" An example of an intellectual motivation could be the
status of women in Islam, and a social motivation could be encounters with
“bad, cruel Muslims” that make the individual disappointed with Islam. %* The
choice to accept Christianity, then, could be explained in contrast by the con-
vert experiencing acts of kindness by Christians, and the convert finding the
behavior of the non-Muslims more attractive.®> Understandably, a feeling of
dissatisfaction with one’s existing religion can lead to one choosing to change
religious affiliation. The combination of feelings of disillusionment with or
alienation from Islam, in combination with an increasing admiration for Chris-
tianity, could very well lead a person to convert. Yet, one may wonder whether
this trend of negative or dismissive attitudes toward Islam by converts is as
common as existing research makes it seem. While it is not unsurprising that
converts would present Islam and Muslims in a negative light in their conver-
sion narratives, I would argue that this subject merits more study.

In relation to the subject of Christian converts from a Muslim background,
several studies have looked at conversion to Christianity in Muslim majority
environments. Syrjdnen’s study was conducted in Pakistan; Kraft’s research
was in the Middle East, with a focus on Egypt and Lebanon; and Miller’s
fieldwork was also done in the Middle East (with visits to [ranian Christian
congregations in the British and American Iranian diaspora).*® It is likewise
worth mentioning that the majority of the conversion accounts in Gaudeul’s
study come from individuals living in countries with a Muslim majority, such

7 Khalil & Bilici 2007: 111-112.

38 Khalil & Bilici 2007: 119-120.

39 Khalil & Bilici 2007: 119-120.

60 Khalil & Bilici 2007: 118.

61 Khalil & Bilici 2007: 118.

62 Khalil & Bilici 2007: 118.

63 However, it should be noted that since the narratives of these former Muslims have been
largely gathered from popular websites and books, and often are polemical in nature, one should
be careful with drawing broad generalizations from this data. Moreover, the motivations them-
selves often appear to mirror common negative stereotypes of Muslims and Islam. Khalil and
Bilici also notes that the narratives of the converts tend to adopt the language and framework
of their institutional environments. For example, the conversion narratives found on the website
Answering Islam mirror its Christian evangelical ideological orientation. Khalil & Bilici 2007:
118.

64 Syrjinen 1984: 8, Miller 2016: 4-5, Kraft 2012: 10-13, Kraft 2017: 222.
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as Sudan.®® Becoming a Christian in a country where the majority are Muslim,
and where a person may experience threats, violence, or legal repercussions
for leaving Islam, will undoubtedly affect a person differently than in a coun-
try where no such barriers exist.®® Undoubtedly, familial pressure or ethnic
ties can be significant obstacles for individuals who wish to become Christian
regardless of where they live, as with any person who breaks with the socio-
cultural norms of their family or ethnic group. As converts’ experiences vary
significantly in different contexts, it is encouraging that recent scholarship has
broadened its geographical scope.

A notable development in the study of Christian—-Muslim conversion has
been the increased attention paid to conversions occurring in the Global North.
Since the 2000s, researchers have progressively focused on the relationship
between conversion and migration and on the role of religion in the migration
process—as well as the conversion of refugees and asylum seekers. This in-
terest in conversion has been prompted, in no small part, by the growing num-
ber of migrants and refugees converting to Christianity. Scholars in the Nordic
countries and in the rest of Europe have increasingly focused on the subject of
religious conversion in relation to migration, refugees, and asylum pro-
cesses.®” This includes the work of Johan Leman, Sebnem Késer Akgapar, and
the authors contributing to the anthology Asylum and Conversion from Islam
to Christianity in Europe: Interdisciplinary Approaches, edited by Lena Rose
and Ebru Oztiirk.¢ In transit, migrants and refugees often find themselves be-
ing aided by Christian NGOs or Christian communities. As a consequence of
this, some Christian communities have become “highly successful in recruit-
ing these migrants.”® In light of this reality, studies that focus on Christian
converts from a Muslim background have increasingly looked at the effect of
migration on the converts’ choice to convert. For some migrants, argues Koser
Akgapar, conversion becomes a migration strategy, and the converts use their
newly acquired religious identity to attain social capital.”” In a similar vein,
Leman contends that the choice to convert is often connected to the structures
of support the converts find in their new religious community.” Thus religion,
and conversion, are presented as connected to the support or benefits converts
are provided through their conversion. Considering that individuals in transit
often find themselves in a state of psychological and physical liminality, in
which traditional structures of support and authority have been left behind, it

5 Gaudeul 1999: 25.

% Even if a convert does not experience any threats or social pressure, choosing to go against
the majority culture—and the culture in which one has been raised—can be a stressful experi-
ence and a source of anxiety.

%7 See for example: Hartikainen 2019, Stene 2019, Stene 2016, Petersen & Jensen 2019, Oztiirk
2022, Kéri & Sleiman 2017.

% Leman 2007, Koser Akcapar 2006, Rose & Oxztiirk 2024.

% Leman 2007: 101.

70 Koser Akgapar 2006: 819, 845-847

71 Leman 2007: 101-114.
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is not unreasonable to argue that they may be drawn to a new religious com-
munity that offers these.”

Aside from research that concerns the subject of Christian converts from a
Muslim background, there are studies of a similar subject matter: the phenom-
enon of Muslim believers in Christ—that is, individuals who consider them-
selves to have an Islamic identity, but maintain that they are also followers of
Jesus Christ, and practice what could be categorized as an Islamized form of
Christianity, such as the Bangladeshi “Jesus Imandars™” described in Jonas
Jorgensen’s dissertation, Jesus Imandars and Christ Bhaktas: Two Case Stud-
ies of Interreligious Hermeneutics and Identity in Global Christianity.” How-
ever, since some of the individuals in this group do not consider themselves
to be Christian, I would hesitate to categorize them as Christian converts, and
thus they fall outside the interests of this study.

Conversion and Christians from a Muslim Background
in Sweden

In Sweden, studies of modern-day religious conversion have tended not to fo-
cus on conversions to Lutheran Christianity. In 1996, Ulf Gérman from Lund
University initiated a project named Religionsbyten—individ, samfund, sam-
hiille to study the phenomenon of religious conversion.” The results of the
project were later presented in an anthology edited by Gérman titled Towards
a New Understanding of Conversion.” However, none of the contributions to
the anthology addressed conversion to Lutheran Christianity in the contempo-
rary Swedish context.”® Scholarship on conversion in Sweden has largely fo-
cused on conversions from the majority faith (Lutheran Christianity) to other
faith traditions or to other Christian denominations.”” One example of this is
the work of Madeline Sultan Sjoqvist.”® In Sultdn Sjoqvist’s dissertation, she
examines the conversion narratives of Swedish women who have converted

72 This does not mean, of course, that all individuals who engage with a new religious commu-
nity end up converting. Instead, individuals may find their existing faith developed or chal-
lenged by meeting practitioners of other faiths. Kraft 2017: 229-233.

73 Jorgensen 2008: 131. See also: Jorgensen 2009.

74 “Religious Change—Individual, Denomination, Society” in English.

75 Gérman 1999.

76 This research gap was noted by Thomas Stoor in his dissertation Mellan mission och dialog:
Kristna trossamfund och moten med det mangreligiosa Sverige from 2002, a study of the pas-
toral ministry of Swedish churches in relation to other faiths. Stoor conducted a handful of
interviews with Christian converts, some of whom were from a Muslim background. However,
the specific focus of his study was the approaches and attitudes of different Swedish Christian
denominations—among them the Church of Sweden—in regard to mission. Stoor was also a
part of the project initiated by Gérman. Stoor 2002: 216, 229-236.

77 See for example: Sultan 1999, Sultan Sjéqvist 2006, Lundin 2013.

78 Sultan 1999, Sultan Sjoqvist 2006.
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to Islam.” In the narratives she studied, the discussions often centered on
questions relating to gender, family, and society, illustrating how these women
understood their conversion and new faith.*® Despite the valuable contribu-
tions of scholars such as Sultan Sjoqvist, conversions to Lutheran Christianity
remains a relatively understudied subject in the Swedish context.®'

Even if the subject of conversions to Lutheran Christianity in general in
Sweden, and of Muslim conversion to Lutheran Christianity in particular, is
an understudied subject, there are some exceptions, such as the work of Jona-
than Morgan.®? Morgan’s research focuses on the conversion of unaccompa-
nied refugee minors (URMs) from a Muslim background to Lutheran Christi-
anity.® In the Master’s thesis Choosing Heresy: How Muslim-background Un-
accompanied Refugee Minors do Identity and Belonging in the Church of Swe-
den, Morgan takes an ethnographical approach, and seeks to understand the
converts’ views on their conversion process. According to Morgan, important
factors in the conversion process of the URMs were curiosity and a feeling of
belonging.** Many of Morgan’s informants presented their conversion as a
journey from (in their view) a community of coerced religiosity to finding
their own individual faith.’> Morgan describes how informants often voiced
critical and negative opinions of their previous religious affiliation, such as
the alleged legalism in Islam, and the pressure to conform to religious norms.*
Christianity, in contrast, is presented as an open religion that emphasizes free-
dom of thought.*” In Exploring Fictive Kinship among Unaccompanied Refu-
gee Minors in the Church of Sweden, Morgan focuses on the idea of fictive
kinship, arguing that the church congregation and other Christians functioned
as a form of family to the URMs.* Finally, in his dissertation Living in the
Borderland: Young Migrant Converts in the Church of Sweden, Morgan, cen-
tering his analysis on the concepts of belonging, behaving, and believing, pro-
poses that belief should be understood as practical knowledge that is con-
structed through social participation. In the dissertation, Morgan questions the
common conception that the religious conversion of URMs to the Church of
Sweden is merely a desperate attempt to be granted asylum, and addresses the

7 Sultan Sjoqvist 2006.

80 Islam for these women was presented as a religion of equality, such that men and women
have distinct but complementary roles in family life. Sultdn Sjoqvist 2006: 279-280.

81 It could be because of the reality that, in the Swedish context, Islam is viewed as something
more exotic or out of the ordinary, and that this has served to facilitate more academic interest
in the subject. However, it should be noted that, in an international perspective, studies relating
to conversions to Islam are generally more numerous than studies that focus on conversions
from Islam.

82 Morgan 2018, Morgan 2019, Morgan 2020, Morgan 2024a, Morgan 2024b.

8 The majority of his participants were Hazaras from Afghanistan. Morgan 2024b: 56.

8 Morgan 2018: 53-54.

85 Morgan 2018: 53-54.

8 A trend which can be observed in his further work on this subject. Morgan 2018: 39-44. See
also: Morgan 2020: 42—43, 50, Morgan 2024a: 132.

87 Morgan 2018: 41-44.

8 Morgan 2019: 177-178.
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precarities that characterize the lived realities of these refugee minors, illus-
trating how the community offered by the church becomes a way for them to
address their situation of “misrecognition and precarity.”®

The conversion experiences of refugees and asylum seekers in the Church
of Sweden—and the impact this may have on the church—are undeniably im-
portant avenues of research. However, while these groups are significant, not
all converts to the Church of Sweden are refugees or asylum seekers, even if
many undoubtedly have a migrant background. Therefore, it would be prob-
lematic if research related to Lutheran Christians from a Muslim background
in Sweden focused solely on URMs or on individuals who are seeking asylum.
Therefore, I argue that this points to the need for continued scientific inquiry
into the subject of Lutheran Christians in Sweden from a Muslim back-
ground.”

Conversion to Christianity in Tanzania and sub-Saharan
Africa

There is no shortage of research on Christianity in Tanzania; however, none
of these studies specifically studies Christians from a Muslim background.”!
Instead, the converts in most of these works are individuals who previously
practiced indigenous forms of religion. Moreover, many of these studies focus
more on the general history of Christian mission in an area, or among a spe-
cific group of people, often with a denominational focus. In Sigvard von Si-
card’s dissertation The Lutheran Church on the Coast of Tanzania 1887-
1914: With Special Reference to the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Tanza-
nia, Synod of Uzaramo-Uluguru, he discusses the growth of the Lutheran
church on the Tanzanian coast from 1887 to 1914.92 Some of the early converts
presented by Von Sicard were likely from a Muslim background, yet the em-
phasis in his study is the growth of the Lutheran church, not the individual
converts.”

Although research on Christians from a Muslim background in Tanzania is
limited, studies of interreligious relations have identified conversion from Is-
lam and Muslim evangelization as contentious issues.”* In his dissertation Je-

8 Morgan 2024b: 166, 166—176.

%0 In relation to the attitudes of former Muslims, I have found one article that examines a former
Muslim Christian’s critique of Islam in Sweden, and discusses if the opinions voiced by this
individual could be considered Islamophobic. Yet, it is worth mentioning that this is an article
based upon an interview with one individual, and therefore this subject matter is still under-
researched in the Swedish context. Larsson 2016: 205-223.

1 See for example: Sundkler 1974, Hodgson 2005, Larsson 1991, Lundstrém 2017, Groop
2006.

92 Von Sicard 1970: 222.

93 For example: Von Sicard 1970: 88.

% For example: Tambila 2006, Ndaluka 2012.
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sus for Zanzibar: Narratives of Pentecostal (Non-)Belonging, Islam, and Na-
tion, Hans Olsson examines the lived experiences and narratives of pentecos-
tals residing in the Zanzibar archipelago.””> While not the central subject matter
of his study, Olsson notes how evangelization directed at Muslims and reli-
gious conversion from Islam to Christianity are highly controversial subjects
in the Zanzibar context—which, in contrast to the Tanzanian mainland, is pre-
dominantly Muslim and much more religiously homogeneous.”® Another ex-
ample can be found in Joung Sun Lee’s thesis, Tanzanian Christians’ Percep-
tion of Muslims in the Context of the Nation’s Christian—Muslim Relations. In
this study, Lee discusses Tanzanian Presbyterian Christians’ perceptions of
Muslims, and how this relates to Christian-Muslim relations in the country.”’
Lee interviewed Tanzanian Presbyterians in the Dar es Salaam and Pwani re-
gions. He concludes that, while relations between Christians and Muslims are
considered amicable, evangelization and conversion are still viewed as con-
troversial topics.® Evangelism (or proselytization) and conversion are viewed
as possibly disruptive factors that may cause disharmony between Christians
and Muslims in Tanzania, according to Lee.”

Outside of Tanzania, research has been done on the topic of Christian con-
version, yet almost none on conversion to Christianity from Islam.!®® One ex-
ception to this is the dissertation of Reinhold Strahler, who analyzed the con-
version processes of Kenyan converts from Islam to Christianity.'”' Yet, as is
the case in Sweden, research on the topic of Christians from a Muslim back-
ground in sub-Saharan Africa (including Tanzania) seems to have garnered
little academic interest.

Summary

On reviewing the literature on the subject, it becomes apparent that certain
aspects of research concerning Christian converts from a Muslim background
remain underexplored, especially in connection with the conversion narratives
of this group and their relationship with their former faith. Research on this
topic typically centers on questions of belonging and identity. In these studies,
there is a clear emphasis on the experiences of these converts in navigating
this shift in religious affiliation, the issues they face, and the reasons they give
for making this change. In both the Swedish and the Tanzanian contexts, there

%5 Olsson 2016. See also: Olsson 2019.

% Qlsson’s pentecostal informants do not actively engage in Muslim evangelization, as doing
so risks inciting hostility. In Zanzibar there are also legal bans against public preaching, which
negatively impacts the possibility of evangelization for some Christian groups. Olsson 2016:
40-44, Olsson 2019: 27-55, 79, 157, 185-186.

97 Lee 2019.

% Lee 2019: 7, 120-124.

% Lee 2019: 120-124

100 For example: Sundberg 2000, Meyer 1999, Egeland 2016.

101 Strahler 2009.
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is a lack of research on Lutheran Christians from a Muslim background. In
light of these research gaps, the present study seeks to contribute to the aca-
demic conversations concerning religious conversion, conversion narratives,
and conversion from Islam to Christianity.
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3.Theory and Method

In the preceding chapters I gave a brief introduction to the study and discussed
previous research. This chapter is dedicated to outlining the theoretical frame-
work and methodology of this thesis. Initially, it delves into the discussion of
the narrative theory used in this study, elucidating “the moral narrative of mo-
dernity” as a key concept, providing a concise survey of how contemporary
scholarship perceives the phenomenon of conversion and conversion narra-
tives, and, last, discussing the concepts of “the Other” and “Othering”. The
methodology segment details the approaches used for data collection and anal-
ysis, discussing the logistical aspects of my research, alongside significant
methodological and epistemological issues related to this study.

Theoretical Framework

Narrative Theory

In light of the fact that the key objective of this dissertation is to study con-
version narratives, it is fitting that narrative theory is implemented as a central
theoretical framework.!?> As “narrative” is a significant concept for this study,
it is important to clarify the term. In this study, I define narratives as stories
that are a representation of selected events (or series of events), presented to a
specific audience, as well as talk and reflections about these events.'*

To break down and explain this definition, I refer to the story with which I
began this dissertation, the one explaining why I chose this topic.'™ In my
account I described how a statement made by one of the people I interviewed
for my Master’s thesis left me curious about conversions to the Church of
Sweden. In my account, I presented a series of events—“we are not trying to

102 Narrative theory (sometimes referred to as narratology) serves as an umbrella term used in
numerous disciplines. Despite definitions varying from one field or scholar to the next, a com-
mon core remains: all approaches emphasize the significance of narratives, and seek to under-
stand how they function. Bamberg 2007: 1-4. See also: Herman et al. 2012.

103 This may be a rather broad definition of narrative, but I would argue that, for the purposes
of my research, this definition is more than suitable. Here I take inspiration from Porter Abbot.
Abbot 2020: 12-28.

104 Kindly note that I use “narrative” and “story” synonymously in this dissertation. These con-
cepts could also be understood as signifying different things, but within the framework of this
study in relation to how I have chosen to define narrative, these concepts become basically
interchangeable.
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convert anyone,” the statement that piqued my interest—and the start of my
PhD journey to an imagined audience (in this case, you, the reader of this
dissertation). I could have selected other events, and presented them in a dif-
ferent order, but this is how I, as the narrator, have decided to tell my story.!%
I finished my short account reflecting on why the initial event, led me to pur-
sue this particular topic for my dissertation, and this reflection has become
part of my narrative as well, because the reflection imbues the narrative with
meaning and presents my views on it.

Narratives are, however, not only stories. They are also of great signifi-
cance in relation to identity creation and meaning-making—individually as
well as collectively. Scholars of narrative maintain that we come to be who
we are by locating ourselves, or being located in, social narratives.'’ Again,
to take my narrative account as an example: this narrative is a story I use to
explain to others (and to myself) why I have chosen to pursue this topic and
to dedicate seven years of my life to it. This story is a part of who / am, and
that is one of the reasons I decided to begin this dissertation with it.

Narratives take an event (or series of events) and makes it part of a plot;
through this the events become “emplotted.”'?” Individuals evaluate the vari-
ous scenarios available to them, and choose which of these narratives they
apply to make sense of their experiences, thus creating order and meaning,. '

However, there are different levels of narrative. Not all narratives are indi-
vidual narratives of past events in a person’s life; they can also be the stories
of a nation, or of a people, or grand historical narratives.'® Now, if there are
different levels of narrative, and they are so central to identity creation and
meaning-making, one may aptly wonder how, on the theoretical level, one is
to understand this process, and how it could be applied to a study of religious
conversion. Here I draw on the work of Margaret Somers’ theory of narrativity
and the narrative construction of identity, in which she provides examples of
the different levels of narratives on which an individual can draw.'"

In her article “The Narrative Construction of Identity: A Relational and
Network Approach,” Somers presents four different levels of narrative. These
are “ontological, public, conceptual, and metanarratives.”!!" It is worth noting
that Somers stresses that these different dimensions of narrative (like the self)
are neither fixed nor a priori, and they are formed in dialogue with one another.
Yet, they are distinct from one another and function on different levels. Onto-
logical narratives can be explained as the stories that individual persons use

105 Also, depending on my audience, and the context of my narration, it is reasonable to assume
that some elements of my account may shift, either consciously or unconsciously.

106 Somers 1994: 606, Bamberg 2007: 1-4. See also: Ammerman 2003: 213-215.

107 Ammerman 2003: 213.

108 Ammerman 2003: 213.

109 Narratives can take many different forms, and can be found across a wide range of media.
They appear, for example, in various kinds of texts, novels, films, and video games. See for
example: Punday 2019.

10 Somers 1994: 605-635.

1 Somers 1994: 617.
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to make sense of their lives. They are the personal narratives that explain who
we are.''? Public narratives, on the other hand, are “those narratives attached
to cultural and institutional formations larger than the single individual,”
“however local or grand, micro- or macro-stories.”''* Conceptual narratives
are the explanations and concepts constructed by social researchers.'"* Last,
metanarratives are the master narratives we are embedded in as “contempo-
rary actors in history.”''” These narratives can be the epic dramas of our time
or narratives of teleological progression to a specific end.''® The conceptual-
ization of these various dimensions of narrative helps to provide a framework
for understanding how these different layers of narrative operate, and how
they intertwine.

The framework I propose in this study similarly consists of four dimen-
sions, yet the dimensions differ between our models. The four dimensions of
narrativity, as | demarcate them, consist of individual narratives, community
narratives, public narratives, and meta-narratives. The first dimension in both
our models refers to the personal narratives of individuals, yet I conceptualize
this dimension differently, as I consider individual narrative a better descrip-
tion of the type of narrative this dimension addresses.!'” Another difference is
that, in my framework, I choose to divide public narratives into two separate
dimensions, one representing the meso-level of specific communities, and the
other the macro-level of larger societies. For Somers, the public dimension
would contain both levels. However, I found it beneficial to distinguish be-
tween the public narratives of a nation and the community-specific narratives
of smaller groups—such as particular religious communities. I have opted to
forgo the conceptual level of narrative, as this dimension focuses on the ex-
planations and categories construed by social researchers. Given my interest
in individual conversion narratives, I do not consider this dimension to be rel-
evant to my study. Last, in my model I have kept Somers’ meta-narrative di-
mension; these are the greater overarching historical narratives in which we
are embedded. One such master narrative could be the “moral narrative of
modernity,” which I present in the next section.''s

The Moral Narrative of Modernity

In popular discourse, modernity is often uncritically celebrated. If something
is described as “modern,” it is generally meant as a compliment. In academic

12 Somers 1994: 618.

113 Somers 1994: 619.

114 Somers 1994: 620.

115 Somers 1994: 619.

116 Keane 2007: 6, 47-55.

7 The term “ontological” also has connotations with metaphysics, which I argue may risk
giving the impression that these individual stories concern human existence and the nature of
reality. Some individual narratives may address these issues, but not all.

118 As discussed in Christian Moderns: Freedom and Fetish in the Mission Encounter, which I
describe in more detail later in this chapter. Keane 2007: 6, 47-55.
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circles, however, modernity is a contested topic. The work of scholars such as
Zygmunt Bauman and Jeffrey Alexander discusses the duality of modernity
and illustrates the connections between modernity, oppression, and vio-
lence.'" In Modernity and the Holocaust, Bauman presents the connections
between modernity and the horrors of the Holocaust, and Alexander in The
Dark Side of Modernity argues that, while the ideals of modernity may em-
body hopes of progress and rationality, it also serves to perpetuate oppression
and great human suffering.'?

In postcolonial studies, modernity has been criticized for its connection to
colonialism and colonial structures of dominance."?' In Unbecoming
Moderns: Colonialism, Modernity, Colonial Modernities, postcolonial and
decolonial scholars examine the complex relationship between colonialism
and modernity.'?* The contributors argue for an intrinsic connection between
the two, contending that modernity has frequently functioned as an instrument
of colonial domination, when practices of oppression were justified under the
guise of reason and progress, and deployed to subordinate the colonized Other.
They further assert that colonialism continues to shape contemporary under-
standings of modernity, exerting a lasting influence on nation-states, eco-
nomic systems, cultural formations, and institutions such as academia.'?®

Although subject to criticism, modernity itself resists easy definition.'**
Nevertheless, as argued by Webb Keane, the “idea of modernity commonly
seems to include two distinctive features: rupture from a traditional past, and
progress into a better future.”'> In his work Christian Moderns: Freedom and
Fetish in the Mission Encounter, Keane proposes that this view of modernity
be understood as an overarching historical narrative.?¢ Furthermore, Keane
contends that there is an undeniable moral thrust to this narrative, such that
the march of progress (and the emancipation of the individual human subject)
is considered a common good for all humanity.'?” In Christian Moderns,
Keane illustrates how this moral narrative makes itself known in the encoun-
ters between Dutch Calvinist missionaries and the people of the Island of
Sumba in eastern Indonesia.'?® His work exemplifies how Christianity in the
postcolonial world has habitually become inseparable from ideas that link mo-
dernity to human emancipation.

119 Bauman 1989, Alexander 2013.

120 Bauman 1989: 6-7, Alexander 2013: 1—4.

121 The work of Jean and John Comaroff, among others, illustrates this connection. Comaroff
& Comaroff 1991, Comaroff & Comaroff 1993, Comaroff & Comaroff 1997, Gillen & Ghosh
2007.

122 Dube & Banerjee-Dube 2019a, Dube & Banerjee-Dube 2019b: 1-27.

123 Dube & Banerjee-Dube 2019b: 1-27.

124 Comaroff & Comaroff 1993: xi—xiv.

125 Keane 2007: 48.

126 Keane 2007: 4-6.

127 K eane 2007: 1-9, 47-55.

128 Keane 2007: 285-289.
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When modernity is referenced in this dissertation, it refers to this “moral
narrative of modernity”, as discussed by Keane.'?* This view of modernity, as
presented by Keane, is a narrative connected to Protestant Christianity: “the
more liberatory narratives of modernity draw on concepts and values that were
also expressed by, and perhaps in part derive from, the Protestant Reformation
(though no doubt the influences run both ways).”!3

In the moral narrative of modernity, modernity is fundamentally defined by
progress.”*' Central to this understanding is a conceptualization of progress
not only in respect of “improvements in technology, economic well-being, or
health but is also, and perhaps above all, about human emancipation and self-
mastery.”'*? The moral narrative of modernity represents a teleological narra-
tive of advancement, detailing how individuals are emancipated (among other
things) from the chains of traditionalism, promoting their individual agency
and allowing for their self-actualization.** In this framework, progress is in-
trinsically linked to anti-traditionalism, insofar as inherited customs and es-
tablished authorities are subjected to critical scrutiny and lose their legitimacy
if they are perceived to impede forward movement. In this meta-narrative,
progress, self-actualization, and emancipation are simultaneously the defining
characteristics of modernity and its moral ends."**

Moreover, this moral narrative can be linked to what Charles Taylor cate-
gorizes as “the ethics of authenticity.”'> In the book The Ethics of Authentic-
ity, Charles Taylor discusses what he categorizes as the modern ethics of au-
thenticity—that is to say, the idea that to discover who one truly is, and to live
life in accordance with this innermost self, is to live authentically.'*® Related
to this notion is the belief that each and every one of us has a true self that we
simply need to discover (or re-discover) in order to lead fulfilling lives. Taylor
connects this moral ideal to a culture of self-actualization, in which living in
accordance with one’s authentic self is viewed as a (if not the) moral end."”’ 1
understand Taylor’s ethics of authenticity as intertwined with Keane’s moral
narrative of modernity, insofar as the ethics of authenticity could be consid-
ered a central component of the broader moral narrative of modernity. This is
not an aspect that Keane himself discusses at length, even if he categorizes
self-mastery as part of this moral narrative. Nevertheless, I maintain that self-

129 Keane 2007: 6, 26, 47-51.

130 Keane 2007: 26, 47-51.

131 Keane 2007: 48.

132 Keane 2007: 6.

133 Emancipation conceived as the continuous liberation of individuals from constraints—such
as structures of inequality—that restrict their capacity to live according to their self-defined
aims and desires; being set free from different types of restraints or bondage.

134 In this framework, individual agency becomes paramount, as the pursuit of self-actualization
depends on the freedom to act on one’s desires and to shape one’s own life. Keane 2007: 6, 26,
47-55.

135 Taylor 1991: 25-29.

136 Taylor 1991: 25-29.

137 In his book, Taylor also problematizes this ethics of authenticity and categorizes it as one of
the “three malaises” of modernity. Taylor 1991: 10.
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actualization becomes a central goal of the moral narrative of modernity, since
this narrative links progress to the liberation of individuals from oppressive
structures so that they may live authentically and flourish."® Through this,
self-actualization and emancipation are intertwined. To be truly free entails
that a person has the agency to pursue their desires and to search for (or find)
their authentic self, or realize their full potential."** Thus, I argue that self-
actualization and emancipation emerge as interconnected concepts anchored
in the overarching ideal of progress that defines this particular meta-narrative
of modernity.

While I am inspired and influenced by Keane’s work, we approach the
moral narrative of modernity in different ways. In his book, Keane discusses
the moral narrative of modernity primarily in respect of materiality and agency
in the missionary encounter between missionaries and the indigenous popula-
tion of Sumba. My focus in this study is on the prominence given in this meta-
narrative to progress, self-actualization, and emancipation, and how this con-
nects to the presentation of Christianity in the conversion accounts of my par-
ticipants.'® In this sense, I maintain that we are engaging with the same
broader meta-narrative of modernity, while foregrounding different dimen-
sions of it.

This meta-narrative of moral modernity that I discuss in this dissertation
should be understood as an idealized construct. It is a normative framework
of moral reasoning in which values such as progress, self-actualization, and
emancipation are elevated as moral ends. There is most definitely a dark side
to modernity; yet in the idealized form of modernity presented in this meta-
narrative, this dark side is obscured.

Conversion

Conversion is paradoxical. It is elusive. It is inclusive. It destroys and it saves.
Conversion is sudden and it is gradual. It is created totally by the action of
God, and it is created totally by the action of humans. Conversion is personal
and communal, private and public. It is both passive and active. It is a retreat
from the world. It is a resolution of conflict and an empowerment to go into
the world and to confront, if not create, conflict. Conversion is an event and a
process. It is an ending and a beginning. It is final and openended. Conversion
leaves us devastated and transformed.!*!

138 In the moral narrative of modernity, as understood in this dissertation, self-actualization
could be conceptualized in two ways: (1) the pursuit of a life in accordance with one’s true
inner self, and (2) the realization of an individual’s full potential.

139 The connection between modernity and self-actualization is also discussed by Giddens in
Modernity and Self-Identity. Giddens 1991: 74-80.

140 K eane 2007: 1-34, 47-55.

141 Rambo 1993: 176.
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“Religious conversion” is the concept commonly used to describe an individ-
ual’s change in religious identity, and it is a term firmly entrenched in aca-
demic and theological discourse.'** The use of the concept of conversion to
describe religious change has persisted since the earliest academic examina-
tions of the phenomenon. William James, in his influential book The Varieties
of Religious Experience, applied the concept of conversion to describe the
change of an individual’s religion.'** In Christianity the concept of conversion
is pivotal.'* The classical notion of conversion as a deliberate turning from
wrong to right saturates religious discourse, and has served as a model for
secular narratives of change as well.'* It is a concept deeply embedded in
western culture, and it holds a position of prominence in the Christian tradi-
tion.

In the New Testament, the Greek term metanoia, meaning “change of
mind,” was used to denote repentance or conversion.'*¢ The English word
“conversion” that we use today is derived from the Latin word conversio (turn-
ing)."¥” Thus, conversion could be conceptualized as a “turning” toward some-
thing. In early Christianity, this entailed turning from old allegiances, old
idols, to God through Jesus Christ—a narrative that David Kling maintains
forms the basic storyline in Christian history.'*® These are tales of “a deliberate
turning ... which implies that a great change was involved, that the old was
wrong and the new was right.”'*’

Throughout the history of Christianity, one can find examples of different
types of conversion.'*® For some, such as the Apostle Paul on the road to Da-
mascus, conversion was described as a miraculous and instantaneous event;
for others (such as Justin Martyr) it was presented as a longer, more gradual
process, and in some cases, it was a mix—a period of rumination that later
culminates in a moment of sudden spiritual clarity, such as the case of Augus-
tine of Hippo."'

Yet, despite these differences, one can still speak of certain genre conven-
tions related to Christian conversion narratives. Protestant Christianity, espe-
cially what could be categorized as “conversionary Protestantism,” has had a
great influence on the common perception of conversion as transformation, a

142 See for example: Rambo & Farhadian 2014.

143 James 1902: 217.

144 Kling 2020: 1, Kling 2014: 598.

145 Pollmann 1996: 47.

146 For example, in the Gospel of Luke. Luke 3:8. See also: Kling 2020: 1.
147 Kling 2014: 599.

148 Kling 2014: 598-599.

149 Nock 1972: 7, Fredriksen 1986: 3-5.

150 See for example: Kling 2020.

151 Harran 1983: 25-30, Kling 2020: 1-23.
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radical change or break with one’s past life.'” This tendency could be ob-
served in Protestant movements as far back as the 17" century. For 17" cen-
tury Puritans on both sides of the Atlantic, their conversion narratives com-
monly followed a pattern from “sin, preparation, and assurance” (or “fear, sor-
row, and faith”) in which converts present themselves as transformed by this
experience.'? In German Pietism and the Problem of Conversion, Jonathan
Strom demonstrates how Pietism came to emphasize the repentance struggle
in biographical and autobiographical conversion accounts.!** Pietist conver-
sion narratives were often organized around a threefold pattern: an initial ex-
perience of divine stirrings, followed by a period of “repentance struggle,” and
culminating in a “breakthrough.”'ss Early Methodist conversion narratives in
the Evangelical Revival were frequently centered on a climactic and absolute
moment of conversion.'”® The conventional model of religious conversion—
presented by scholars and theologians as the sweeping, sudden, irreversible,
and complete change of an individual—was in many ways based on evangel-
ical Protestant testimonies.!”” Studies have shown that individuals joining
modern-day pentecostal or evangelical movements likewise tend to accentuate
a break from their past in their conversion accounts.'*® However, even if this
is the current norm in the study of Christian conversion narratives, there are
alternative narrative frameworks.'*

Genre conventions are influenced by denominational identity, and as the
understanding of conversion shifts over the course of the centuries, so do per-
ceptions of historical conversions. Prevailing understandings of Christian con-
version are often retroactively imposed on the experiences of early Chris-
tians.'®® As scholars, including Krister Stendahl and Judith Pollmann, have
noted, this tendency has led to an overemphasis on particular aspects of the
conversion experiences of past Christians.'®! In his much-cited article, Sten-
dahl argues that the common portrayal of Paul as a “hero of the introspective
conscience,” tormented by an acute awareness of his own sin, is a mistaken

152 Robert Woodberry defines conversionary Protestants as groups who: “(1) actively attempt
to persuade others of their beliefs, (2) emphasize lay vernacular Bible reading, and (3) believe
that grace/faith/choice saves people, not group membership or sacraments,” in the sense that
these groups emphasize personal conversion experiences and the salvation of the individual
through their own faith. Woodberry 2012: 244, Winchester 2015: 440—443, Rambo & Far-
hadian 2014: 5.

153 Caldwell 1983: 2.

154 Strom 2018: 8, 43, 144-158.

155 However, a central finding of his study is that this focus on the repentance struggle, and the
classic tripartite model of Pietist conversion, was something that later came to define Pietist
conversion narratives. Strom convincingly demonstrates that this was originally not something
greatly emphasized in earlier Pietist conversion narratives, as they were much more diverse and
did not privilege one single pattern. Strom 2018: 8, 43, 144—158.

156 Hindmarsh 1999: 910-929.

157 See for example: James 1902, Nock 1972.

158 See for example: Meyer 1998, Meyer 1999, Robbins 2004, Engelke 2004,

159 Winchester 2015: 439-458.

160 Fredriksen 1986: 3-34.

161 Stendahl 1963: 199-215, Pollmann 1996: 47-58.
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interpretation.'®® He maintains that this interpretation emerged in Protestant
Christianity through the influence of Martin Luther’s accounts of his inner
struggle with his conscience.'s® Instead, Stendahl contends that Paul saw him-
self as called, not converted, in the sense that he understood his conversion as
a prophetic call rather than as a guilt-ridden turning to a new faith.'** Pollmann
makes a similar claim in relation to Martin Luther’s “tower experience,” ar-
guing that scholars may have over-interpreted it as an Augustinian (or Pauline)
type of conversion—a model that later came to be so prominent in Puritanism
and Pietism—and maintaining that Protestants during this time did not tend to
describe their conversions as a radical break with their past.'®® On the contrary,
Pollmann argues that Protestant converts during this period did not wish to
present themselves as converting to something new, if they even wrote about
their conversion at all.'s

In regard to both theological and academic understandings of religious con-
version, as well as in relation to the personal narratives of individuals who
have adopted a new belief, there is a tension between continuity and disconti-
nuity. While some Christians groups do present conversion as a rupture with
their past (a view shared by some scholars), others are more prone to empha-
size continuity between their old and new identities.'®” One could problema-
tize the notion of a clear-cut break from one’s past, as Brigit Meyer’s research
illustrates.'®® After all, the line between one’s old and new identities is not
always clear.'® A total rupture with one’s past could be viewed as an impos-
sibility, as one’s current identity builds on one’s past experiences. Where one
chooses to draw the line between the old and the new, either as a scholar of
conversion or as a convert, has consequences. While I do not propose a solu-
tion to this dilemma, it remains an issue worth considering.

Conversion, regardless whether one considers it a gradual process or a sud-
den definite act, does not occur in a vacuum.'” In his book Understanding
Religious Conversion, Lewis Rambo emphasizes the significance of the so-
cial, geographical, cultural, and historical context of religious conversions.'”!

162 Stendahl 1963: 199.

163 Stendahl 1963: 199-215.

164 Stendahl 1963: 204-205.

165 Pollmann 1996: 47-58.

166 In part, Pollmann argues that this could be explained by the reason that, in the political and
religious discourse of the time, new things and innovation were viewed negatively. Pollmann
1996: 47-58.

167 Today scholars more often consider conversion as a process. Rambo & Farhadian 2014: 7.
168 For example, as beliefs, concepts, and practices often follow the person into their new faith,
which Meyer demonstrates in her study of Christianity among the Ewe in Ghana. Meyer 1998:
316-340, Meyer 1999: 213-216.

169 Winchester 2015: 455.

170 Rambo 1993: 20-43.

171 In his book, Rambo presents his integrative seven-staged model of religious conversion.
“Context” is the first of these stages, and arguably the most fundamental one, as the context is
what determines the very possibility of conversions. The second stage is “Crisis”, the third stage
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Conversions always take place in a dynamic context, and are interwoven with
it.'”> Context, Rambo maintains, “shapes the nature, structure, and process of
conversion.”'” The range of religious options, the possibilities of communi-
cation, and the chances of attaining information about other faiths, all affect
how conversion occurs. Therefore, one cannot discuss conversions as if they
were somehow separated from the context in which they occur.
“Conversion” in the context of this study is defined in broad terms as a
change from one religious affiliation to another, or a reaffiliation with a tradi-
tion previously abandoned. However, it is the former that is the focus of my
study. Such a change may be perceived by the convert as occurring either
gradually or instantaneously. No attempt is made here to adjudicate the au-
thenticity of a given conversion testimony. For the purposes of this study, an
individual’s self-identification as Christian following a change in religious af-
filiation is considered sufficient for them to meet the study’s inclusion criteria.

Conversion Narrative

As Bruce Hindmarsh posited, an individual’s religious change or transfor-
mation often comes to us “as narrative and autobiography, inviting further
exploration of these forms of expression.”'”* The choice to change one’s reli-
gion would be a significant decision for many. In order to make sense of such
an event, individuals will often construct a narrative in order to explain their
choice. Thus, a way to study religious conversion could be by paying attention
to the narratives of converts, and a significant number of scholars have done
just that.'”

The conversion narrative of the individual, simply put, is the personal re-
telling of a person’s process of religious change. I see a conversion narrative
as more than simply the testimony of their transformation, but also the reflec-
tions and thoughts that the individual expresses about their change in religious
affiliation. While these reflections may not necessarily always take a narrative
form, they are nevertheless a part of that person’s story, a story of how they
came to be who they are, and to signal their belonging to a specific religious
community.

What Somers’ narrative framework provides in relation to conversion nar-
ratives is a layered mode of analysis that aids in understanding the complex
process of narrative identity creation. A conversion narrative, while a form of

“Quest”, the fourth “Encounter”, the fifth “Interaction”, the sixth “Commitment”, and the sev-
enth “Consequences”. Rambo 1993: 17.

172 In relation to the context of religious conversions, one may find it useful to distinguish be-
tween the “macrocontext” and the “microcontext”. The macrocontext refers to the total envi-
ronment, and the microcontext to the local setting. Rambo 1993: 21.

173 Rambo 1993: 20.

174 Hindmarsh 2014: 344.

175 See for example: Stromberg 1993, Hindmarsh 2005, Hindmarsh 2014, Caldwell 1983.
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individual narrative, is also the product of a dialogue between the different
layers of social narratives in which the convert is embedded.

Conversion is shaped by its social and cultural context, which influences
how individuals perceive, interpret, and narrate their transformative experi-
ences. Drawing on autobiographical accounts from four Christians of different
denominations, Jan-Ake Alvarsson explores how culture influences reception,
perception, interpretation, and systems of knowledge, particularly in relation
to life-changing experiences such as religious conversion.'’® He argues that
such experiences are shaped through cultural frameworks and narrative pat-
terns that provide both vocabulary and meaning.'” Individuals in shared reli-
gious subcultures often describe transformative experiences in similar ways,
suggesting that culture shapes how they are understood, experienced, and ex-
pressed.

What Alvarsson’s study touches on is that the manner in which individuals
talk about their conversion, the language they use, is intimately connected to
the conversion experience. A shift in religious identity often comes with a shift
in vocabulary.'”® An inclination which can be observed in the conversion nar-
rative, as the convert embraces a new vernacular and way of understanding
the world. As discussed by David Snow and Richard Machalek in their influ-
ential article “The Convert as a Social Type,” it is the rhetoric of the convert
which denotes them as a social type.'” They maintain that, to “the extent that
conversion is viewed as a radical change, we propose that it is the universe of
discourse which changes.”'®” Becoming a convert, they argue, entails (among
other things) a biographical reconstruction and the adoption of a new master
attribution scheme. What a biographical reconstruction entails is that the dis-
jointed pieces of one’s past become reassembled in a new way, in accordance
with this new universe of discourse and its grammar. In essence, the convert’s
biography becomes reconstructed in the image of their new religious identity,
as they redefine their past.

Yet, some scholars posit that a change in language is not only an effect of
conversion, but also a part of the conversion process itself, and a way in which
the convert facilitates their self-transformation. In the work of Peter Strom-
berg, a central point of his research is the inherent transformative capacity of
the conversion narrative.'®! Stromberg suggests that the act of reinterpreting
personal experiences through the lens of canonical language in a conversion
narrative can catalyze a form of self-transformation.'®* Essentially, for Strom-
berg, the process of narrating and re-narrating one’s journey of conversion

176 Alvarsson 2019: 85-99.

177 Alvarsson 2019: 98.

178 Snow & Machalek 1983: 259-280.

179 Snow & Machalek 1983: 259-280.

180 Snow & Machalek 1983: 265.

181 Stromberg 1993: 1-6, 14-16, 31-32, 129-131.
182 Stromberg 1993: 1-6, 14-16, 31-32, 129-131.
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serves as a mechanism through which this profound change in the self is fa-
cilitated.'®® Stromberg’s perspective underscores the power of narrative as not
just a tool for communication, but also as a means for personal and spiritual
metamorphosis. From this perspective, the narrative is not just a way to de-
scribe the conversion event; rather, the conversion unfolds through the narra-
tive itself—a narrative shaped by the religious community into which the con-
vert becomes socialized.

Religious communities and institutions could be considered significant
suppliers of social narratives, and through this form the construction of reli-
gious identities.'* Regardless of how one conceptualizes the relationship be-
tween conversion, narrative, and language, it is difficult to dispute the reality
that the discourses and particular vernacular of a religious group will have an
influence on how conversion is understood in that community—and, by proxy,
the conversion narratives of converts. To take an example: a person converting
to Buddhism would unlikely frame their conversion as a transition from the
constraints of sin to a life enriched by the presence of the Holy Spirit. Converts
learn—whether implicitly or explicitly—how to frame and understand their
experience in terms that are entwined with the religious and cultural context
surrounding them.'®* This reality has been explored by Ines Jindra who, in her
article “How Religious Content Matters in Conversion Narratives to Various
Religious Groups,” comparatively examines how converts from different re-
ligious groups narrate their conversion, and demonstrates how religious doc-
trines influence these stories. Similarly, the work of Juliette Galonnier and
Diego de los Rios investigates Christian and Muslim pedagogies of conver-
sion."®® Galonnier and De los Rios, while primarily concentrating on the prac-
tices and viewpoints of the instructors, observe that converts recognized the
necessity of changing their language.'®” They similarly highlight the signifi-
cance of equipping converts with a narrative framework that enables them to
articulate their conversion experience.'s?

Given that narratives are shaped by social and cultural contexts, they could
be considered as registers (or texts) that reflect the attitudes, norms, and ideals
that are prevalent in particular communities. If a convert, through their inte-
gration into a new religious community, comes to understand that certain ide-
als are of paramount importance, it stands to reason that this realization will
influence their narrative, whether subconsciously or consciously. In the study
of conversion narratives, certain scholars focus on analyzing these narratives
by exploring the social values, attitudes, or norms that become expressed in

183 Stromberg 1993: 1-6, 14-16, 31-32, 129-131.

184 Ammerman 2003: 217-224.

185 Views relating to gender may also affect how men and women in particular denominations
frame their conversions. See for example: Knight, Woods and Jindra 2005.

186 Jindra 2011: 287-300, Galonnier & De los Rios 2016. See also: Popp-Baier 2001.

187 Galonnier & De los Rios 2016: 71-72.

188 Galonnier & De los Rios 2016: 71-72.
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these stories.'® From this perspective, a conversion narrative is not merely a
retelling of personal experiences, but is viewed as a site that reveals “the push
and pull of social values as embodied in institutions and power structures.”'*’
Thus, a personal account of one’s conversion could be considered an indica-
tor of narratives, values, and norms that extend beyond the story itself, and a
reflection of attitudes in a specific community, group, or context. These atti-
tudes could pertain to the relationship between Christianity and other reli-
gions, or to different theological perspectives. In this way, conversion narra-
tives could be viewed as registers not of only attitudes and social values, but
also of theologies.

In this way, this dissertation posits that conversion narratives serve as reg-
isters of theology, in a broad and inclusive sense. Here, theology is not con-
fined to formal doctrinal studies or institutional religious teachings, but is ex-
pansively defined to include the diverse array of thoughts, attitudes, and be-
liefs that individuals hold regarding their religion and/or what they perceive
to be divine or sacred.

By using Somers’ framework as a starting point, we can examine the stud-
ied conversion narratives as the product of a continuous dialogue between the
convert and the myriad social narratives in which they are embedded. Through
this theoretical framework we can analyze and observe how the different lay-
ers of narratives are interwoven into the conversion narrative. Furthermore, it
provides us with an analytical framework for investigating prevailing norms,
attitudes, and tensions in and between religious communities, as they come to
the fore in the stories of converts.

In this study, the conversion narratives of my participants are understood
in a broad sense. In line with my definition of narrative, the participant’s con-
version narrative is not limited to their initial uninterrupted account provided
during the interview.'”' Responses to subsequent questions concerning the
conversion are also treated as part of the narrative insofar as they involve re-
flections on and interpretations of the events and experiences surrounding the
participant’s conversion.

The Other and Othering

In this dissertation I also use the concepts of “the Other” and “Othering” in
my analysis. This requires clarification of how these concepts ought to be un-
derstood in relation to this study. I use the terms in a broad sense to describe
how, in their conversion narratives, my participants position themselves in re-
lation to Islam, or in regard to how Islam is understood in a specific context.

189 Hindmarsh 2014: 349-351.

190 Hindmarsh 2014: 350.

191 For more information on how the interviews with my participants were conducted, I refer
the reader to the method section of this chapter.
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The Other is a central concept in philosophy, postcolonial studies, ethics,
and many other fields.'”> The Other, as a concept in postcolonial studies, refers
to how certain groups (“Them”) are portrayed as fundamentally different and
inferior in contrast to the normative and colonial “Us,” often reinforcing ideas
of superiority and exclusion, through an Us and Them binary.'** For instance,
in his seminal book Orientalism, Edward Said examines how western dis-
course constructs the Orient as an Other, positioning it in opposition to a nor-
malized western identity.'* In a broader sense, the Other can be defined as
that which is not-Us, that which is different.

Othering denotes the processes through which individuals or groups are
represented as different and/or inferior. Othering refers to the processes in
which certain groups or individuals become constructed as the Other.'**> Oth-
ering entails the creation of boundaries, and can involve portraying certain
groups as lesser, sometimes leading to their dehumanization or demoniza-
tion.'”® In Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s original formulation, Othering is a
complex, multi-layered process intertwined with the workings of colonial-
ism."”” While Othering could be connected to colonial structures of power and
oppression, Othering as a process ought not be reduced to merely a process of
colonial domination. As argued by Fred Dervin, Othering is a “complex phe-
nomenon, which might differ over time, depending on how collective and in-
tersubjectively constructed ideologies evolve in specific contexts;” it is not
unique for one specific group, and can be applied to different ends.'”® One
such end of Othering is to reinvent and position the self.

From a Bakhtinian perspective—inspired by the theories of Mikhail Bakh-
tin—Othering could be seen as the process through which we form a sense of
self.'”” Bakhtin posits that consciousness arises through otherness: it is the
dynamic relationship between the center (the self) and what lies outside it (the
Other) that makes conscious thought and identity possible. The self cannot
exist independently of the Other, because the self is fundamentally dialogic,
and is formed through interaction with Others.”

192 For example, the concept of the Other features in the work of Emmanuel Levinas. For
Levinas, the Other is fundamental to his ethical philosophy. The Other, according to Levinas,
challenges the autonomy of the self and creates an ethical responsibility toward the Other.
Levinas 1961.

193 See for example: Said 1978, Spivak 1985.

194 Said 1978: 1-28.

195 Spivak 1985: 247-272, Dervin 2016: 43-53.

19 Dervin 2016: 43-53.

197 Spivak 1985: 247-272.

198 Similar points have also been raised by Andre Gingrich, who proposes a more fluid and
multidimensional approach to the “identity/alterity” binary of the self and Other. Dervin 2016:
48, Gingrich 2004: 3, 3-16.

199 Holquist 2002: 25-30, Bakhtin 1986: 60-102, Bakhtin 1993: 13-16.

200 For Bakhtin, dialogue is the key component of his intellectual framework. Michael Holquist
uses the term dialogism to categorize the “interconnected set of concerns that dominate Bakh-
tin’s thinking.” Holquist 2002: 15.
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Therefore, within this framework, the concepts of the Other and Othering
should be understood not only as that which is different, but also as the con-
dition that enables the construction of a new religious identity for the con-
vert.”! Othering could be understood in this way as the process of constructing
a distinction between the self and the Other for the purpose of identity creation
and a positioning of the self—albeit often accompanied by the exclusion of
Others from the collective identity and sometimes presenting them as lesser—
and it is in this broader sense that [ use the term.

Having established the theoretical constructs that are used to frame the
study and the analysis of the data, in the next section I outline more specifi-
cally the methods of data generation and data analysis that were used.

Method

Data Collection: Interviews and Ethnographic

Observations

Semi-structured narrative interviews, supplemented by ethnographic observa-
tions in Tanzania and Sweden, were the primary methods of data collection
for the study.

Interviews

The majority of my data was gathered through the use of semi-structured nar-
rative interviews.?”> When interviewing, while I did not have a fixed question-
naire, | had some set questions based on the central interests of the study. The
set questions coalesced around two core themes. The first theme related to the
account of the participant’s conversion, and the second theme concerned their
views of their previous faith, Islam, as well as their relationships with Muslims
(if this had not already been addressed in their responses to the first theme).2
Some participants had long and rich narratives, such that there was little need
for me to ask follow-up questions. Others had shorter accounts, and I needed
to probe a little to obtain more details.

My interviews followed a consistent structure. I began each session by ask-
ing the participant to recount the story of how they became Christian. Depend-
ing on the situation, I varied the wording slightly—for example, “How did
you become Christian?” or “How did your journey as a Christian begin?”” Then

201 Through contrasting their new identity with their old one.

202 T categorize my approach as this, as in my interview I focused on the narratives of my par-
ticipants, using an approach inspired by narrative interviewing as a methodology, while also
having a few predetermined questions. Riessman 2008: 26.

203 In the Appendix I have attached a copy of the Swedish interview guide 1 sent to the
Etikprovningsmyndigheten (The Swedish Ethical Review Authority) before beginning my pro-
ject. Following the Swedish version I have attached an English translation of the interview
guide.
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I would sit back and let them talk freely, listening and taking notes. For exam-
ple, I would write down additional questions if I heard anything that I wanted
to ask more about later. Sometimes I would ask a quick question for clarifica-
tion. Since the focus was on participants’ accounts of their conversion, the
first question of the interview was the most central. After the first portion of
the interview, I followed up with additional questions if certain subjects per-
taining to my second theme had not already been touched on, or if [ wanted to
explore a point in greater depth. I found this flexible semi-structured approach
helpful in allowing both the participants and me the freedom to explore dif-
ferent topics as they emerged during the interview, while also working within
a predetermined framework that ensured that all interviews still centered on
the same subject matter.

The narratives that emerged in the interviews should be understood as co-
constructed in the interaction between the researcher and the participants. As
noted earlier, narratives are stories articulated for an audience; in this case, the
audience was me in my role as a researcher. In line with Elliot Mishler’s per-
spective, I approach the research interview as a site of co-construction, in
which meaning arises through the interactive engagement of both participants
in the conversation, researcher and interviewee.** In this regard, in my role as
aresearcher I am a participant in the construction of the conversion narratives
under examination. Some of these stories may have never been articulated if
had not asked my participants why they chose to convert.2

In both Sweden and in Tanzania I conducted and processed my interviews
in a similar way.?* First, the meeting place and time was left to the discretion
of the participant. Generally, I met my participants either in their local con-
gregations or in their homes, but sometimes in other establishments close to
their workplace.?” Before each interview, the participant and I chatted briefly.
During that time, I would reiterate the study’s purpose, explain that all data
would be anonymized, and ask whether they still wished to participate in my
study. I would also ask, prior to beginning the interview, if they consented to
my recording the interview, and whether they had any further questions before
we began.?%

After completing the interviews, I would transcribe the audio files into
text.?” The files were transcribed in a semi-verbatim format for the sake of
clarity. This entailed that false starts, filler words, and verbal pauses were

204 Mishler 1986: 35-51, 52-65.

205 One participant even commented after an interview that they had never really thought about
their conversion before I had asked to interview them.

206 With the greatest difference being that in some of my Tanzanian interviews I was aided by
my research assistants, who would act as interpreters. For a more in-depth discussion of this, I
refer to the sections “Language” and “On Working with Interpreters”.

207 In one instance, I conducted an interview via Zoom.

208 All of the interview participants consented to being recorded.

209 Most of the interviews were around 1-2 hours; some, however, were shorter.
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removed.?'® Once the transcripts were finished—and for the Swahili tran-
scripts, also translated into English—I moved on to coding and analyzing my
material.2!!

Ethnographic Observations

Ethnographic observations were used to complement my interview data and
to gain a broader understanding of the context in which the participants are
situated.?'? This entailed visiting different congregations and participating in
church services, as well as in other activities such as Bible study and the post-
service church coffee. I used written and recorded field notes to record my
observations. Often these would be recorded when I had returned home or was
in transit from the fieldwork location.”'* I would also have brief informal con-
versations with church staff, parishioners, and priests. However, these infor-
mal conversations are not included in my corpus, and are not subjected to for-
mal analysis.>'* As the reader will observe in the chapters that follow, the dis-
sertation draws primarily on the interviews; however, findings from the inter-
views are occasionally supplemented by insights gained through my
ethnographic observations. While the fieldwork components of my study are
less central, they remain important, as they provided me with a deeper under-
standing of the context surrounding my participants.

This component of my research, unsurprisingly, differed between Sweden
and Tanzania. In Sweden, with converts from Islam being a small minority in
the Church of Sweden (where groups of converts can often be found in spe-
cific congregations), I opted to follow closely two urban congregations where
they have specific groups for converts (or individuals interested in convert-
ing), or that have a large number of converts as members.?'> One congregation
had a baptismal education group every week for those who spoke Farsi, which
I would attend.?'® The other group was a congregation consisting primarily of

210 Also, some minor grammatical corrections have been made for ease of readability.

211 T discuss issues pertaining to language later in this chapter (“Language”). For more details
relating to my methods of analysis and coding, I refer to the section “Data Analysis: Thematic
Narrative Analysis.”

212 As the name suggests, participant observation involves the researcher actively engaging as
a participant in the activities they are observing. The specific approach I implemented was what
could be categorized as the observer-as-participant style of observation. This entailed that I
related to the groups I observed as a researcher first and foremost, and not as another individual
in the group. Angrosino 2007: 54-55.

213 Sometimes I would quickly write in my notebook if the opportunity arose during my obser-
vations.

214 Rather, I consider them a means for me to deepen my contextual understanding.

215 T did, however, visit a number of other urban congregations as well, yet I did not closely
follow these congregations in the same manner.

216 Arabic speakers were also welcome, and in those instances Arabic translation would also be
provided. This group was aimed at individuals who wanted to be baptized, or were curious
about Christianity. It could also be mentioned that many who were already baptized would also
regularly attend the group, to meet friends, pray together, and to share a meal. So, in essence it
was also a social gathering as much as an educational one.

46



Iranians.”'” This fieldwork was conducted intermittently throughout the years
2021-2022.%"8 Since I live in Sweden, it was easier to spread out my fieldwork
over a longer period, and I could coordinate this part of my research more
easily with other engagements.

In Tanzania I took a somewhat different approach. In Tanzania (at least in
the larger cities) converts from Islam can be found in almost every congrega-
tion. Therefore, I did not focus on specific congregations in the same way as
I did in Sweden.’"” However, I would attend the services in congregations
where some of my participants were members in order to acquire an under-
standing of Lutheran church life in Tanzania. I conducted fieldwork during
the spring seasons of 2022 and 2023, for periods of six to eight weeks, which
was complemented by shorter trips (of two weeks) during the early spring of
2020 and during the fall of 2021 and 2023. My latest trip to Tanzania was in
connection with the research school, Decolonizing Research Methodologies:
A Research School Programme on Empirical Data Collection, Fieldwork Re-
lations, Ethical Challenges, and Transnational Approaches, funded by the
Swedish Research Council and organized by Uppsala University’s Forum for
Africa Studies in collaboration with a number of Swedish and African univer-
sities, among them the University of Dar es Salaam.”*” During this fieldwork
seminar with the research school, with the theme of religious coexistence, |
was given the opportunity to deepen my understanding of interreligious rela-
tions in Tanzania through fieldwork in the Bagamoyo region.

Working as a foreign researcher in Tanzania brought with it some difficul-
ties, chief of which was related to language and the fact that I was not a lo-
cal.”?' Language barriers inevitably presented challenges. In Sweden I could
(in most cases) be mistaken during my fieldwork for a member of the congre-
gation, church staff, or a curious newcomer, and my presence did not attract
much attention.””> However, in Tanzania I was very clearly not a local and
therefore conspicuous. While every congregation and diocese I visited was
incredibly gracious and accommodating, the fact that I stood out was unavoid-
able, and my visits to local congregations were often regarded as special oc-
casions. Oftentimes [ would be asked to introduce myself in front of the con-
gregation during the service, which took some getting used to. Moreover, as a

217 This is the group I labeled the “Persian congregation”, that I discuss in Chapter Seven.

213 Aside from the two specific congregations, I also visited other congregations where some of
my participants were members, even if I did not systematically attend gatherings and services
the same way.

219 To my knowledge, there were no such groups (specifically aimed at converts from Islam) in
any of the parishes I visited in Tanzania.

220 “Decolonizing Research Methodologies,” https://www.uu.se/en/centre/africa-studies/re-
search/ decolonizing-research-methodologies (accessed 15/6 2026).

221 This will be is discussed more in the section titled “Language”.

222 Bven in the Iranian-majority congregation I visited, it was not uncommon for non-Iranians
to take part in the services. So, while I was in the minority, I was not considered an oddity.
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foreign researcher, I was associated with a certain degree of privilege and au-
thority, which marked a power asymmetry between myself and many of those
with whom [ interacted throughout my fieldwork.

Being a researcher from a Swedish university, specifically Uppsala Uni-
versity, afforded me certain privileges when interacting with the local Lu-
theran dioceses.”?® This was undoubtedly influenced by the strong historical
and institutional ties between the Church of Sweden, various Swedish mis-
sionary organizations (such as the Swedish Evangelical Mission), and the
Evangelical Lutheran Church in Tanzania (ELCT). I am certain that these con-
nections helped me to gain a foothold and facilitated the process of establish-
ing relationships with key contacts. While I have no reason to believe that this
impacted the collected data, it is undeniable that my background was advan-
tageous in relation to establishing a connection with the local Lutheran dio-
ceses. Establishing these contacts was invaluable for my fieldwork, as without
their generous help and endorsement it would have been far more difficult (if
not impossible) to conduct my research.

Selection of Participants

In line with my interest in religious conversion and the study’s focus on Lu-
theran Christians from Muslim backgrounds, adult participants from Sweden
and Tanzania were recruited from selected geographical locations in each
country. To take part in the study, participants had to be current members of a
Lutheran church (either the Church of Sweden or the ELCT) but formerly
Muslim or raised in a Muslim environment before officially converting to
Christianity. Excluded were individuals with a Christian background who
have reconverted to Christianity after having previously converted to Islam.

Interviews were conducted in three distinct urban regions in each country. To
safeguard further the anonymity of my participants, [ will not disclose the spe-
cific locations. In selecting regions, I applied different criteria for Sweden and
Tanzania. In Sweden, practicality guided my choices, leading me to larger ur-
ban centers where finding converts was more feasible. In Tanzania, | aimed
for a broader scope, intentionally selecting regions from both Muslim-major-
ity and Christian-majority areas in order to capture a more diverse range of
experiences. Another reason for this approach was to explore whether there
were significant differences between the experiences of converts living in

223 The connections between the ELCT and the theological faculty in Uppsala specifically—for
example, through the historical connection to the Church of Sweden and missionaries from the
Church of Sweden. One such connection was Bengt Sundkler, a former professor at Uppsala
University’s Faculty of Theology, who was a missionary working in Tanzania and who served
as the first Lutheran bishop in Bukoba.
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Muslim-majority areas compared with those residing in predominantly Chris-
tian cities.?* I interviewed 33 participants, with 18 being from Tanzania and
15 from Sweden, distributed between the different demarcated areas in each
country. In Sweden nine participants were from mainline Church of Sweden
congregations, and six participants were from a specific Farsi-speaking
Church of Sweden congregation that is associated with the Swedish Evangel-
ical Mission.?

The method of sampling I primarily used when recruiting participants was
a form of snowballing. Snowball sampling—also known as chain-referral—
is a common way to recruit research participants for a qualitative study. While
practical, snowball sampling admittedly has its share of weaknesses, chief
among which is the likelihood of greater homogeneity among the participants.
To mitigate this, I actively aimed to include a diverse range of perspectives in
the pool of participants by including participants from different cities, congre-
gations, and social contexts.

In practice this entailed that, when I was searching for participants, I first
approached potential key contact persons (or gatekeepers)—that is to say, in-
dividuals who may reasonably have contacts with Lutheran Christians from a
Muslim background in Sweden and Tanzania. Often these individuals would
be working in local congregations or dioceses, and I would e-mail, call, or
visit in order to establish contact with them. From there, I informed them of
the nature of my project and inquired whether they would be willing to provide
me with relevant contacts. Sometimes they would provide me with the contact
information of interested individuals, and I would contact them directly to ask
whether they would be willing to participate in my study. At other times, the
gatekeepers would invite me to visit their congregation, to participate in their
activities, and to introduce myself to prospective participants. In a few cases,
they would personally take me to visit their contacts.

In Sweden, the recruitment of participants was more difficult than in Tan-
zania. | found that continually visiting certain groups or congregations—and
thus establishing a rapport with the members of the group in question, before
asking for an interview—made recruitment easier.??

224 Although I was working with a limited sample, I did not observe significant differences
between the groups based on geographical location. In Tanzania, the conversion narratives were
largely similar between regions, with differences appearing to be related more to factors such
as individual experiences with charismatic Christian movements (such as pentecostal churches).
A similar pattern emerged in Sweden, where converts to the mainline Church of Sweden dis-
played more similarities with one another, regardless of region, than with those from the Persian
Lutheran congregation.

225 For a more detailed list of participants, and their distribution, I refer to the Appendix “List
of Interviewees”.

226 There could be a number of reasons why recruiting participants in Tanzania was an easier
affair than in Sweden. First of all, the pool of participants in Tanzania is substantially larger, as
Tanzania not only has a larger population, but also has a much larger Muslim demographic than
Sweden. Second, conversion (while it could cause rifts with family members) was (from my
experience) seen as less controversial than in Sweden; conversions (both to and from Islam) are
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My participants represented a diverse group, consisting of 17 men (nine in
Tanzania and eight in Sweden) and 16 women (nine in Tanzania and seven in
Sweden) spanning a wide range of ages, from early 20s to late 70s, with the
majority falling between 25 and 50 years old.?” Their occupations and educa-
tional backgrounds varied significantly. In Sweden the participants were more
homogeneous in respect of education, with most having at least completed
high school. In Tanzania there was a greater variation, with participants rang-
ing from PhD holders to those who had only graduated from primary school.
Five of my participants in Tanzania were ordained, and had worked or were
actively working as parish priests. In Sweden, while a few participants worked
voluntarily in the congregations, and one was considering studying to become
a priest, none were ordained. The reasons behind this could be many: first of
all, given the number of Muslim converts in Tanzania, it stands to reason that
there would be some priests with such a background. This could also be an
effect of the snowball method I used to recruit the participants.??® I have no
reason to suspect that their profession as priests would skew the general trends
of the data, as I did not discern any great difference between laypersons and
priests in my Tanzanian material. However, although less prominent, there
appeared to be a subtle tendency for ordained participants to be more positive
toward Islam and less inclined to associate it with practices such as spirit-
worship than the non-ordained group.??* Considering the small sample size, it
is impossible to say whether this tendency is a coincidence, or whether per-
haps more thorough theological education and pastoral training has a damp-
ening effect on these more polemic attitudes.>*

not uncommon, and converts are open about their change in religious affiliation. Another factor
that made recruiting in Sweden more difficult was that a requirement to take part in the study
was that one had a residence permit (uppehdlistillstind), as 1 wanted to avoid imposing on
individuals who were already in a vulnerable situation. In contrast, all of my participants in
Tanzania were native Tanzanians, so issues related to asylum did not pose any problems in the
recruitment process.

227 How long they had been Christian also differed among the participants; a few had been
Christian for most of their lives (especially those who I interviewed who were in the older age
group), and some had been Christian for only 1-2 years. Generally, the Swedish participants
had been converts for a shorter amount of time.

228 Considering that, when searching for participants in Tanzania, I would often start by con-
tacting the local diocesan head office, and the bishop and diocesan staff would often be more
familiar with the local ministers and less acquainted with local parishioners, it is logical that
they would first direct me to the clergy. The ministers themselves would similarly be acquainted
with their peers, and unless they themselves had congregants who were converts, they would
therefore likely direct me to any fellow former Muslim pastors they knew.

229 Three of the ministers were among the Tanzanian participants who expressed the most pos-
itive attitudes toward Islam. Out of the five ministers, only one explicitly expressed an associ-
ation between Islam and jinn, whereas one remained more neutral, saying that they did not
know but implied a possible connection.

230 It also stands to reason that some of these individuals may currently be working closely with
local Muslims, or Muslim organizations in their communities, which can foster a sense of re-
spect for their Muslim peers.
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Aside from their ages, gender, level of education, and employment, my
participants also hailed from a variety of different cultural and ethnic back-
grounds. In Tanzania, the ethnic diversity was less prominent, as all are native
Tanzanians, although likely from different tribes, because they originate in
different parts of the country. In contrast, my participants in Sweden come
from diverse ethnic backgrounds, hailing from different parts of the Middle
East, Asia, and North Africa.

With respect to their religious backgrounds, the participants represent both
Sunni and Shia traditions, and one informant comes from an Alevi back-
ground. Because the former Muslims’ prior Islamic denomination was not
central to my dissertation, I generally did not ask them whether they were
Sunni or Shia. Yet at times the topic would surface. In Sweden, denomina-
tional identity was often easy to establish. In many of the cases it was con-
nected to their ethnic heritage, and participants would often explicitly mention
it in their narratives.”’! In Tanzania, this became more difficult to determine
for the simple reason that ethnicity has little impact on the religious identity
of most Tanzanians. For instance, people who ethnically belong to the Haya
tribe may be either Christian or Muslim, Sunni or Shia. Moreover, many Tan-
zanian Muslims do not seem particularly concerned about which specific
branch of Islam they follow. When asked whether they identified as Sunni or
Shia, several participants stated that they had been neither, with some describ-
ing themselves as having been simply “good Muslims” before converting to
Christianity.?*? Determined to understand this, I asked a few of my Tanzanian
colleagues at the University of Dar es Salaam if this was common. They re-
sponded that, yes, it was.?** Of course, there are Tanzanian Muslims who have
a strong sense of denominational identity, but this does not seem to be the
norm for many practicing Muslims. Considering that Sunni Islam is the larger
Muslim denomination, it would stand to reason that most of my Tanzanian
participants are former Sunni Muslims, but I cannot discount that a few may
have been Shia.*** Regardless, denominational identity in Islam did not appear
to be a significant concern for my Tanzanian participants. While it would be
interesting to know the exact denominational distribution, I have no reason to
believe it affected the outcomes of the study.

231 For example, since Shia Islam is the dominant tradition in Iran, those I interviewed from the
Persian congregation were all formerly Shia Muslims.

232 Moreover, it was never something explicitly mentioned in their conversion narratives, unlike
many of the narratives I collected in Sweden.

233 They explained that this could be observed when students, on enrolling at the university, are
asked to indicate their religious affiliation and the denomination to which they adhered. During
their enrollment, a student is asked to fill in a form where they state their religious affiliation;
when filling in this form it is common for Muslim students simply to write “Muslim”, leaving
the denomination blank.

234 Names can be an indicator of denominational identity as well. For instance, the name “Ali”
is more common among Shia Muslims than Sunni. A few of my Tanzanian participants had
names that could have indicated that they had a Shia background, yet it was impossible for me
to verify if they themselves were not certain.
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Data Analysis: Thematic Narrative Analysis

In my study I have chosen to apply thematic narrative analysis in my exami-
nation of my interview data.? In this approach the content of the narrative is
the main focus—that is, what is being said, rather than how, for what purpose,
or to whom.?¢ Thematic narrative analysis tends to be case-centered, in that
narrative scholars using this type of methodology aim to keep the stories they
analyze largely intact for interpretive purposes.?’

In relation to my coding process, and the identification of themes and pat-
terns among the collected narratives, I used an inductive approach, construct-
ing themes directly from the data. **® Rather than relying on pre-established
categories, this process involved identifying themes based on patterns that
emerged from my examination of the material. The approach to coding I took
was qualitative in nature: I read through the transcripts, highlighting and la-
beling themes that I identified in the material. Moreover, I looked for the cen-
tral plot (or plots) of the story. For example, if one were to summarize a par-
ticular person’s narrative, what would the central points be? Would it be a
story of how the convert, through their conversion, was able to attain a better
standard of living? Or how the person, by finding Jesus, found a sense of be-
longing for which they had been looking all along? I found this approach help-
ful for systematically engaging with the narratives I had collected, enabling
me to gain deeper insights into the core elements of these stories, while also
enabling me to compare individual narratives.”’

I have chosen not to apply thematic analysis to my collected data. Given
the apparent similarity in their names, it is understandable that one might as-
sume a close relationship between thematic narrative analysis and thematic
analysis.”*” However, these two methods differ in their foundations and appli-
cations. Thematic analysis, as a methodological approach, follows a more

235 In her book Narrative Methods for the Human Sciences, Catherine Riessman does not pro-
vide a fixed template for this method, but rather gives examples of how different scholars have
applied a thematic narrative approach in their research. Nevertheless, stated generally, thematic
narrative analysis is a form of narrative analysis that focuses on the content and themes of the
examined narratives. Riessman 2008: 53-76.

236 Riessman 2008: 53-76.

237 Riessman 2008: 74.

238 The intention behind my research project has been to prioritize my empirical data, theorizing
from my material, rather than using it merely to test an existing theory or hypothesis. The focus
of my research has been shaped by my interest in conversion narratives, which has guided both
my research questions and my methodological approach. My interview questions were based
on the core concerns of my research questions, and the analysis of my material has been through
this lens. Although I do not believe that a researcher can approach a study as a blank slate—
since our educational background influences how we understand a phenomenon— I have aimed
for an inductive-inspired approach.

239 Since I worked with translations from three different languages, I did not focus (for example)
on specific keywords or search for word frequency, as this would risk distorting the results
because of linguistic differences.

240 For a more detailed description of thematic analysis, I refer to the work of Virginia Braun
and Victoria Clarke—for example: Braun & Clarke 2021, Braun & Clarke 2006.
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structured and fixed procedure, and it is not inherently connected to narrative
theory in the same way that thematic narrative analysis is.>*! While both ap-
proaches are concerned with identifying and analyzing themes, they do so
through distinct processes. The object of inquiry also differs; narrative analy-
sis is fundamentally focused on the study of narratives, examining the content
of stories in ways that thematic analysis does not inherently prioritize. Alt-
hough it is certainly possible to apply thematic analysis to the study of con-
version narratives—a methodological option [ initially considered for my pro-
ject—two key factors ultimately influenced my decision to adopt thematic
narrative analysis. First, the decision was greatly determined by a matter of
emphasis: I found that thematic narrative analysis allowed for a greater focus
on the narrative dimensions of the data. Second, while thematic analysis cen-
ters primarily on identifying themes, thematic narrative analysis enabled me
to engage more holistically with the narratives themselves, allowing for a
broader examination of the stories as cohesive units. Instead of simply identi-
fying themes in these narratives, I wanted to explore the themes of the narra-
tives.

Narrative analysis, while a useful method, also has its weaknesses. A sig-
nificant one relates to epistemology. A question one may reasonably ask is:
what knowledge can be gained by studying narratives? An answer would be
that a narrative ought not to be viewed as an accurate report of what has hap-
pened in the past: narratives are invariably situated and strategic, they are
crafted with an audience in mind.?*> Narrative analysis cannot discern the facts
or the truth of what has happened.”*® Instead, narrative analysis can be used to
study narrative truths. Narrative truths are always impartial and incomplete,
as they represent one side of a story—perhaps an important part, but one part
nevertheless—that the researcher attempts to interpret.2* There are limits to
what we can learn from a narrative. However, studying narratives can still
offer valuable insights into how individuals perceive, interpret, and reflect on
significant events in their life. Since my study is less concerned with the spe-
cific hows and whys of conversion, this is not a central issue. The emphasis of
my research is not on determining the truth of my participants’ narratives but
rather on examining how converts reflect on their experiences through their
conversion accounts and how these accounts intertwine with surrounding so-
cial narratives.?*

In narrative analysis, transparency is essential for strengthening the valid-
ity and reliability of a researcher’s interpretation. Even if this study is not

241 Braun & Clarke 2021, Braun & Clarke 2006.

242 Riessman 2008: 183.

243 Riessman 1993: 21-23.

244 Riessman 2008: 186, Riessman 1993: 1-5.

24 However, I am hesitant to dismiss categorically the potential of narratives to provide insights
into these questions. It is worth noting that prominent scholars in conversion studies have suc-
cessfully used narrative interviews to understand better the mechanisms of religious conversion
and why individuals choose to convert.
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rooted in the realist paradigm, the claims that are made need to be trustworthy
and reliably rooted in the data itself, rather than manufactured by the re-
searcher to suit their own preconceived ideas.?* One way for researchers to
enhance the credibility of their interpretations is through transparency: “care-
fully documenting the processes they used to collect and interpret data.”**’
Accordingly, I am open about the challenges I have faced with my research.
In the next section I detail those challenges—namely, issues pertaining to lan-
guage and the use of interpreters, ethical considerations, confronting stereo-
typical or negative depictions of Islam in my sources, the presentation of Lu-
theran Christianity, and my own positionality as a researcher.

Challenges and Considerations

Language

I worked with narratives in four different languages: English, Swedish, Swa-
hili, and Farsi. This understandably came with its share of difficulties. While
it would have been easier to conduct interviews in one language, I fear that it
would have done my study a disservice, as it would have greatly diminished
the pool of possible participants. The interviews were conducted in the lan-
guage of the participants’ choosing. The interviews in Sweden were held in
Swedish or English and, in a few cases, in Farsi, depending on which language
the participant preferred, while in Tanzania the interviews were held in Swa-
hili or English.

When first translating the (anonymized) transcripts from Swabhili to Eng-
lish, I enlisted the aid of a professional translator. After this first round of
translation, I went through the translations a second time myself, sometimes
changing certain words to better match the original Swahili where the profes-
sional translator had taken some liberties. When I was content with this ver-
sion of the translated transcripts, I had them checked a final time by Professor
Niklas Edenmyr, who is a lecturer in Swahili at Uppsala University. The rea-
son for these steps was that [ wanted to make certain that these Swabhili trans-
lations were adequate. This because [ am confident in my grasp of English and
Swedish, but I am not a fluent speaker of Swahili.

As will be apparent in in the coming chapters, I have opted to keep certain
Swahili or Swedish words (such as mganga, which can be translated as “di-
viner” or sometimes derogatorily as “witchdoctor”), as I felt that the English
translation fails to capture the essence of the word. In those cases I provide a
general English translation, and provide further explanations of the word if |
deemed it necessary.

246 Riessman 2008: 183-200.
247 Riessman 2008: 193.
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Quotations taken from an interview conducted in Swedish or Swabhili are
accompanied by a footnote containing the original-language transcript.>*

As I have been working with material in different languages, it would be
valid to reflect on how this might affect the study in question. An issue worth
mentioning is that, since I am working with narratives in different languages,
it is not possible to compare and examine, for instance, lexical choices in the
same way as if the narratives were all in the same language.”* However, one
can still study themes and the sequence in which topics occur in the narratives,
even if the languages of the examined narratives differ. I would contend that
working in different languages does not pose a significant obstacle for this
study, since my interests do not lie in comparing the specific words used. Nev-
ertheless, it is an issue worth mentioning for the sake of transparency.

On Working with Interpreters

During my fieldwork in Sweden there was generally no need for an interpreter
during my interviews, as I speak both English and Swedish fluently. There-
fore, I personally conducted and transcribed most of the interviews. The two
exceptions to this were with individuals from the Persian congregation, since
they preferred to speak in Farsi. For those two interviews, I was graciously
aided by another member of the congregation, an individual trusted by both
participants.**® Given the constraints of my ethical review application and the
commitment to preserving the anonymity (as well as the safety) of my research
participants, I deemed it inappropriate to introduce an external interpreter.
While the gentleman helping me did his utmost, he was not a professional
interpreter, and on scrutinizing the interview (where I shared small clips of
audio with a Farsi-speaking colleague to check the translation), it became clear
that, while the interpreter was not necessarily misconstruing the answers of
the participants, he did add some of his own words when translating. For ex-
ample, during my first interview with Ebrahem, when translating, the Farsi-
interpreter said that: “[Muslims] have great wounds [...] and it is because of
Islam, as Islam is a religion of jealousy,” when what Ebrahem actually said
was closer to: “[Muslims] are wounded in their hearts, and it is the fault of
Islam.”*" Since the translation was not verbatim, I chose not to quote directly
from these interview transcripts. Instead, I refer broadly to the content con-
veyed, as the interpreter provided translations of the overall meaning of what

248 If the interview was in English, there is no such transcript in the footnote.

24 Words in different languages can have similar meanings, yet they may not mean or signify
exactly the same thing.

250 The two participants in question were Nima and Ebrahem. While I was able to interview
Ebrahem a second time in Swedish to hear his narrative again, I was not able to do so with
Nima.

251 From the interview transcript: “Muslimer har stora sér [...] och det &r tack vare islam, det ar
en avunden [avundsjuk] religion”. Ebrahem 11/06/2021.
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was being said. For this dissertation, direct quotes from Ebrahem are exclu-
sively taken from our second interview, which I conducted in Swedish by my-
self months later.

When working in Tanzania, as [ am not fluent in Swahili, it became neces-
sary to employ research assistants to act as interpreters. When the interview
was conducted in English, I would conduct it myself. For the interviews that
were conducted in Swabhili, I was aided by research assistants who helped me
with translation as well as the transcription of the interviews. My two research
assistants were invaluable not only for their assistance with language—
providing the translation and transcription of interviews—but also as cultural
liaisons. They played a key role in helping me to find participants, and in fa-
cilitating connections with local church leadership and congregations.””* They
were likewise invaluable sounding boards, and I found it helpful to be able to
discuss themes that we were observing in the interviews, and other topics.>*
If I had not had the help of Beatus and “Annika,” I would not have been able
to conduct the kind of study that I did.”** I could have chosen to limit myself
to interviewing English-speaking Tanzanians, but that would have restricted
my sample to an educated urban elite. As discussed by Stephanie Smith, work-
ing with interpreters is a great resource for researchers who are doing field-
work in areas with which they themselves are not familiar.”>> However, it
comes with its own difficulties. Having previously conducted the interviews
(mostly) on my own in Sweden, working with interpreters in Tanzania was a
different experience. It was unfamiliar not to be in control of the interview.
This took some adjustment.”>® I was fortunate that both Beatus and Annika
were sympathetic to my project, as working with an interpreter who either
does not understand the project or thinks that the research is worthless can
negatively impact the interviews.”>” One way to ensure that a research assis-
tant or interpreter is suitable for the task is to meet with them before conduct-
ing interviews. Such meetings allow the researcher to explain the project, as-
sess the individual’s experience and perspective, clarify the requirements of
the work, and discuss financial compensation.**® This is something that I did
with both Beatus and Annika before working with them, and I found this to
work well. >’

252 Truly, my research would not have been possible without them.

253 This also helped me to make sure that I had understood the interview responses accurately
and not misinterpreted anything.

254 Annika is a pseudonym. I have chosen to not use her real name, as I have not been granted
explicit permission to do so.

255 Smith 2015: 86-91.

256 A reality that Smith also describes experiencing. Smith 2015: 86-91.

257 Smith 2015: 87.

258 Such as Smith described doing. Smith 2015: 87.

239 In hindsight it would also have been beneficial to discuss the level of autonomy they as the
interpreter should have in the interview situation. However, this never became a problem, as
there never was a situation where either Beatus or Annika veered away from the central subject
matter, or attempted to “correct” a participant, if they voiced an unorthodox belief.
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All of my Swabhili interviews were conducted with either Beatus or Annika,
with one exception. In this instance, the son of a participant (who was an ac-
quaintance of mine) served as interpreter, as Beatus could not make it that day.
This interview was conducted in the same manner as the others: the interview
was recorded, transcribed, and later translated into English.

I worked with Beatus and Annika individually, as they assisted me in dif-
ferent cities. I had not known either of them beforehand; they were recom-
mended to me by acquaintances after | had made it known that I was looking
for research assistants in Tanzania. Both Beatus and Annika had previous ex-
perience with research interviews. Beatus, like me, was a researcher, so he had
an understanding of the academic research process and of interviewing as a
method. Annika had worked as an interpreter previously for other research
projects (and having previously worked in Sweden, spoke fluent Swedish), so
she was also familiar with the academic process and the research interviews.

As a researcher, I have been taught to reflect on my own positionality.
However, when working with research assistants, the inclusion of another in-
dividual introduces further considerations regarding their positionality and
how their involvement impacts the research process. Research assistants bring
their own preconceptions and prior experiences into the interview situation in
the same way that researchers do, and the impact this may have on the inter-
views is also worth considering. In the case of my assistants, Beatus and An-
nika were both Lutheran Christians. Beatus was a Lutheran pastor (priest), and
Annika was a church elder, and was married to a local pastor.®® This was not
something I had initially planned for when searching for assistants. I had no
particular wishes regarding their religious identity, but had considered that a
Christian, or someone with a Christian background, could be helpful, as they
would be familiar with Tanzanian Christianity and its vernacular. That they
were Lutheran Christians interviewing other Lutheran Christians surely was
beneficial when establishing rapport, and provided them with an understand-
ing of the context in which my participants were living. Familiarity can also
be detrimental in some cases. It is important to consider the possibility that
participants may have withheld certain information out of concern for being
judged by a fellow Christian. This risk was likely lower in the interviews con-
ducted by Beatus, who was not from the area where the interviews took place.
However, in the case of Annika—who was well-known in the community—
this dynamic may have influenced what participants felt comfortable sharing.
Another aspect is that participants may have left out certain things that they
considered self-evident when talking to a fellow Tanzanian Lutheran. While
it is impossible for me to ascertain what information has been missed, or could
have been missed, because of my choice of research assistants, [ can say that,
from my perspective, the participants in general were not shy about expressing

260 In the Tanzanian Lutheran church, ordained priests are commonly referred to as “pastors”
in English.
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their opinions and thoughts, or details about their lives.?! They would talk
about their familial and personal drama, issues with addiction, supernatural
forces, and in some rare instances experiences of sexual and/or physical abuse.
I 'have no reason to suspect that the participants altered their responses because
of the presence of Beatus and Annika. When I compared the interviews I con-
ducted myself with those where I was aided by research assistants, I noticed
no significant differences in the types of participant responses received.

Ethical Considerations

I have aimed to uphold the proper standards of ethical research practice. In
Sweden I have followed the guidelines of the Swedish Ethical Review Agency
(Etikprévningsmyndigheten), and have obtained ethical clearance for my
study. In Tanzania, although there is no dedicated ethical review board for
research, I adhered to the guidelines set forth by the Tanzanian Commission
for Science and Technology (COSTECH) when applying for my research per-
mit.?*? In both Sweden and Tanzania, the participants were properly informed
about the purpose of the study, as well as how their personal information
would be handled. When I recorded the interviews, I did so after having at-
tained the consent of my participants to use an audio recorder. When the par-
ticipants so desired, they were sent copies of transcripts. All the participants
have been anonymized in order to safeguard their personal integrity, and per-
sonal details that could identify them have been removed. Instead of their ac-
tual names, the participants are referred to by pseudonyms.?®> The reason for
these extra cautions, aside from safeguarding the integrity of my participants,
is that converts from Islam may risk persecution, harassment, or violence ow-
ing to their conversion. However, the risk of persecution varies depending on
context. In Tanzania, conversions are generally accepted and considered an
uncontroversial matter, whereas in some areas of the Middle East, the risk of
persecution is greater.2

261 This would also depend on the person in question, as some participants were more reserved
than others.

262 In my application for the research permit in Tanzania, [ also provided a detailed account of
my ethical considerations for the study, which were based on the Swedish guidelines. The rules
pertaining to ethical review differ between the two countries. In Sweden, studies that involve
interviewing individuals about their religious beliefs must first pass ethical clearance from the
Ethical Review Agency. In Tanzania, there is no separate agency for such issues, in general,
non-medical studies do not need to pass any ethical clearance, or present the ethical considera-
tions of their study— regardless all research permit applications are managed by COSTECH.
263 In the majority of cases, I have chosen the pseudonyms of the participants. In some instances,
the participants have expressed the desire to use a specific name, and in those cases I have used
those pseudonyms.

264 In some countries, such as Iran, apostasy is illegal. Miller 2016: 5.
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Which “Islam”?

The Islam presented by these converts ought first and foremost to be viewed
as a rhetorical and narrative construction. 26> While they undoubtedly present
a version of their lived experiences, the reader should be mindful that the cen-
tral purpose of their stories as conversion narratives is to present their conver-
sion and to explain how and why they came to be a Christian. The individuals
presented in this thesis are not scholars of religion, and their goal is not to give
a factual review of Islam as a faith tradition.>®® Some depictions of Islam pre-
sented in these narratives may be largely unrecognizable to practicing Mus-
lims, and could be characterized as stereotypical, or even Islamophobic.

That said, I recognize that there is a balancing act here. On the one hand, I
am aware that promoting certain stereotypes or discourses in relation to Islam
or Muslims can be complicated in the current political climate. I want to be
clear that it is not my intention to spread prejudice nor to promote some kind
of Christian triumphalism. On the other hand, there is the risk, in the interest
of avoiding stereotypes and inflammatory language, of silencing or dismissing
the voices of my participants, who have trusted me with their stories. This is
not a simple dilemma.”®’ Nevertheless, I have chosen not to censor the opin-
ions of my participants, emphasizing that these opinions are precisely that—
their own perspectives. If a researcher such as I intends to examine the atti-
tudes of former Muslims Christians in regard to Islam as presented in their
conversion accounts, these perspectives cannot be ignored.

Which “(Lutheran) Christianity”?

In the same way that Islam in these interviews ought to be viewed as a narra-
tive construction, so too ought Christianity. As we will observe in the coming
chapters, what (Lutheran) Christianity is shifts between participants and con-
texts. Much like with Islam, the portrayal of Christianity—specifically Lu-
theran Christianity—in these narratives reflects the converts’ personal experi-
ences and perspectives, rather than an objective or factual representation.
These narratives are intended to explain how and why the individual chose to
become Christian or joined a Lutheran church. It is important to note that
Christianity in these accounts is often generalized, and presented in binary
opposition to Islam. While Islam is frequently stereotyped in a negative light,

265 Please note that, when I refer to the presentation of Islam or Christianity, I also include
discussions about Muslims and Christians within these categories. In other words, if a partici-
pant consistently portrays Muslims as cruel or violent, I interpret this as part of their broader
representation of Islam as a whole.

266 In the narratives analyzed in this thesis, there are several instances where Islam or Muslims
are referred to in a generalized way, and distinctions are rarely made between different tradi-
tions within Islam.

267 In relation to this dilemma I am not alone. Other scholars involved in the study of Christians
from a Muslim background have noted facing similar dilemmas. Morgan 2020: 42—43.
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Christianity is often idealized in contrast. Some beliefs and practices ex-
pressed by converts in their narratives may also be considered unorthodox by
some. Most of the people I interviewed were not theologians, although some
were ordained or worked in the church. Nevertheless, I maintain that these
narratives (whether conventional or not) offer valuable insights into different
Lutheran cultural contexts and how Lutheran Christians perceive their faith.

Positionality

Given the sensitive nature of this research, and the fact that I do not share the
same religious background as my participants, it is especially important to re-
flect on my positionality. Our positionality as researchers inadvertently influ-
ences our research, and this is a fundamental epistemological premise of this
study.?® As all knowledge can be viewed as partial, given the situatedness of
the researcher, this entails acknowledging the limitations of the knowledge we
produce as researchers.

One way in which my situatedness has influenced my research is that, since
I am Swedish and have been raised in a Swedish Lutheran context, I am far
more enmeshed in the Swedish context than in the Tanzanian one. I find cer-
tain church practices—for example, intercession prayers—to be unfamiliar or
unusual. As I was raised in a particular environment, there is also a chance
that I will overlook certain things, as I take them to be normal Lutheran prac-
tice. This may also influence my ability to read these different contexts.?®

Another way in which my situatedness influences my research is in regard
to how I have attempted to approach Islam. As a non-Muslim scholar, I have
made a concerted effort to reflect on how I present Islam in this dissertation—
an approach I have not applied to the same extent when discussing Lutheran-
ism

Although my participants and I share a common Lutheran Christian iden-
tity, which might position me as an insider in some respects, this shared iden-
tity often creates more of an illusion of commonality than an actual shared
experience. Like any other Christian denomination, Lutheranism is a diverse
tradition, and I have found that participants sometimes assume that we hold
the same specific beliefs, which may not always the case. I have striven to find
a balance between respecting the views of my participants and maintaining
my own moral stance. This is an aspect that has admittedly presented a chal-
lenge for me throughout my work. During interviews I have avoided bringing

268 While I would be hesitant to classify this study as a decolonial study, I am inspired by de-
coloniality as a school of thought, and it has had a direct influence on my approach to my
research. For an introduction to decoloniality and the study of religion I refer the reader to: Van
Klinken 2020: 148-154, Meyer 2021: 156-175.

269 My ability to see and analyze contextual aspects is influenced by my situatedness, yet it is
difficult to ascertain exactly how this has affected my work. Still, it is important to reflect on
the reality that there may be things that I have missed.
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up my own views, and have not argued against the positions of my partici-
pants, as I do not wish to influence their responses. This decision may have
given some participants the impression that I share their view and agree with
their arguments; but I found this the least interfering option.

Addressing these concerns is fundamentally, in my view, a matter of re-
search ethics. My intention is that, by adopting a reflective approach to my
position as a researcher and acknowledging the limitations of my work owing
to my positionality, I can enhance the transparency of my research. Moreover,
as Adriaan van Klinken argues, incorporating a self-reflexive approach can
aid in interrogating and mitigating potential orientalizing and exoticizing
tendencies—tendencies that regrettably have long characterized the western
engagement with those cultures and individuals categorized as Others.?”°

270 Van Klinken 2020: 152.
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4. Power and Progress in the Evangelical
Lutheran Church in Tanzania

In this chapter I analyze how Tanzanian Lutheran Christians from a Muslim
background present their conversion to Christianity, how they portray Chris-
tianity in their accounts, and how their stories connect to broader social narra-
tives such as the moral meta-narrative of modernity. First, however, I intro-
duce the context in which these conversion narratives are embedded.

The Multireligious Tanzanian Context and the Evangeli-
cal Lutheran Church in Tanzania

Tanzania, a country located on the East African coast and formerly known as
Tanganyika, gained independence from colonial rule in 1961.27' Following its
union with Zanzibar in 1964, it was renamed Tanzania. Tanzania has been
regarded as a relative haven of peace in a region of sub-Saharan Africa “oth-
erwise troubled by religious and ethnic conflicts.”?”2

The two largest religions in the country are Christianity and Islam.?” Since
1967 religious identity has been dropped as a category from the national cen-
sus, as it was deemed politically sensitive and could undermine national unity
if not handled appropriately.?” Thus there is a lack of official government sta-
tistics pertaining to religion. Without proper (and current) statistics it is diffi-
cult to ascertain the exact demographic distribution of the country. However,
the Pew Research Center’s global surveys on religious affiliation may provide
a rough idea. In 2025, the center released a new report that compared their
2010 data with data collected in 2020.>”* The report indicates that Christians
in Tanzania account for an estimated 64.7% of the population, while Muslims

271 Tanganyika—or, more precisely, the geographical area that came to be known by that
name— was initially part of German East Africa and later came under British rule following
the First World War.

272 Wijsen 2007: 9.

273 In the 1967 population census, roughly 32% of mainland Tanzanians were Christians, 30%
were Muslim, and 37% were adherents of what was categorized as African Traditional Reli-
gions. Mukandala 2006: 1.

274 However, there was one survey conducted in 1973. Ndaluka 2012: 2, Masanja & Lawi 2006:
98.

275 Hackett et al. 2025.
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make up 29.9%.>¢ Compared with 2010, this reflects roughly a 3% increase
in the Christian population and a 5% decrease in the Muslim population. The
remaining population consists of individuals without any formal religious af-
filiation (3.5%) and those who adhere to other religions (2%).>”

The religious landscape of Tanzania is characterized by considerable di-
versity in regard to both Christianity and Islam. The main Christian denomi-
nations in Tanzania are Roman Catholics, Protestants (with Lutherans and An-
glicans being the two largest groups), along with various charismatic Christian
churches.”’® With regard to Islam, in Tanzania roughly 42% of the Muslim
population are Sunni, 20% Shiite, 15% Ahmadiyya, and the remaining being
either other miscellaneous Islamic denominations or part of some form of un-
affiliated Islam.?”® Regardless of religious affiliation, as argued by Thomas
Ndaluka, religion in Tanzania has an important place in the lives of individual
citizens, in day-to-day activities, and in both the private and public spheres.**’

The Evangelical Lutheran Church in Tanzania (ELCT) is a federation of
Lutheran churches in Tanzania, and one of the largest Lutheran churches in
the world with roughly 8.5 million members.?®' The ELCT today can trace its
origins back to the Federation of Lutheran Churches in Tanganyika (FLCT),
which was founded in 1938. The FLCT consisted of seven different Lutheran
churches that had originally been established through the efforts of mission-
aries and different European and American Lutheran missionary organizations
during the 19™ and 20" centuries—among them, the Church of Sweden Mis-
sion and the Swedish Evangelical Mission (SEM).*®? In 1963 the FLCT
merged to become the ELCT. Today the ELCT comprises 27 dioceses.*** The
dioceses themselves are spread all over the Tanzanian mainland, with the East-
ern Coastal Diocese stretching into the Zanzibar archipelago. The Lutheran
church in Tanzania also has close contacts with the Scandinavian Lutheran
churches, such as the Church of Sweden, for instance in holding join retreats

276 Hackett et al. 2025: 198.

277 Adherents of what could be categorized as traditional African religions appear to have almost
disappeared in official statistics, and are now likely included under the umbrella of “other reli-
gions.” However, such surveys do not capture the full picture. In Tanzania, it is not uncommon
for both Christians and Muslims to continue practicing elements of traditional beliefs. This
complicates the idea that these practices have vanished. Rather than speaking of their disap-
pearance, it may be more accurate to suggest that they have been increasingly assimilated or
become less visible. Hackett et al. 2025: 198.
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and collaborating in different forms of humanitarian projects.*** From 1985 to
2020 the church has experienced a steady growth in numbers, with a large part
of this increase a result of the emphasis placed on missions to new areas and
the rise of groups of young Christians in the cities.**

The ELCT is far from a homogeneous church. Throughout its history, the
Lutheran church in Tanzania has been shaped by diverse influences, reflecting
the interdenominational and interreligious context of Tanzania and the broader
sub-Saharan African region.?*® One such influence is the East African Revival,
an influential movement in African Protestantism that emerged during the late
1920s and1930s.?*” The Revival, which later spread to other parts of East Af-
rica, originated in Belgian Ruanda-Urundi (an area that now comprises the
independent nations of Rwanda and Burundi). It emerged as a result of both
dissatisfaction with the Anglican Church of Uganda and the development of
the Ruanda Mission.®® By the late 1930s the movement had grown in the
Church in Buganda (now Uganda), and by the early 1940s the Revival had
spread to Kenya, Tanganyika (now Tanzania), and Sudan.”®’ Although the
movement was Anglican in origin, it had, as observed by Kevin Ward, a con-
siderable effect on other Protestant denominations in East Africa—for exam-
ple, the Methodists in Kenya, and the Lutheran churches in Tanganyika.’”® A
central premise of the movement, and a central tenet of revivalist teaching,
was the gift of salvation through faith in Jesus Christ.””! The revivalists pro-
moted the classic traits of what Ward categorizes as “Evangelical revival-
ism”—a focus on sin, the Cross, repentance, baptism of the Spirit, and sancti-
fication.?”

Aside from the Revival impacting the Lutheran church directly, scholars
such as Leita Ngoy also argue that the East African Revival, and its influence
on the mainline churches, paved the way for the emergence of charismatic
forms of Christianity within these denominations.?”* The influence of charis-
matic Christianity on mainline churches—and on African Christianity more
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broadly—is undeniable.””* Since the 1980s, African Christianity has been
heavily influenced by charismatic forms of Christianity, and this has been ob-
servable in the mainline churches, including the ELCT.** These traditions
have prompted the Lutheran church to rethink parts of their liturgy and praxis.
In her study, Ngoy, focusing on the Eastern Coastal Diocese of the ELCT,
illustrates how the Lutheran church has created space for charismatic worship
services within its traditional structures.””* While some in the ELCT are cre-
ating space for these forms of worship, this does not mean that all are wel-
coming these changes. As discussed by Johannes Habib Zeiler in his disserta-
tion Crafting Lutheran Pastors in Tanzania: Perceptions of Theological Edu-
cation and Formation in the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Tanzania, some
of his informants revealed feelings of unease on reflecting on how charismatic
Christian movements have impacted the life of the ELCT.*” Irrespective of
individual perspectives on this influence, it stands that these forms of Christi-
anity are having an effect on the Lutheran church in Tanzania.

A central strand in charismatic Christianity, which has become influential
in the ELCT, is the so-called “prosperity gospel.”*”® The prosperity gospel can
be described as a particular type of theology, or doctrine, that is premised on
the belief that God wants Christians to succeed and prosper.*”” A central un-
derstanding is that God’s blessings in this life are regarded as the outcome of
living faith.*®® Proponents of this theology consider material wealth, health,
and success to be signs of God’s favor. It is characterized by a focus on self-
improvement and individual success.**! The prosperity gospel is a contested
topic, with some theologians arguing for its value, and others viewing it as
false, destructive, and misleading theology.>” In her study, Ngoy discusses
how charismatic Christian theology such as the prosperity gospel has become
re-defined in the ELCT.** Ngoy labels this altered version of the prosperity
gospel in the Tanzanian context the mafanikio (success) gospel, which she
argues is a more holistic version of this doctrine that “motivates people to trust
in God, work hard, live a piety life, and be good stewards of God’s divine
blessings, both material and spiritual blessings.”*** Regardless of how one
chooses to frame it, what Ngoy’s research demonstrates is that we can talk
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about a “charismatization” of the Lutheran church in Tanzania (and Tanzanian
Lutheranism), in which the mafanikio gospel and its emphasis on success is a
central part of this development.

Christian—Muslim Relations in Tanzania and the ELCT

In Tanzania, Islam has a much longer history than Christianity. Islam was the
first Abrahamic religion to reach East Africa, likely as early as the first mil-
lennium through contact with traders from the Arabian Peninsula via the In-
dian Ocean trade network.**> Arab Muslim traders established settlements and
trading towns along the coast, including Zanzibar, and by the 14th century
Islam was widespread in the coastal areas. Conversion of local populations
from indigenous religious traditions occurred gradually and mostly peacefully
through trade and cultural exchange, although Islam remained largely limited
to the coast owing to resistance from local communities and the lack of major
commercial centers inland.**

Christianity first arrived in the region now known today as Tanzania in the
late 15™ century, brought by missionaries who traveled alongside Portuguese
traders and soldiers. The arrival of the Portuguese brought conflict to the re-
gion, as the Portuguese sought to weaken Islamic influence and often attacked
Muslim-controlled towns.**” The Portuguese were more interested in financial
gain than evangelization, and their habit of attacking Muslim settlements did
little to encourage conversion to Christianity among the local population. The
Portuguese era ended in the early 18™ century when Arab Muslims, aided by
African locals and the Omani Empire, forced the Portuguese to withdraw from
large parts of the East African coast. A second wave of Christian missionary
activity began in the 19" century during a period of increased European mis-
sionary interest in Africa.>”® Mission societies established bases in the coastal
areas, such as Bagamoyo, but later also inland.*” By the early 20" century
Islam remained strong along the coast, while Christianity expanded more rap-
idly in the inland regions.

Christian—Muslim relations were generally peaceful throughout much of
the 20" century, including during Tanzania's transition to independence, in no
small part due to the leadership of Julius Nyerere—Tanzania’s first presi-
dent—and the implementation of ujamaa as a political system.*>'° Ujamaa re-
fers to the unifying political system (as an ideology and connected policies)
implemented during the 1960s under the leadership of Nyerere and his party,
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the Tanganyika African National Union (TANU).*!'" Ujamaa could be de-
scribed as a form of African socialism that emphasized national unity, equal-
ity, self-reliance, and development.>'? Under TANU’s one-party rule, the gov-
ernment maintained that religion was a private matter, encouraging citizens to
identify first as Tanzanians rather than primarily as Christians or Muslims. As
a result, emphasis was placed on shared moral values that transcended reli-
gious divisions.’"? Although Nyerere envisioned Tanzania as a secular demo-
cratic state that favored no single religion, he nevertheless encouraged reli-
gious communities to contribute to the building of the new nation.>'* Nyerere
managed the astounding feat of unifying the various ethnic and religious
groups under one banner, that of nationalism. Two factors played a significant
role in this development: the first was the ujamaa ideology, and the second
was the strategy of turning Swahili into a national lingua franca.’'s

While relations between Christians and Muslims in Tanzania, for the most
part, are peaceful, the potential for religious tensions has remained, and in rare
cases these tensions have boiled over into violence. Even if ujamaa has re-
mained a national ethos, or public narrative in Tanzania, it has been argued
that the gradual decline of ujamaa as a central political ideology, and the in-
troduction of neoliberal policies in Tanzania during the 1980s, has contributed
to rising interreligious tensions.’'® After the 1980s, relations between Chris-
tians and Muslims became increasingly strained.’'” Violent episodes associ-
ated with interreligious tensions include attacks on churches and Christians,
for example in Zanzibar.’'® However, scholars such as Japhace Poncian argue
that these tensions are often less about theology and more about struggles over
political influence, and perceptions of unequal treatment in Tanzanian soci-
ety.>" That said, incidents of violence are rare. It is far more common for
Tanzanian Christians and Muslims to consider one another ndugu (comrades
or relatives).?

In Tanzania, there is a prominent national narrative that frames Christians
and Muslims as siblings who share a belief in one God. This perception is also
reflected in national symbolism. For example, the Tanzanian national anthem,
God Bless Africa (Mungu Ibariki Afrika), invokes God (Mungu) in its second
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verse, calling for divine blessing on Tanzania and its people.’?' Within this
context, interreligious cooperation is not unusual, and the government has at
times encouraged joint prayers involving both Christians and Muslims, such
as during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020 to 2022.%*? Interreligious families
and marriages between Christians and Muslims are also relatively common.**
Consequently, the Tanzanian context could be described as one in which the
shared elements of the two religions—at least at a surface level—are fre-
quently emphasized. In this setting, Islam is not perceived as a distant or un-
familiar Other. Rather, it constitutes a familiar presence in the everyday lives
of Tanzanian Christians, many of whom have family members, friends, or col-
leagues who are Muslim. Conversions between Christianity and Islam also
occur with some regularity, for a variety of reasons—such as a Christian mar-
rying into a Muslim family or vice versa.

In relation to Islam, the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Tanzania (ELCT)
participates in a number of interreligious initiatives aimed at promoting inter-
faith cooperation and dialogue. The Eastern Coastal Diocese is involved in the
Zanzibar Interfaith Center (ZANZIC), which promotes interreligious dialogue
and cooperation.*** The ELCT has also been actively involved with the organ-
ization Programme for Christian—Muslim Relations in Africa (PROCMURA),
and has participated in its programs and initiatives.**> PROCMURA is a pan-
Affrican Christian organization dedicated to fostering constructive relations
between Christians and Muslims throughout Africa.**® When instances of vi-
olence between Christians and Muslims have occurred in Tanzania, the ELCT
has issued public statements condemning the violence and calling for peaceful
resolution.**’

Alongside these interfaith engagements, and statements calling for peace-
ful resolutions in instances of conflict, the ELCT maintains a strong commit-
ment to evangelization and mission, and it operates several mission areas in
regions where Muslims constitute the majority of the population.’?® Thus, at
the institutional level, the ELCT could be understood as emphasizing both
evangelization and the cultivation of constructive relations between Christians
and Muslims.
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In addition to initiatives undertaken at the institutional level, it is important
not to overlook the everyday interreligious encounters that contribute to posi-
tive relations between Lutheran Christians and Muslims at the grassroots
level. During my fieldwork, I observed several examples of such interactions
in practice. For instance, one Lutheran Christian acquaintance of mine living
in Zanzibar explained that he made a conscious effort to ensure that his Mus-
lim neighbors knew that he brought only Aala/ meat into his home, so that they
would feel comfortable if invited to share a meal. These sorts of actions are
some examples of how Lutheran Christians in Tanzania attempt to foster pos-
itive interreligious relations in this multireligious milieu.

Divine Nguvu and Human Progress

In the context of popular Christianity in Tanzania, the power of Christianity is
mobilized as a resource that allows individuals to pursue their goals and pro-
gress in life. This idea that one can use the power of religion as a form of
resource is a belief that is widespread in sub-Saharan Africa.’”® As reasoned
by Kwasi Wiredu, drawing on traditional Akan understandings, in many Af-
rican traditional religions there is no natural/supernatural binary.?3° Spirits and
deities are considered a part of this world, and can thus serve as a material
resource.®®! Birgit Meyer similarly maintains that this is a belief shared by
various African religious traditions. Meyer states that what is commonly re-
ferred to “as religion in Africa should not be narrowed down to the sphere of
belief as conventionally conceived, but be understood as a mobilization of
spiritual resources for all sorts of human projects.”*** The prosperity gospel,
as a form of theology commonly espoused in charismatic Christianity, shares
this belief that spiritual resources (such as favor from God) can be used for
material gain, or that material prosperity is the reward for following the right
faith.**

Among those I interviewed, several participants described the nguvu (Swa-
hili for “power” or “strength”) of Christianity. A prominent theme in their
narratives was the presentation of Christianity as a religion of power. The
nguvu of Christianity, as it is framed by my participants, is largely tied to its
perceived capacity to help people to succeed. The association between Chris-
tianity and power is not unique to my participants. The importance placed on
nguvu by Tanzanian Christians has also been noted by Martin Lindhardt, who,
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in his ethnographic study of charismatic Christianity in the city of Iringa, iden-
tified the prevalence of the term in the Christian communities he was observ-
ing.** While the word nguvu may be used to describe physical strength, the
term is more often “used to refer to a mysterious invisible power that influ-
ences the course of human life.”*** For many Tanzanian Christians, good
health, fertility, and financial or educational success are commonly believed
to be dependent on one’s access to nguvu. 336 This divine force is “mostly con-
ceived in pragmatic terms as a matter of empowerment and protection in eve-
ryday life,” and can be accessed through ritual activities and objects.**” How-
ever, nguvu is not only a Christian concern, as practitioners of other religions
are also considered capable of manifesting this power.*® A common denomi-
nator is the belief that a believer can, through their religion, gain access to a
form of power, which can be used to succeed and prosper in life. In the case
of Rachel, it was the possibility to pursue higher education:

At that time I was in Dar es Salaam, I was listening to mama Rwakatale [a
Tanzanian Assemblies of God pastor] on Praise Power Radio, and I was told
that there is a God who helps people reach where they want to be and need to
be. It’s true, I went and from there I got into the habit of [listening] more fre-
quently. At the end of the day, we began fasting and praying and I asked for a
sponsor for my degree studies. At the end of the day, I fasted for three days,
and I saw God during those three days. | had a dream that I got an education
loan at [a university]. After three months, the results came and my name ap-
peared on [the list of those who had been granted] the loans. And indeed [it
was] the same college I had been shown, I was amazed at what God had done.
So, from then on I decided then that I would not go back to Islam and my
journey [as a Christian] began there.3%
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The association between Christianity and success is a recurring motif in sub-
Saharan African Christianity.’* The power of God is considered to transform
the lives of people, which later becomes evidenced in their “success and pros-
perity,” an idea that is especially prominent in charismatic Christianity and
prosperity gospel teachings.**' The narrative of Rachel (quoted above) is one
such example of the association between Christianity and success. A central
strand in her story is how, by becoming a Christian, she was able to improve
her life circumstances through higher education and employment.**? In other
words, Christianity provided her with the means to pursue and attain her goals.
This is an example of what I categorize as the community narrative of “Chris-
tianity as a powerful and successful religion,” which I have observed among
my participants.

In the accounts of those I interviewed, this power is often concretely tied
to human progress. This is not only a reflection of the views of individual
Lutherans: it can also be considered part of a broader Christian community
narrative that emphasizes the ability of Christianity to facilitate individual pro-
gress. Even if not all participants explicitly link their progress to divine power,
they nevertheless present Christianity as the religion that facilitates their suc-
cess. A common theme among my participants is that the Christian God helps
people to succeed, and the nguvu attributed to Christianity lies in its capacity
to enable the success of believers:

Jesus Christ is greater than Mohammed because if you use the name of Jesus
correctly, he will make you succeed, he will help you achieve. There are many
things I have prayed to him in faith and Christ has done them 3%

Two different types of progress emerge in the narrative accounts of my par-
ticipants’ conversion to Christianity. The first type is material progress—
“material” defined here as tangible things, such as financial gain, advances in
education, or other improvements in the person’s standard of living. The sec-
ond type of progress is spiritual progress, which entails improvements in the
sphere of religion and faith that better enable a person to pursue a religious
life.’

While I have decided to categorize them in this way (material progress and
spiritual progress), I would like to stress that these categories should not be
understood as binary opposites, as they at times overlap in the narratives.
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Material Progress

The connection between Christianity and different forms of material progress
is one of the most prominent themes in my Tanzanian material. A common
story in the conversion narratives of those I interviewed is how the lives of the
participants have been tangibly improved through their conversion to Christi-
anity. Moreover, the association between Christianity and, for instance, a
higher standard of living is a prominent motif in their stories. In Faith’s nar-
rative, these associations are made very clear, and are especially prominent in
the part of her story where she described how she tried to convince her mother
to let her be baptized:

And that we were really poor, we were sleeping sometimes without food. Even,
we don’t have underwear. You know. [...] The family was so bad, so bad, you
can tell. I said: “But if I go to school, if I am a Christian, you know those
Christians? How they dress, how they look like? So we will look like that. [...]
We will have money, we’ll build a house, I will give a house to you.””?%

As a child, Faith had wanted to continue her education, yet her brothers had
refused to pay her school fees.>** She was informed that if she became bap-
tized, a missionary would pay for her to go to a Christian school. Faith’s father
had died years earlier, so she had only to convince her mother. As Faith re-
counts her dialogue with her mother, she stresses the material advantages en-
joyed by the Christians in their village: nice clothes, money, and houses. The
benefits of Christianity that Faith focused on were the tangible improvements
in living, which the religion was understood to provide. Benefits that Faith
later attained in her story through her education and resulting employment as
a nurse—a path that she was able to pursue through her conversion to Chris-
tianity. Her extended family later came to accept her decision to convert after
seeing her success, because “they see that, in Christianity, there is pro-
gress.”*"

In his conversion narrative, Nicholas also emphasized his education, which
was financed in large part by the Lutheran church. In his account, his decision
to convert was framed as primarily influenced by the care he received while
living in a Lutheran boys’ dormitory during his schooling in the city. His fam-
ily lived far away, so he needed to live in a dormitory. As his family had lim-
ited means to pay for his accommodation, the Lutheran church financed his
room and board despite his being Muslim. The care he received impressed
him so deeply that he decided to become a Christian. He recounted that his
parents, who were originally skeptical of his conversion, accepted his change
in faith after they saw how well he was doing in school:
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But the relationship became very smooth very attractive with my parents, after
knowing that I am doing very well in the studies. In that time, I was in private
school. And not only that but my behavior was very fine, so they were inter-
ested, they were impressed that my decision was not bad. So, from there I con-
tinued, after the baptism, after the completing of standard seven I joined the
Lutheran seminar in Morogoro. [---] I have continued the bachelor’s degree,
then Master’s, then the doctorate. So, even family-wise, I’'m advanced [...] so
I think they don’t see any bad thing in Christianity through me. And of course
sometimes I’m helping them, to counsel, to help with financial [things] some-
times.3*8

Nicholas narrates that his parents eventually became convinced of his decision
because he achieved academic success. As Nicholas stated, he is “advanced”
in comparison with the rest of his Muslim family, and able to assist them fi-
nancially.>*

Rachel’s conversion to Christianity is also presented as resulting in tangi-
ble material benefits and an improved standard of living. In her account, she
presents how, through her faith in God, through prayer and fasting, she was
blessed with an educational loan, and later a well-earning job. During our con-
versation, she explained that today she makes enough money so that she can
finance the studies of her younger siblings. Her situation, and the financial
situation of her family, radically changed after her conversion:

Because when we were Muslims, we heavily depended on our relatives since
our father was not well-off, but ever since I converted to Christianity, I see
myself growing and my family changing [for the better].3*

The transformation in their narratives is fundamentally an economic one.
Christianity in these narratives is associated with a higher standard of living
and with tangible material benefits. In the accounts of Faith, Nicholas, and
Rachel, there is a radical transformation, but the emphasis is not on personal
transformation as it is in relation to the individuals interviewed by Peter
Stromberg.**! Instead, the transformation is of their living conditions and so-
cial standing.

The associations between Christianity and education, financial success,
and upward social mobility is a common theme in the accounts of my partici-
pants, and it mirrors a public narrative of the association between Christianity,
education, wealth, and influence in Tanzania. In Ndaluka’s research into
Christian—Muslim relations in Tanzania, in group discussions, participants
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would often associate Christianity with academic success and higher in-
come.*? For example, stating that that “Christians are very advanced in edu-
cation,” and “Muslims are seen as uneducated” in contrast.*>* Ndaluka’s par-
ticipants also noted that Christian organizations often build universities; that
is one of the things that the Muslim participants thought explained why Chris-
tians “were ahead” in “many things.”**

In Tanzania, there has long been a history of associating Christianity with
education, and this is a tendency that is also observed the conversion narra-
tives of my participants. As stated by Ndaluka, in the past “becoming a Chris-
tian meant to learn (kusoma) and a Christian was known as literate
(musomi).”*>> Some of the first schools in the country aimed at educating local
children were missionary schools. After Tanganyika’s independence in 1961,
the new government under the leadership of Nyerere nationalized all non-gov-
ernmental schools in 1969, and all remaining missionary schools were brought
under the authority of the government.**® The partial privatization of the Tan-
zanian educational sector in the 1990s resulted in the establishment of numer-
ous new religious private schools, many of them Christian. As argued by
Hansjorg Dilger in his ethnographic study of faith-oriented schools in Dar es
Salaam, this in turn led to education becoming aligned with the spheres of
social class and religion, as Christian schools have become an attractive option
for the urban middle class, irrespective of religion.*>” Muslim schools more
often cater to families of lower socioeconomic status.**® This historical devel-
opment, Dilger maintains, has resulted in the “close entanglement of educa-
tional and socio-religious inequalities in today’s Tanzania,” where Christian
schools are considered better than Muslim ones; and this strengthens the as-
sociations between Christianity and improved educational opportunities.’*
This divide between Christian and Muslim schools is something that I also
observed in my interviews. For example, Faith mentioned in passing that Mus-
lim schools are of poorer quality than Christian ones. Truth described how her
father encouraged her to become a Christian so that she could attend a Chris-
tian school, as they had “better education.” **® That is an event that marks the
beginning of Truth’s conversion narrative, because after going to the Christian
school she became convinced of the advantages and truth of Christianity.
Thus, the association between Christianity and material progress—for exam-
ple, in relation to education—made in these narratives echoes a public narra-
tive associating Christianity with material improvement and success. The nar-
rative of “Christianity as a powerful and successful religion.”

352 Ndaluka 2012: 63-67.

353 Ndaluka 2012: 63.

354 Ndaluka 2012: 66.

355 Ndaluka 2012: 250.

336 Dilger 2022: 35-63.

357 Dilger 2022: 1-4.

358 Dilger 2022: 1-4, 226-229.

359 Dilger 2022: 63.

360 Faith 29/02/2022. Truth 3/02/2023.
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Spiritual Progress

Another common tendency among my participants is to present their conver-
sion to Christianity as progress not only in relation to material aspects, but
also in regard to their spiritual lives—that they progress in their understanding
of their religion and their faith, and are empowered through this. Manuela, for
example, criticized in her narrative what she deemed the lack of resources for
spiritual development in Islam:

For women, Friday is the only day [one can go to the mosque], any other day,
at ten they [the men] go to the mosque, you just pray alone inside your room
by yourself. So for me, I thought, if I just pray inside, how will I know the
Word of God, and how will it build me up spiritually?*¢!

Today as a Christian, Manuela described frequenting several weekly church
services, and is also a member of a women’s Bible study group where women
come together to read and discuss the Bible.’? In her account, Christianity is
portrayed as a religion that enables her to pursue her spirituality and religious
development.

Christianity is also presented by participants as a religion in which the
teachings are more accessible. Another aspect Manuela mentioned, which was
mirrored by many of my participants, was that, since the Qur’an is written in
Arabic (not Swahili), it is difficult to understand the teachings of Islam.>s* This
tendency seems to be especially prominent in the conversion narratives of the
women I interviewed, who would often point to their desire to comprehend
their religious tradition as a central reason for their conversion, and that they
are given the opportunity to do so in Christianity. As Kathrine, another partic-
ipant put it, “[W]hen preachers or evangelists read the Word you under-
stand.”*** She added: “[W]hat attracted me was reading the word and under-
standing it, and you hear the message well, different from Muslims because I
did not understand.”* As a result, they present Christianity as providing
greater resources for the development of their religious understanding.

From my fieldwork observations, it was evident that, in the Tanzanian Lu-
theran church and among Tanzanian Lutheran Christians, a significant empha-
sis was placed on religious education and reading the Bible. Every Sunday
service I attended in a Lutheran church, I would see many of the congregants
bring their Bibles and pencils, studiously taking notes during the sermon.

361 “Mwanamke ni ijumaa tu pekee yake kama siku nyingine, saa kumi wanaenda msikitini,
wewe unasali tu ndani chumbani kwako pekee yako. Sasa mimi kwangu, nikaona je, kama tu
nasali ndani, neno la Mungu nitalijua je, na litanijengaje kwenye nafsi yangu?” Manuela
11/02/2023.

362 Manuela 11/02/2023.

363 Manuela 11/02/2023.

364 “Nilikua naona wachungaji au wainjilisti, yaani, wakisoma neno unaelewa.” Kathrine
15/02/2023.

365 “Maana kilichonivutia ni kulisoma neno na kulielewa, na ujumbe unasikia vizuri, tofauti na
waislamu maana nilikuwa sielewi.” Kathrine 15/02/2023.
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Reading and studying the Bible—whether alone or with others—was a com-
mon pastime among the Lutheran Christians I observed during my fieldwork.
Accordingly, the emphasis in these narratives on understanding one’s religion,
or deepening one’s knowledge of Christianity, can be seen as a reflection of
the Tanzanian Lutheran context.

Aside from increased religious understanding, spiritual progress can also
be observed in the accounts of my participants in a more diffuse way when it
comes to the matter of salvation. Among those I interviewed, a shared theme
is that they present Christianity as progress in regard to salvation, or becoming
“saved”:

We reached a point, about seven days in, when I began to reflect and thought
that maybe this God could be the true God who offers help to humans, as where
I was, I saw no help at all and was suffering greatly. I began to believe, and
later she told me that what I needed to do to be saved was to accept Christ.
After she led me in the prayer of repentance, I felt lighter than before because
I used to feel that my body was heavy.36

Hosea’s narrative is similar to that of Alexander (another participant) in the
sense that both stress the theme of salvation. In both their accounts, they pre-
sent themselves as a sinner or as burdened by sin. However, they generally do
not use the term “sinner” to describe themselves; instead, others in the narra-
tive use this terminology.”’ In the case of Alexander, a preacher described him
as a “sinner”; and in Hosea’s narrative it was his Pentecostal Christian
coworker who explained to him that he (Hosea) was burdened by sin.3¢

The issue of salvation was presented by Patrick as one of the central rea-
sons he and his classmates began considering becoming Christians:

I will be happy to say that I think in the year 1957, I started first grade at a
school that was opened by the [Lutheran] church at that time, which was called
a bush school. [...] So we entered the first grade, and after entering the first
grade we were brought by an evangelist named [Tom]. So the entire class was
taught a Christian education, even though we were Muslims. So, after receiv-
ing the teachings well, many of us began to ask ourselves questions. Now,

366 «“Tylifika fika hatua kama siku saba, ivi nikaanza kutafakari na kusema kuwa labda
inawezekana huyu Mungu atakuwa Mungu wa kweli anayetoa msaada kwa wanadamu, ambaye
huku niliko sioni msaada wowote nilikuwa nikiteseka sana. Nikaanza kuamini, baadae
akaniambia sasa cha kufanya kili ili ukae salama umpokee kristo. Baada ya kuniongoza sala ya
toba nikajiona mwepesi kuliko jinsi nilivyokuwa maana nilikuwa najiona mwili ni mzito.”
Hosea 12/02/2023.

367 Aside from the preacher referring to Alexander as a sinner, once during our interview Alex-
ander did explicitly say “I am a sinner” when arguing that Islam cannot offer salvation: “How
do these things cleanse your sins? No, but with the conviction that I am a sinner, yes I have
done the sin, I know. How I get redemption? How do I get cleansed? My sins? Is through the
blood of Jesus. Where is Jesus? Jesus is alive. Because as long as he lives then he can do some-
thing for me. But a dead person can never.” Alexander 7/03/2022.

368 Hosea 12/02/2023, Alexander 7/03/2022.
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where do we stand if Jesus Christ is the one who will come to save humanity,
and we are on the other side?3¢

Later in his narrative, Patrick describes that he became convinced of the Chris-
tian doctrine because he was impressed by the character of the evangelist who
taught his class. Nevertheless, salvation is presented as central in his narra-
tive.37

That Christianity helps people to attain salvation, as opposed to Islam, is a
common theme in the narratives of my participants, who often explicitly argue
in their accounts that salvation can only be attained through Christianity. As
contended by Alexander, who during our conversation explicitly stated that
the prophet Mohammed cannot save anyone:

Mohammed, is a man, he is dead, how can he help me? When you start rea-
soning you see you cannot worship God leaving your brain somewhere. You
have to use your intellect, you have to use your brain. [...] There is power, very
special power that saves.?”!

Thus, Christianity is presented as a means to attain spiritual progress, that is
to say that it enables the convert better to pursue a religious life. It allows
individuals—particularly women—to develop a deeper understanding of their
faith, and it offers salvation.3"

Christianity as Progress

In contrast to the association of Christianity with progress and prosperity, Is-
lam is presented as a religion that lacks the same perceived capacity to aid or
protect its followers. A trope in these narratives could be classified as the im-
potence of Islam. They consistently highlight Christianity’s effectiveness,
portraying its power as a palpable resource that induces positive changes in
converts’ lives. In this context, Islam is positioned as a binary opposite to
Christianity, and presented as a comparatively less potent or effective religion.
In this way, spiritual superiority becomes linked with material superiority.

369 “Ntafurahi kama ntasema nafikiri katika mwaka 1957, nikaanza shule darasa la kwanza shule
ile ilifunguliwa na kanisa wakati, ule iliitwa Bush school. [...] Basi tukaingia darasa la kwanza,
na baada ya kuingia darasa la kwanza tukaletewa mwinjilisti [Tom]. Basi tulikuwa
tunafundishwa wote darasa zima tulikuwa tunafundishwa elimu ya kikristo, hata kama sisi
tulikuwa waislamu. Basi baada ya kupata mafundisho vizuri, wengi wetu tukaanza kujiuliza
maswali. Sasa sisi tuko wapi kama Yesu kristo ndiye yeye atakayekuja kuokoa wanadamu na
sisi tuko upande mwingine?” Patrick 29/02/2022.

370 Patrick 29/02/2022.

371 Alexander 7/03/2022.

372 As presented by my participants, they perceived the Swahili language as more accessible
and understandable. As most did not understand the Arabic that was spoken in the mosque or
written in the Qur’an, they felt that they did not understand their religion. Moreover, women
participants described that they had more opportunities to deepen their religious understanding
as they could more often participate in Christian religious services.
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Christianity is not only presented as a more “correct” religion from a theolog-
ical point of view, it also demonstrates its superiority in the physical realm
through prosperity and success. As Dinah described it when comparing Chris-
tianity with Islam:

In my opinion, if only I knew since childhood about this God that I worship
today, I would have been much further along. This God is honestly different
from the God there because Mohammad was a human being who died and
never resurrected. Something different compared to what happened with Jesus
Christ. Praying through a human being is also absolutely different from pray-
ing through God.?”3

In her view, she would have been “further along” if she had been born into
Christianity, or become Christian earlier. While she does not specify exactly
in what ways she would have been further along—for example, spiritually or
financially—she provides a clear example of the common tendency of my par-
ticipants to position Islam as lagging behind. Moreover, she presents Christi-
anity as a more effective religion. She argues that in Islam you pray through a
human being, a human intermediary, which is different and not as effective as
praying directly through God. Dinah’s decision to convert to Christianity ap-
pears clear: she chooses the religion that offers tangible benefits and the po-
tential to improve her life.

For Islam, it’s just to tell you that Jesus heals, Jesus saves, different from our
faiths and religions, but let's look at where we can get help quickly, truly with
Jesus there is everything 37

This thread is mirrored in the accounts of others I interviewed. We have Hosea
who explained that a reason for his conversion was that he came to the reali-
zation (among other things) that he saw “no help” while living as a Muslim.>”
In a similar vein, Imani, reflecting on the differences between Islam and Chris-
tianity, explained that, while Muslims are more dedicated in their prayers than
Christians, their faith lacks the same nguvu:

So, if you talk about the spirit of worship, our counterparts have a greater spirit
of worship than Christians do. However, discussing the power I've seen in

373 “Kwa maoni yangu na mtazamo wangu, laiti ningalimjua huyu Mungu ninayemuabudu toka

nikiwa mdogo. Ningekua mbali sana kwa kuwa ni Mungu wa kweli, ni tofauti na Mungu wa
kule kwa kuwa Mohamadi ni mtu alikufa lakini hakuwahi kufufuka. Ni tofauti na Yesu Kristo,
kuna utofauti mkubwa sana katika kuomba kupitia mwanadamu na kuomba kupitia Mungu.”
Dinah 6/03/2022.

374 “Kwa uislamu, ni kwamba niwaambie tu kwamba Yesu anaponya, Yesu anaokoa, tofauti na
imani zetu na dini zetu, lakini tuangalie mahali ambapo tunaweza kupata msaada kwa haraka,
kwakweli kwa Yesu kuna kila kitu.” Dinah 6/03/2022.

375 “sioni msaada.” Hosea 12/02/2023.
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Christianity, in prayer and intercession, makes me think that Christianity is
better than Islam.*’

Thus, the way in which Christianity is presented among my participants re-
flects a framing of the religion as one of power and progress. Christianity is
associated with education, wealth, and prosperity. This is evident in what |
conceptualize as a community narrative of “Christianity as a powerful and
successful religion,” which I have observed among my participants, and as
mentioned can be seen as connected to a broader pattern in sub-Saharan Afri-
can Christianity.’”” This narrative can be observed in the public narrative di-
mension as well, such as with the Tanzanian Muslims in Ndaluka’s study who
also expressed an understanding that Christians were successful, especially
when it came to education.’”® However, based on my own findings, this nar-
rative appears to be more strongly articulated and more consistently empha-
sized among Christians themselves; thus I categorize it as a community narra-
tive.

Islam is presented as lacking the capacity to provide the same benefits as
Christianity. It is unable to provide the success, prosperity, and progress that
Christianity can. Moreover, through Christianity, converts are able to achieve
their goals, realize their full potential, and facilitate their self-actualization.

The emphasis placed on progress in these conversion accounts is a ten-
dency that links these conversion narratives to what Webb Keane classifies as
the moral narrative of modernity with its emphasis on progress, self-actualiza-
tion, and emancipation.’” At a fundamental level, these conversion narratives
connect Christianity to the moral narrative of modernity by constructing it as
a religion of progress. Conversion to Christianity is presented as a conversion
to progress, and by extension to modernity.

Freedom from Ailments

The nguvu of Christianity, as described by my participants, is not only in the
way it enables Christians to progress or succeed in different areas of their
lives, but also in how it emancipates them from different forms of bodily ail-
ments. A way in which participants emphasize the emancipatory nature of
Christianity is in the realm of healing, where participants describe how
(through, for example, prayer) they are freed from physical ailments, such as
the case of Dinah, who began her narrative thus:

376 “Kwa hiyo, ukizungumzia moyo wa ibada, wenzetu wana moyo mkubwa wa ibada kuliko
ambavyo walivyo wakristo. Lakini ukizungumzia nguvu niliyoiona katika ukristo, maombi,
maombezi, inanifanya nifikiri kwamba ukristo ni better zaidi kuliko uislamu.” Imani
25/02/2022.

377 See, for example: Benyah 2019, Ezigbo 2015, Robbins 2020, Lauterbach 2020, Olsson 2020.
378 Ndaluka 2012: 63-66.

379 Keane 2007: 6.
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I was a Muslim from my mother's womb. [ was a Muslim and I grew up living
as a Muslim. We were taught in madrasa, those Islamic practices, I lived like
that for a very long time. But one day in my adult life, as I got older, I faced a
challenge in my life. I had miscarriages, children dying in the womb, that sit-
uation tormented me a lot and people around me felt sorry for me. One person
told me to go to prayer and be prayed for, as this [the miscarriages] are not a
normal thing, and because I longed to be called a mother with a nursing
child.’8

Dinah took the person’s advice:

I believed that it was true, that if I go to prayer, I can be prayed for because we
really see people being prayed for and being healed as a result. So, I came to
this church for the first time while I was still a Muslim and I was prayed for. I
was untied from many bonds that I never knew had bound me in my life. I had
many many many things [that changed for me] after continuing with those
prayers. [...] And after some time passed, I was freed and I conceived.?!

Dinah gave birth to a healthy child. During our interview she happily told me
that she now had two children and was expecting a third. She explained that
she was “freed.” Dinah specifically uses the Swabhili word nilifunguliwa—
from the verb kufungua—which literally translates to “opened-up”; but a more
correct translation in this context would be “delivered” or “freed.”**? Dinah
does not frame the healing of her infertility as being cured, but rather as being
freed from an ailment or misfortune.**?

Christianity is presented as a healing force that delivers sick people from
their ailments. Another participant who mentioned healing was Rachel, who
prayed for her sick father, who she explained was later healed by this.”>* In
the Tanzanian Lutheran context, prayers for healing constitute a common ele-
ment of religious practice. During field observations of Sunday services, it
was common in some congregations for the liturgy to include a designated

380 “Mimi mwislamu toka tumboni mwa mama yangu. Nilikuwa mwislamu na nilikulia kwenye
maisha ya kislamu tulisomeshwa madrasa zile taratibu za kiisalmu nimeishi hivyo kwa muda
mrefu sana. Lakini siku moja kwenye maisha yangu haya ya utu uzima nimeisha kuwa mkubwa
kuna kitu nilikuwa napitia kwenye maisha yangu nilikutana na changamoto. Nilikuwa nikibeba
mimba zinaharibika watoto wanafia tumboni hiyo hali ilinitesa sana na baadhi ya watu
wanaonizunguka wakawa wananionea huruma. Mtu mmoja akaniambia nenda kwenye maombi
ukaombewe hiki siyo kitu cha kawaida kwa kuwa nilikuwa na uhitaji na mimi wa kuitwa mama
wa kunyonyesha.” Dinah 6/03/2022

381 “Niliamini kwamba ni kweli nikienda kwenye maombi naweza kuombewa kwa sababu
tunawaona kweli watu wakiombewa wanapona. Kwa hiyo, nikaja kwenye kanisa la mahali hapa
kwa mara ya kwanza nikiwa bado ni mwislamu nikaombewa. Nilifunguliwa vifungo vingi sana
ambavyo vingine sikuwahi kujua kama nilikuwa vimenifunga kwenye maisha yangu. Nilikuwa
na vitu vingi vingi vingi baada ya kuendelea na hayo maombi. [...] Na baada ya muda ulipozidi
kwenda nilifunguliwa niliconcieve.” Dinah 6/03/2022.

382 Dinah 6/03/2022.

383This is similar to how Light in his account described the people who were sick because of
uchawi (witchcraft). After he burned the uchawi (referencing ritual objects), he described how
those affected by it were freed from their illnesses. Light 9/02/2023.

384 Rachel 11/02/2023.
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segment devoted specifically to intercessory prayer. During these segments of
the service, congregants were invited to present specific prayer requests. Indi-
viduals could ask for prayer for a variety of concerns, including but not limited
to matters of health or other personal difficulties.

Among some of those whom I interviewed, the healing capabilities of
Christianity were raised as a significant part of the religion. This I categorize
as a community narrative of “Christianity as a religion of healing”—a com-
munity narrative that stresses the healing capacity of Christianity and its
power to deliver people from illness and other ailments, such as infertility in
the case of Dinah. That Christianity is presented as a religion that can offer
healing is not unique to Tanzanian Lutheran Christians; in African Christian-
ity it is common to believe that Christianity offers deliverance from ailments
of different kinds.*® This deliverance, | argue, is framed as a form of emanci-
pation from physical and mental afflictions that hinder human flourishing.
Thus, this tendency within my material likewise serves to connect Christianity
to the moral narrative of modernity, with its emphasis on emancipation.

Concluding Remarks

For the Lutheran Christians whom I interviewed, Christianity is fundamen-
tally a religion characterized by progress. They present their conversion as a
journey towards progress. In my interviews, a central term commonly used to
describe the benefits of Christianity was nguvu. Christianity is presented as a
powerful religion, which can concretely improve the lives of its adherents and
enable them to succeed and prosper.

These conversion narratives, through the associations made between Chris-
tianity and progress, serve to link their conversion and Christianity to the
moral narrative of modernity. As I have discussed in the theoretical section of
this dissertation, the moral narrative of modernity is a meta-narrative that
chronicles a teleological movement toward progress.’* Within the moral nar-
rative of modernity, this progress is intertwined with improvements in mate-
rial conditions and standard of living, through education and employment.3*’
This connection is observable in the individual narratives of my participants,
as conversion to Christianity is presented not only as a form of religious pro-
gress, but also as leading to concrete, material improvements in the lives of
individuals. The form of Christianity that is presented in these narratives is of
a religion well-equipped to support the aspirations and personal growth of in-
dividuals, and freeing them from that which would hamper their growth and
success.

385 See for example: Fancello & Gusman 2022, Dube, Shoko and Hayes 2011, Gammelin 2020,
Sundberg 2020, Flikke 2020.

38 Keane 2007: 3-6, 42, 47-55.

387 Keane 2007: 3-6, 47-55.
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Christianity, as presented in the accounts of my participants, is a religion
that enables its followers to progress in different ways. The progress described
in these narratives could be divided into two central categories: material pro-
gress and spiritual progress. Material progress refers to progress in the realms
of education and employment, and spiritual progress refers to progress in re-
lation to the religious lives of my participants.*®® Christianity becomes associ-
ated with education and a higher standard of living. Moreover, Christianity is
presented as a religion that, to a greater extent, provides opportunities for its
followers to deepen their understanding of its teachings—through increased
accessibility, for example, by making the Bible available in Swahili—and
brings them closer to salvation. These themes could be understood as con-
nected to broader social narratives that position Christianity in Tanzania as a
religion of success. I categorize this inclination in my material to present
Christianity as a religion of progress as the community narrative of “Christi-
anity as a powerful and successful religion.”

The power of Christianity, as expressed by those I interviewed, is also
reflected in how it is seen as emancipating its adherents from that which hin-
ders human flourishing. Through the healing provided by prayers and bless-
ings, Christianity offers freedom from ailments such as disease and infertility.
I categorize this as the community narrative of “Christianity as a religion of
healing.”

This emphasis on tangible life improvements differentiates these conver-
sion narratives from those discussed in previous research. Some of the ac-
counts | have examined exhibit influences from Protestant forms of conver-
sion narration, particularly the classic born-again genre. This genre is charac-
terized by a structured emphasis on sin, repentance, and divine grace.’® While
not a particularly prominent theme, being saved after repenting of one’s old
life as a sinner does make an appearance in the accounts of Hosea and Alex-
ander, although it is emphasized far more by Alexander.*° In his narrative he
describes how, after becoming disillusioned with Islam, he first was baptized
and later became “saved” after listening to a street preacher.”' Alexander’s
narrative, out of those of all my participants, is the one most similar to the
conversionary Protestant mold. However, there is a marked lack of stress
placed on guilt and repentance in his account. Sin is mentioned by both Alex-
ander and Hosea, but the powerlessness of the individual believer in the face
of economic or physical hardship before converting to Christianity is a much

388 Such as a deeper understanding of their religious tradition, and progress in connection with
their personal salvation.

39 What Hindmarsh describes as the traditional morphology of conversion. Hindmarsh 2005:
284. See also: Winchester 2015.

390 Hosea 12/02/2023, Alexander 7/03/2022.

31 Alexander 7/03/2022.
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more prominent theme among my participants than guilt over their sins. Ra-
ther than being crushed under the yoke of sin, those I interviewed were more
likely to describe their life prior to Christianity as one of economic hardship.>?

The individual—along with their struggles, aspirations, and desires—oc-
cupies a central role in these accounts, serving as the primary driving force of
the narratives. In the examined stories of Tanzanian converts, individuals typ-
ically presented themselves as active agents in their own conversion, con-
sciously evaluating the benefits of Christianity and choosing to adopt this new
faith.

In these narratives, the idea of progress is closely linked to material pros-
perity and success, often expressed through education, employment, and the
capacity to exercise agency over one’s own life. Unlike the evangelical Chris-
tian conversion narratives studied by Bruce Hindmarsh, which emphasize a
transformation from a life of sin to a life in Christ, these accounts instead de-
pict a journey toward progress, self-actualization, and emancipation.’* The
emphasis it not on the inner transformation of the believer, but rather on the
outward improvements in their lives. This reflects a theology that highlights
the empowering potential of Christianity, presenting it as a means through
which individuals can advance in life and overcome those obstacles that would
hinder their flourishing.

More than 20 years ago, in The Next Christendom: The Coming of Global
Christianity, Philip Jenkins discussed the rapid development and growth of
Christianity in the Global South, its charismatic elements, and the impact that
this might have on the mainline churches and on the Christian tradition over-
all. *** Today we can observe his predictions becoming a reality. In Habib
Zeiler’s dissertation, encounters with charismatic Christianity emerge as a key
challenge identified by his Lutheran informants, the influence of which is also
made apparent among my participants.**® In the narratives of these Lutheran
Christians from a Muslim background, we can discern indications of what
Ngoy categorizes as the “charismatisation” of the Lutheran church in Tanza-
nia.**® Ngoy argues, in relation to Tanzanian Lutheran Christianity, that char-
ismatic Christianity has influenced it “to the extent that some essential matters
of Lutheran traditions and practices have become optional.”**” The conversion
narratives of my Lutheran participants focus little on Lutheran identity, and

392 For example, Faith and Rachel. Of course, there are those who do not present themselves as
having suffered any particular hardships prior to their conversion, such as Hossein, but who
simply found Christianity more appealing because of its teachings or nguvu. Faith 29/02/2022,
Rachel 11/02/2023, Hossein 9/03/2022.

393 Hindmarsh 2005: 345.

394 Jenkins 2002: 1-13.

395 Habib Zeiler also notes that different informants held varying attitudes toward charismatic
Christian traditions, and that the denominational identity of the ELCT could be understood in
multiple ways, reflecting these differing positions. The ELCT may thus be interpreted as a his-
toric mainline church, as both mainline and charismatic, or as Lutheran and Pentecostal. Habib
Zeiler 2018: 138-158.

39 Ngoy 2025: 2.

37 Ngoy 2025: 9.
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their reasons for joining the Lutheran church were often presented as happen-
stance.’*® The central reasons for conversion appear to be the tangible benefits
offered by Christianity, through (among other things) its nguvu—motifs more
commonly associated with charismatic expressions of Christianity.** The ac-
counts given by these participants and their emphasis on tangible benefits do
not align with what could be conceptualized as traditional Protestant under-
standings of conversion—which, to a much larger extent, focus on the inner
spiritual transformation of the believer.*® As I have argued, the emphasis on
prosperity, success, and healing could be understood in relation to broader
social narratives surrounding Christianity in Africa, at both the community
and the public levels, which present Christianity as a religion of prosperity and
success in multiple areas of life.

Christianity in Tanzania is marked by considerable denominational diver-
sity and interaction.®! Where interdenominational rivalry once existed, partic-
ularly among different Christian missions and missionary societies, the period
following the country’s independence in 1961 saw a clear shift toward ecu-
menical cooperation between churches.*”* Today, Tanzanian Christians com-
monly engage across denominational boundaries, and this is reflected in the
narratives of my participants. They describe encounters with Christians from
other denominations, such as Hosea; and some report having previously been
members of charismatic churches, such as Diamond.*3 Alexander, while iden-
tifying as a Lutheran Christian, is also a member of a cross-denominational
Christian revival movement.** The consumption of media produced by other
Christian traditions was likewise something I observed during my fieldwork,
where, for instance, [ would see Lutheran Christians watch videos of preachers
from other denominations, or listen to pentecostal radio stations. These exam-
ples illustrate the extent of denominational cross-pollination in this context,
where the boundaries between Christian traditions appeared relatively fluid
and are not strictly guarded. Another example of this dynamic emerged in my
interview with Nicholas, a Lutheran pastor. He explained that, during open-
air preaching events, often referred to as “crusades,” which they organized for
the purpose of evangelization, the organizers did not instruct listeners to attend

38 For example, Diamond, who joined the Lutheran church because her husband was originally
a Lutheran. Diamond 25/02/2022.

399 Where the gifts of the Holy Spirit and other manifestations of divine power are much more
highlighted. For example: Hosea 12/02/2023, Dinah 6/03/2022.

400 See for example: Hindmarsh 2005.

401 This is by no means a new development. Since the 19" century, the history of Christianity
in Tanzania has been characterized by significant denominational and theological diversity.
Various missionary traditions and ecclesial movements have contributed to shaping the Chris-
tian landscape in the region. Among these, movements such as the East African Revival have
influenced the Tanzanian churches. Sundkler & Steed 2000: 519-552, 865-883, 1011-1017.
402 Sundkler & Steed 2000: 519-552, 865-883, 1011-1017.

403 Hosea 12/02/2023, Diamond 25/02/2022.

404 Alexander 7/03/2022.
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only the Lutheran church.*s Instead, individuals who wished to become Chris-
tians were encouraged to join whichever church or denomination they pre-
ferred. Thus, my participants live in a context where there is considerable de-
nominational interaction, and therefore it is unsurprising that their narratives
reflect this.

The narratives of my participants could be understood as reflecting and
reproducing broader social narratives in this context, where Christianity is
commonly portrayed as a religion that offers prosperity, success, and healing.
The conversion narratives examined here do not exist in a vacuum, but reflect
and reproduce broader social narratives that serve to link Christianity to pro-
gress, self-actualization, and emancipation. Their conversion to Christianity,
I argue, thus becomes conceptualized as a conversion to modernity, specifi-
cally the moral narrative of modernity.

405 Nicholas 29/10/2021, Nicholas 4/03/2022.
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5. Islam as an Un-Modern Religion

In the previous chapter, [ illustrated how the examined conversion narratives
of Lutheran Christians from a Muslim background emphasized the power of
Christianity, portraying their newfound religion as one of progress. In this
chapter, the focus shifts from Christianity to the religion they left behind: Is-
lam. In the previous chapter, I argued that a central tendency in the conversion
narratives I have studied concern the connection made between Christianity
and the moral narrative of modernity.*® As I have demonstrated, a central
theme in my material is the emphasis on the nguvu of Christianity and its per-
ceived ability to facilitate progress and to emancipate Christians from that
which would hinder their flourishing. As I demonstrate in this chapter, Islam,
by contrast, is frequently positioned as a symbol of un-modernity in their con-
version accounts, a religion portrayed as unable to promote progress and
emancipation.

Islam as Un-Modern

Among those I interviewed, instead of facilitating progress, self-actualization,
and emancipation, Islam is seen as connected to things that hinder the flour-
ishing of the individual human subject. It is thus positioned as an un-modern
religion, incompatible with the moral narrative of modernity. Aside from
simply lacking the nguvu of Christianity, Islam is constructed in the conver-
sion narratives of my participants as un-modern in two primary ways: 1) as a
result of its connection to occult malevolent spiritual forces and indigenous
religious practices, and 2) in relation to its perceived association with patriar-
chal structures and gender-based oppression.

Islam as Connected to Malevolent Forces, Witchcraft, and Indig-
enous Religious Practices

What really abhorred me is: why are they mixing? Why are they mixing? Wor-
shiping God and this witchcraft. Why are they mixing these things?*"7

406 Keane 2007: 6, 42, 47-55.
407 Alexander 7/03/2022.
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In the conversion narratives of the individuals I interviewed, a notable pattern
emerged: a recurring association of the Islamic faith with traditional healers,
sorcery, and malevolent spiritual forces.*® In the Tanzanian context one could
speak of a form of “common cultural ground” that “cuts across ethnic and
religious divides,” which could be lumped under the category of traditional
beliefs.*” This is not a chapter about Lutheran Christian attitudes toward
what could be categorized as traditional practices or traditional religion. Yet,
traditional religion inevitably becomes part of the discussion of Christian—
Muslim relations in Tanzania, given how deeply embedded it is in the reli-
gious landscape, and how it influences Christian perceptions of Islam. This
reality described by Martin Lindhardt was something that I observed in my
own fieldwork, in how Islam and traditional religious practices become en-
twined and demonized in the conversion narratives of these Tanzanian Lu-
theran Christians.*'?

African Traditional Religions (or simply African Religions) is an umbrella
term used to describe the multitude of indigenous religious systems in sub-
Saharan Africa.*'' Where, as maintained by John Mbiti, “there are about one
thousand African peoples (tribes), and each has its own religious system.”*?
Rituals, myths, and specific details may differ depending on the area and
group of people in question, yet most of these systems tend to focus on earthly
matters (the “here and now”) and draw no line between the physical and divine
domains.** Moreover, these traditions share a understanding of the world as
one in which gods, ancestors, spirits, and humans live together in an intercon-
nected relationship with one another.*'

This understanding of the world as inhabited by multiple forms of spiritual
beings is shared by many Tanzanians, irrespective of formal religious affilia-
tion.*’s However, these spiritual beings are by some understood as a source of
danger. The perception among those | interviewed is that they live in a world
perceived as being full of various existential and spiritual threats, and every-
day life is deemed (by some) to be a spiritual battle. This is not unique for
Tanzanians. In many Christian sub-Saharan African contexts, especially in
charismatic forms of Christianity, this discourse of spiritual warfare is prom-
inent.*'® The threat of malevolent spiritual forces capable of causing harm,

408 This trend has also been noted by Flemming Hansen in his doctoral dissertation on the rela-
tionship between Lutheran Christianity and traditional Bana religion in the Ulanga region of
Tanzania. Hansen 2005: 106—108.

409 Lindhardt 2017: 35.

410 1 indhardt 2017: 35.

411 1n this dissertation, I use the term “African Traditional Religions” synonymously with “tra-
ditional religion”, “indigenous religion” to describe these religious systems and their practices.
412 Mbiti 1970: 1, 1-7.

413 Mbiti 1970: 6.

414 Olupona 2014: 20-37, Mbiti 1970: 97-119. See also: Wiredu 1998: 31.

415 Lindhardt 2009: 37-53, Lindhardt 2017: 35-36.

416 See for example: Meyer 1999, Soothill 2007, Lindhardt 2019, Olsson 2019, Olsson 2020,
Gammelin 2020.
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disease, or death is a pressing concern, and the majority of my participants
mentioned such concerns one way or another in their conversion narratives.
It was common for those I interviewed to mention issues with spirits such
as the majini (derived from Middle Eastern and Arabic folklore’s jinn) in their
narratives. Majini are spiritual beings that, according to the Qur’an, were cre-
ated by God before the creation of human beings. As documented by both
ethnographic studies, the existence of these creatures is commonly accepted
by many Tanzanians and could be considered an aspect of popular Tanzanian
spiritology.*'” Majini should not be confused with ghosts, or the spirits of de-
ceased ancestors, as they are not, and have never been, human. However,
majini, while invisible to the human eye, are very similar to humans. *'® They
can fall in love, marry, reproduce, grow old, and die.*'® The historical origins
of beliefs relating to these beings in Tanzania can be traced back to the early
influence of Islam on the Swahili coast through Islamic traders, dating back
to as early as the 11™ century.** These beliefs likely merged with pre-existing
local religious traditions, shaping the contemporary understandings and prac-
tices surrounding spirits found on the Swahili Coast and throughout much of
the Tanzanian mainland.*' Majini are not the only spirits mentioned by my
participants. There were also the mapepo. While majini can be seen as morally
ambiguous, mapepo are generally considered wholly malevolent beings.
Mapepo (which can be translated “demons”) are beings similar to majini in
the sense that that they are invisible to the naked eye, yet they have the power
to influence our physical reality. Christians tend look at these spiritual entities
with suspicion, with some viewing them as demonic or satanic forces.**
Two other characters with whom I quickly became acquainted during my
fieldwork were the mganga (the healer) and the mchawi (the witch or sor-
cerer).*”® The term mganga—which can be translated as “healer” or “diviner”
in English, sometimes derogatorily as “witchdoctor”—is commonly used as a
blanket label in Tanzania to denote individuals who practice traditional forms
of healing. Mganga are commonly understood to often rely on the aid of an-
cestor spirits or of majini in their work.*** A mganga can be Christian, Mus-
lim, or a practitioner of traditional religion.*”> A mganga is different from a

417 Larsen 2008: 43, Larsen 2014: 5-7, Lindhardt 2019: 84-92, Giles 2007: 148—154.

418 1 indhardt 2019: 84-92, Larsen 2014: 5-7, 12.

419 Larsen 2014: 5-7.

420 Giles 2007:145-147, Ndaluka 2012: 5-6.

421 Tt has been argued that a possible reason for this is the increased presence and public visi-
bility of Islamic healers in the mainland regions of Tanzania. Lindhardt reasons that perhaps
the beliefs in these spirits have become more common in recent years, at least in the case of
Iringa, where he noted that these conceptions seem more prevalent today, as earlier anthropo-
logical literature in the region make no mention of majini. Lindhardt 2019: 86-87.

422 See for example: Lindhardt 2019, Lindhardt 2017, Lindhardt 2009, Gammelin 2020, Hansen
2005.

423 Waganga in the plural.

424 Lindhardt 2009: 41-42, Lindhardt 2019: 86.

425 Christian healers have been observed using majini in their work as well, even if these spirits
are more closely associated with Middle Eastern folklore. Lindhardt 2019: 86-87.
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mchawi, as a mchawi is considered to be innately and irrevocably evil.**®

Wachawi are also commonly believed to possess the power to leave their bod-
ies at night in order to harass people in their sleep.*?” Wachawi, like waganga,
are believed to use spirits such as majini to do their bidding; however,
wachawi use these spirits for far more nefarious purposes.**® While waganga
and wachawi are two different categories, in popular understandings the bor-
ders between these two characters are often blurred.*”

Many Tanzanians view these spiritual forces with apprehension and dread,
considering them dangerous, therefore seeking protection from them. There
was a prevailing notion among those I interviewed that Islam, in contrast to
Christianity, lacked the power to liberate individuals from the clutches of these
evil spirits. For instance, in the narrative of Patrick, he contrasted the per-
ceived efficacy of Christianity with that of Islam in matters of spiritual deliv-
erance. He expressed a belief that Christianity possesses an inherent capacity
to exorcise malevolent spirits—a capacity he found absent in Islam. In his
words: “Islam cannot deliver one from mapepo because it is as if there is a
relationship between Islam and mapepo.”**°

This sentiment expressed by Patrick was not isolated. Aside from present-
ing Islam as failing to provide protection against malevolent spiritual forces,
he highlighted what he perceived to be a connection between the two—a per-
spective that I saw repeated throughout my material, with a clear pattern
emerging concerning the alleged relationship between Islam and these malev-
olent forces.

Regarding the exact nature of the relationship between Islam and these ma-
levolent spiritual forces, my participants expressed different views. Some
viewed these malevolent forces as inherent in Islam. Hosea expressed the view
that Muslims worship majini and that the deity called Allah is simply a greater
spirit.**! Manuela stated in a similar vein that “[N]o one inherits a mosque
unless they are a mchawi, and every sheik must be a mchawi,” indicating that
all sheiks are also (of necessity) mchawi.*** Both Hosea and Manuela present
the relationship between Islam and these malevolent forces as an intimate one,
basically claiming that they are a fundamental part of Islam.***> For others,
traditional practices and the worship of spirits were not necessarily seen as

426 Wwachawi in the plural. A mchawi also uses uchawi (witchcraft) to harm other people, for
example by cursing them. Westerlund 1980: 149.

427 They are commonly believed to have a taste for human flesh and blood, like a form of vam-
pire or ghoul. Lindhardt 2019: 88.

428 Lindhardt 2019: 87-92, Lindhardt 2009: 41-42.

429 Since both waganga and wachawi are believed to use spirits such as majini, the majini have
similarly also become increasingly integrated with popular perceptions of witchcraft in this
manner. Lindhardt 2009: 41-42. See also: Lindhardt 2019.

430 «Uislamu sidhani kama unanini kwa sababu uislamu wao unadeal na mapepo ni kama
uislamu unauhusihano na mapepo.” Patrick 29/02/2022.

431 Hosea 12/02/2023.

432 “hakuna anayerithi msikiti asiwe mchawi, na kila shehe lazima awe mchawi.” Manuela
11/02/2023. My emphasis.

433 “Yes, it is a part of Islam.” “Ndiyo, ni sehemu ya uislamu.” Manuela 11/02/2023.
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inherent in Islam, but were viewed instead as a result of mixing religious tra-
ditions.** The implication was that some Muslims were selectively adopting
and blending traditional beliefs with Islamic practices, which was viewed as a
deviation from traditional Islamic doctrines.**> A third group left the nature of
the relationship ambiguous.*® Regardless of how exactly they conceptualized
the relationship, there was a clear tendency among my participants to link Is-
lam with malevolent spiritual forces in some manner.

The associations in Tanzania between Islam and spirits such as the majini
are, at least on the popular level, widely accepted. Kjersti Larsen, in her ex-
amination of popular spirit beliefs in Zanzibar, notes that these spiritual prac-
tices and rituals are not seen as separate from Islam by Zanzibari Muslims.*’
Instead, they are integrated into an Islamic cosmological framework.#* Seek-
ing assistance from spirits in worldly affairs is a common and unremarkable
aspect of religious practice in this context.*** While some orthodox Muslims
may frown on such practices, in general they are not viewed as antithetical to
Islam.** At least in the Zanzibar context, beliefs and rituals relating to majini
are generally viewed as a part of Islam. The majini (as well as other forms of
spirits) and Islam are integrated into one belief system, and the majini are not
seen as something negative in and of themselves.*"! These beliefs are can also
be observed on the Tanzanian mainland, and have likely spread through mi-
gration.**?

Islamic spiritologies and traditional beliefs are thus reinterpreted within a
new Christian framework, where they become associated with malevolent
spiritual forces in the accounts of my participants. This preoccupation with
occult forces is similar to what Birgit Meyer describes in her ethnographic
study of the Evangelical Presbyterian Church in Ghana.*** In Meyer’s study,
the diabolization of local gods led to their incorporation into Ghanaian Chris-
tian beliefs as demons, where indigenous religious practices become associ-
ated with the Devil.*** In her study, Meyer also demonstrates how traditional
worldviews and cosmologies become reinterpreted within a new Christian
framework. Similarly, scholars of charismatic Christianity in Tanzania have
established how traditional religious practices and things associated with it—
such as spirits and traditional healing—are presented as spiritual adversaries,

434 Alexander 7/03/2022.

435 This view was also expressed by Light, who argued that the worship of spirits is forbidden
in Islam, yet some Muslims do it anyway. Light 9/02/2023.

436 Patrick, Diamond, and Truth are three participants who expressed such a view. Patrick
29/02/2022, Diamond 25/02/2022, Truth 3/02/2023.

437 Larsen 2008.

438 Larsen 2008: 1-9, 44-50.

439 Larsen 2008: 1-9, 44-50.

440 Tarsen 2008: 45-50.

441 Larsen 2008: 45-50.

442 Lindhardt 2019: 86.

443 Meyer 1999.

444 Meyer 1999: xvii—xxiii, 83-111, 204-212, 213-216
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and at times are associated with the Devil.*** These are tendencies that I have
likewise noted among my participants.

The propensity to present Islam as linked to malevolent spiritual forces has
also been observed in other studies of pentecostalism in sub-Saharan Africa,
including Tanzania—for example, in Hans Olsson’s ethnographic research on
the City Christian Center (CCC), a pentecostal church in Zanzibar.**® The Zan-
zibari Muslims were presented by Olsson’s pentecostal participants as under
the control of, or sometimes in league with, dark forces.*’ Spirits such as the
majini were viewed by Olsson’s participants as Satanic entities, and the Zan-
zibar archipelago as a “storage house” for demonic spirits, which was pre-
sented as a consequence of the predominance of Islam in the area.*** The prev-
alence of these evil forces was viewed as one reason the archipelago was con-
sidered “backward” and underdeveloped.* In Olsson’s ethnographic study of
the CCC, pentecostal participants portrayed Zanzibar’s association with ma-
levolent spiritual forces as an obstacle to progress. Owing to the influence of
Islam, Zanzibaris were portrayed as backward and restricted, while Christians
were presented as both more open to progress and as the agents who would
bring (according to them, much needed) spiritual and material change to Zan-
zibar.*® However, because of the influence of the aforementioned malevolent
forces, Zanzibari Muslims, according to the members of the CCC, would not
accept these changes.*!

In Thomas Ndaluka’s study of Christian—-Muslim relations, he similarly
noted a trend in which Christian participants voiced their beliefs that Muslims
were wafuga majini (“domesticators of majini”), practicing “witchcraft,” with
one participant accusing her Muslim neighbors of sacrificing their child.*?
Clear connections were made by his Christian participants between Muslims
and what Ndaluka described as “superstition” and “superstitious beliefs.”*
The attitudes presented by many of my Lutheran participants clearly mirror
these tendencies, presenting Islam as associated with malevolent or demonic
forces.

This depiction of Islam, seen as linked to malevolent spiritual forces, aligns
with what I would describe as a Christian community narrative—"“Islam as a
religion of majini.”** Current scholarship indicates that this narrative extends
beyond the Lutheran Christian or Tanzanian Christian community, as it has
been observed in other sub-Saharan African Christian contexts.*

445 Gammelin 2020: 320, Lindhardt 2009: 41-42, Lindhardt 2017: 35, Lindhardt 2019: 87-92.
446 Olsson 2016: 8488, Englund 2011: 168, Marshall 2009: 219.

447 Olsson 2016: 84-88.

448 Olsson 2016: 85.

449 Olsson 2016: 86, Olsson 2020: 264, 263-264.

450 Olsson 2020: 263-264.

431 Olsson 2020: 263-264.

42 Ndaluka 2012: 132.

453 Ndaluka 2012: 132.

434 Somers 1994.

435 QOlsson 2016: 13, 84-88, Lindhardt 2019: 84-92, Englund 2011: 168, Marshall 2009: 219.
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In addition to being associated with malevolent spiritual forces, Islam is
frequently presented as being more closely linked to traditional or indigenous
religious practices than Christianity. In Light’s account of his conversion, he
contrasts the miracles of Jesus with those of Mohammed:

So, if you start to compare, you can see the power of Jesus. On miracles,
Mohammed made a little food become plentiful, which Jesus also did.
However, when [Mohammed] prayed for the sick, he prayed using a cup. You
put in water, you put in dawa, then people drink. But he also looked at the stars,
using a board [to predict the seasons]. But Jesus did not use those, he spoke
with the Word.*5¢

Here Mohammed is depicted as less powerful than Jesus, while simultane-
ously being presented as similar to a mganga who uses herbal medicine
(dawa) and practices divination.*’ This comparison positions Mohammed
closer to a traditional healer, presenting an implied connection between Islam
and traditional healing practices and by extension traditional indigenous forms
of religion.

Based on my interviews and fieldwork observations, the Lutheran Chris-
tians I encountered maintained that Christianity does not permit engagement
with mganga or majini, whereas Islam was considered more accepting of in-
dividuals turning to such practices. While the belief that Christians did not
consult mganga (or invoke the aid of majini) was an attitude I often encoun-
tered, the claim that Christians never engage in practices linked to traditional
religion is debatable.*® For instance, during a fieldwork trip to the Bagamoyo
region on the Swabhili coast for a research school focused on decolonizing re-
search methods, my team and I had the chance to interview a traditional healer.
The mganga—who denominationally categorized himself as a Muslim—
talked about his practice and noted with annoyance how certain people (spe-
cifically Christians) would secretly come to him for healing, so as to not invite
disapproval from their fellow congregants.** Thus, while individual Chris-
tians may secretly seek the guidance of these practitioners, the norm is to pub-
licly express the view that these practices are incommensurable with their

456 “Kwa hiyo, ukianza kutofautisha huku, unaona nguvu ya Yesu. Kwenye miujiza, Mohamad
alifanya chakula kidogo kuwa kingi, ambacho na Yesu alifanya. Ila yeye aliomba kuombea
wagonjwa, aliombea kwa kombe [uganga]. Unaweka maji, unaweka dawa, halafu watu
wanakunywa. lakini alitazama bao na nyakati kwa kutumia nyota. Lakini Yesu hakutumia hayo,
alisema kwa neno.” Light 9/02/2023.

4571t is common for traditional healers to use herbs. Langwick 2011: 79— 82. See also: Swantz
1990: 11-43.

458 One notable example of a Christian healer who used traditional medicine is Ambilikile
Mwasapila (Babu wa Loliondo), who was also a retired Lutheran pastor. Vdhdkangas 2016: 14—
26.

4% For this mganga, the majini were regarded as entities who assisted the healer in his work,
not demonic forces. Additionally, the mganga was adamant that he used his skills for healing
and helping those who needed it and did not engage in malevolent activities.
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Christian beliefs. Although the prevailing discourse tends to show a non-ac-
cepting attitude toward traditional practices, the actual situation, naturally, is
much more complex.4

Given its association with spirits such as majini and mapepo and traditional
practices—which are demonized and presented as threats—Islam becomes
positioned as un-modern. Through the connection made between Islam and
indigenous religious practices, Islam is portrayed as a religion more strongly
rooted in the past. Moreover, these malevolent forces are commonly presented
as threatening the prosperity and health of individuals, and thus hindering hu-
man progress and human flourishing—for example, through cursing people
with disease or misfortune. Christianity in contrast is portrayed as a protective
force against these malevolent spiritual forces:

I don’t know what to say. In Christianity, prayers make you strong and you can
stand firm. For example, if you tell me to stand alone and pray, when I thank
God, His presence descends, and I feel peace. But in Islam, those prayers we
used to recite, I mean, you recite those prayers, when you finish, it’s like there’s
no power. For example, when I’m sleeping, and something bad comes, when I
call upon the blood of Jesus Christ, that thing goes away. But in Islam, even if
you recite the prayer, that thing will continue to trouble you. It's like there's a
sort of alliance between mapepo and Islam. This is my understanding, I myself
have pondered it, I've analyzed it, and I've seen that Islam is in a big partner-
ship, it is like it’s intertwined with the majini. That is, they are close to majini.
While we are released from any connections with majini when we enter Chris-
tianity.*¢!

Regardless of how my participants articulated the alleged relationship be-
tween Islam and these malevolent spiritual forces, their accounts again and
again stressed the impotence of Islam against these forces. An example is
Imani, when he described how he first became interested in Christianity:

But, one day I got the opportunity to go with my fellow youth to a gospel
meeting, we didn’t intend to listen to the meeting, we had wanted to observe
to see what was happening. And a young woman who was attending madrasa,
who we knew was possessed by mapepo, went to that meeting and when they

460 Hansen’s study also notes that Lutheran Christians in Ulanga were frequent clients of tradi-
tional healers, and that some Lutheran Christians held a positive attitude toward traditional re-
ligion. Hansen 2005: 205, 186-223.

461 “Sijui yaani nisemeje. Ukristo, maombi yanakufanya unakua imara na unaweza kusimama.
Kwa mfano kama, mimi ukiniambia nisimame mwenyewe niombe mimi, kama mimi
namshukuru Mungu anashuka, na ninakua na amani. Lakini uislamu zile dua tulizokua
tukizisoma, yaani, unasoma zile dua ukimaliza umemaliza, yaani zinakua kama hakuna nguvu.
Fulani kwa mfano ninapokuwa nimelala, kikaja kitu chochote kibaya, ninapoiita nguvu ya damu
ya Yesu Kristo kile kitu kinaondoka. Katika uislamu, hata kama ukasoma dua, ya namna gani
kile kitu kitaendelea kukusumbua. Ni kama kuna ushirikiano kwa namna fulani kati ya mapepo
na uislamu. Hii ni kwa ufahamu wangu, mimi kama mimi nimeishakaa nikachuja nikaona
uislamu ni ushirika mkubwa ni kama unaingiliana na majini yaani wako karibu na majini huku
sisi tunatolewa kwenye kujitonect na majini pale unapoingia kwenye ukristo.” Diamond
25/02/2022.
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prayed for the girl, she received the grace of deliverance, the mapepo left. 1
wondered why we were failing and how they could succeed?4%

Imani narrated that his interest in Christianity grew after seeing the way pray-
ers helped a girl possessed by a spirit. Islam was not able to help the girl, but
Christianity could.

Alexander’s narrative similarly explains how he became disillusioned with
Islam after its inefficacy in protecting his daughter from “witches.”** He
found that the “demons” were active during Ramadan, a time when, according
to his understanding of Islam, these forces would be subdued, his narrative re-
enforcing the symbolic impotence of Islam in these matters.***

A significant event in Hosea’s story pertained to how he helped to free his
mother from being possessed by majini.**> Hosea’s Muslim family had wanted
to consult a mganga, but Hosea refused, stating that God would help instead—
which in his story God did, proving the efficacy and power of Christianity to
his family.*® In this story he demonstrates the superiority of Christianity over
both Islam and traditional folk practices, and illustrates how he as a Christian
is not dependent on the help of a mganga for healing and protection against
malevolent spiritual forces.

Christianity is thus frequently portrayed as more effective in offering pro-
tection than Islam. This can be viewed as a form of progress, as Christianity
offers better protection; but it can also be conceptualized as a form of eman-
cipation or deliverance—and that is how it was often framed by my partici-
pants. The theme of deliverance was prominent in the part of Light’s narrative
where he described that he was able to combat sorcery and witchcraft effec-
tively after his conversion to Christianity:

Now I am burning witchcraft, burning magic. And in the month of December
witchcraft fell and it was a big shock. Witchcraft and magic, [that] I was able
to burn. [---] But after I got saved, [ went to burn the magic at the elder’s place,
and the locals here know, and the sick are [now] freed and recovering. So, I
view Christianity as very good.*¢’

462 «“Lakini, siku moja nilipata nafasi ya kwenda na vijana wenzangu kwenye mkutano wa injili,
hatukua na lengo la kusikiliza mkutano, tulikuwa na lengo la kuangaliani nini kinachofanyika.
Na binti mmoja aliyekuwa anasoma madrasa, ambaye tulikuwa tunafahamu ana mapepo,
alikwenda katika huo mkutano na walipomwombea yule binti, alipata neema ya kufunguka
mapepo yaliondoka. Nikalinganisha kama sisi tulikuwa tunashindwa kwa nini hawa
wanaweza?” Imani 25/02/2022.

463 Alexander 7/03/2022.

464 Alexander 7/03/2022.

465 Hosea 12/02/2023.

466 Hosea 12/02/2023.

467 “Ivi nachoma uchawi, nachoma uganga. Na mwezi 12 wa ulianguka, uchawi na ukawa ni
shoti kubwa. Uchawi na uganga, nikaweza kuchoma. [---] Lakini nilivyookoka, nilienda
kuchoma uganga pale kwa mzee, na wenyeji wa hapa wanajua, na wagonjwa wanafunguka
wanapona. Kwa hiyo naona ukristo ni mzuri sana.” Light 9/02/2023.
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In his account, Light described how, through burning the implements of sor-
cery, he was able to free people from its ill effects.*® The way Light framed
this conflict is that the victims of uchawi (witchcraft) became liberated from
these malevolent forces through the power Light gained from Christianity.

Other participants who described how, after becoming Christian, they were
afforded better protection against malevolent spiritual forces, were Diamond,
Moreen, and Kathrine.*® Moreen recalled how for many years she had trouble
with possession, and it was only after joining a Lutheran church that her pos-
session eventually ceased.*’”’ Kathrine described how she lost all the hair on
her head, attributing it to the work of a mchawi, but after praying and singing
to God, her hair grew back.”’”! Diamond and Kathrine (like Hosea) narrated
how they managed to combat these malevolent entities by themselves,
whereas traditionally it would have been common to consult a mganga for
such issues.*’? In this regard, Christianity offers the individual the capacity or
power to act autonomously, without the need of help from intermediaries.

Thus, Islam in these narratives is positioned as an un-modern religion
through its association with malevolent forces and traditional religion. In con-
trast to Christianity, Islam cannot offer the same protection against spirits and
uchawi, nor can it free people who are affected by these forces.

Islam as Patriarchal and Oppressive

Another prominent theme in the narratives of the former Muslims whom I
interviewed is the construction of Islam as patriarchal and un-emancipatory,
in contrast to the representation of Christianity as a force that enables women
to break away from patriarchal structures, precipitates their liberation, and en-
hances women’s agency. This emancipation is in many ways connected to the
material opportunities that Christianity is presented as providing, such as the
opportunity of employment provided by education, or the possibility of fol-
lowing one’s religious calling. These themes are prominent in the accounts of
Faith, Truth, and Rachel. Faith’s narrative, as the reader might remember from
the previous chapter, begins when as a child she wanted to continue her
schooling:

They say: “No no no no! You are a girl, you are Muslim girl. You are not
supposed to go to school, you stay here, when you are grown up then you are
married” [...]. “Abh, is that s0?” [They] say: “Ah, go back home.” So I left them
in Dar es Salaam. I went home [...]. When I was there, one evening I met my

468 Light used the Swahili word wanafunguka to describe what happened to the wagonjwa (pa-
tients, or sick people), which literally translates to “they were opened,” but a more suitable
translation in context would be that they were freed, in a spiritual sense. That is to say, that they
were freed or delivered from the malevolent forces that made them ill. Light 9/02/2023.

469 Diamond 25/02/2022, Moreen 6/03/2022, Kathrine 15/02/2023.

470 Moreen 6/03/2022.

471 Kathrine 15/02/2023.

472 Lindhardt 2009: 44, Diamond 25/02/2022, Kathrine 15/02/2023, Hosea 12/02/2023.
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teacher, standard four teacher, he was surprised. “Are you still here?” ”Yes.”
“Why? Weren’t you going to [name of school] middle school?” I said: “Well,
my brothers and my family is Muslim, they say that we girls should not go
anywhere.”#7

The teacher, who was a Christian, was saddened to hear of her situation and
wanted to help:

[The teacher said:] “No no no, don’t say like that”. [...] There were these mis-
sionaries, a woman missionary. “Tomorrow,” it was in the evening, “Tomor-
row just go there, tell mama that you want to go to school, and if she says you
are Muslim say that, no, I want also to be a Christian. Tell her. Ok?” I said:
“Ok. 7474

Faith met with the missionaries and they agreed to finance her schooling if
Faith became Christian. Faith’s mother, initially skeptical, was later con-
vinced by her daughter to let her be baptized, and Faith was sent to a Christian
gitl’s school in the northern part of the country.*’> Afterwards, Faith continued
studying and became a nurse. This development enabled her to take care of
her widowed mother and the rest of her siblings.*’® Through Christianity, and
the educational opportunities her conversion provided, she was able to assume
agency over her own life, in a context where her possibilities were severely
limited due to her being a girl. Faith’s conversion narrative thus operates as a
narrative of upward social mobility, and liberation, closely intertwined with
her advancement in education and professional life.

Among those I interviewed, Islam was strongly associated with patriarchal
structures and the dependency of women on their male relatives, often eco-
nomically. Rachel recounted that her father often had money problems, which
she presented as common for Muslims, which was why she initially could not
apply to university.*”” As her story progressed, she recounted how, by becom-
ing Christian and praying to God, she shaped her own future and was able to
go to university and find a well-paying job.*’* Becoming Christian for Rachel
meant increased independence:

Another aspect I have seen is being independent, meaning I do not depend on
a mganga or prophets to solve my problems. I am able to stand on my own
without depending on anyone. [...] In essence, God has transformed my life
completely.*”®

473 Faith 29/02/2022.

474 Faith 29/02/2022.

475 Faith 29/02/2022.

476 Faith 29/02/2022.

477 Rachel 11/02/2023.

478 Rachel 11/02/2023.

479 “Kingine nimekiona ni katika kujitegemea binafsi, yaani sitegemei kwenda kwa mganga wa
kienyeji au kwa hawa wanaoagua kwa ajili ya kutatu matatizo yangu. Naweza kusimama mimi
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Christianity could offer her personal agency, where Islam was unable to do
so. Rachel’s account echoes those of Truth and Faith. In the stories of all three
of these women, Christianity facilitated access to higher education and inde-
pendence. From their perspective, achieving these goals as Muslim women
would have been considerably more difficult, if not impossible.**® As Faith
told me at the end of our interview while sitting in her living room in a house
that she had been able to build with her savings so that she could enjoy her
retirement: “If I am not a Christian, sister, I would not even be here.”*®!

That Islam is a religion which, according to my participants, gives women
fewer opportunities in regard to (among other things) religious practice, was
noted by Manuela, who complained that in Islam, women are only allowed to
go to mosque on Friday.*? In the accounts of Simon and Baraka they also
expressed a dislike that in Islam one made distinctions between men and
women in the mosque, and in regard to other religious practices, such as bur-
ials.*® Islamic burial practices are traditionally carried out by men, and moth-
ers are often not allowed to be present at the burial of their child, a practice
that Baraka presented as something he disapproved of.4#

Polygamy emerged as the issue most frequently discussed in relation to
Islam’s perceived association with patriarchal structures and gender inequal-
ity. For example, Truth, having observed her mother and other Muslim women
suffer in polygamous marriages, expressed no desire to share a similar fate:

I didn’t see love the way we lived. Yes. I didn’t see love. Mostly, I see pain in
my life. I’'m the firstborn, and I see my father had four wives. His children, we
didn’t have much time to be with our father because he used to stay here three
days, to visit my mother three days. You see, four women, when he comes to
your mom, it’s [been] 13 or 14 days. Christianity is only one wife. Christianity,
they can stay with their mother and father together. Everything is for their fam-
ily, and Muslim, they’re allowed to have more than one wife. To me, I see
[what] it’s like there. It’s not fair, especially for the kids. I see it’s your pleas-
ure. How about children? Sometime you cannot even afford a life [...]. 4%

Here, Truth is not only criticizing polygamy on the basis of gender inequality,
as it is about the “pleasure” of the man, but also because of the suffering it
causes children, as they are not raised by both their parents. Additionally, hav-
ing such a large family can cause financial issues.**

kama mimi bila kutegemea mtu yeyote. [...] Yaani Mungu kabadilisha maisha yangu kwa
ujumla.” Rachel 11/02/2023.

480 Faith 29/02/2022, Truth 3/02/2023.

481 Faith 29/02/2022.

482 Manuela 11/02/2023.

483 Simon 15/02/2023, Baraka 12/02/2023.

484 Baraka 12/02/2023.

485 Truth 3/02/2023.

486 Truth 3/02/2023.
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In general, it was mostly my women participants who voiced criticism of
Islam on the basis of gender inequality, where polygamy was the most com-
mon source of contention. However, a critique of polygamy from a male per-
spective was raised by Baraka, who began his conversion narrative by explain-
ing that, while living as a Muslim and being married to a Muslim wife, he was
told during an Islamic prayer meeting that he should marry additional women.
“I saw this as a burden for me,” he recalled, “because I cannot [marry] many
women.””**” He recounted that he remembered reading that, in Christian teach-
ings, a person is only supposed to have one wife, which he thought was bet-
ter.*®® After that incident, Baraka obtained a Bible and began studying Chris-
tianity, comparing Christian teachings with Islam, and found himself becom-
ing more drawn to Christianity.*® He frames polygamy as something nega-
tive—something he felt pressured to adhere to as a Muslim, even though he
did not wish to—and this eventually led him to leave the Islamic faith.

Among my participants, the tendency to present Islam as patriarchal and
oppressive (in contrast to Christianity) was a prominent narrative theme. In-
stead of emancipation, Islam becomes a symbol of patriarchal oppression that
women are able to escape through their conversion to Christianity. That Islam
is linked with sexism, oppression, or gender-based discrimination was also a
theme that appeared in Ndaluka’s study.*° In his group interviews with Chris-
tians, some of his informants voiced criticisms that Muslims discriminated
against women, depending on what they wore.*’! Muslim men were portrayed
as viewing women as inferior, and the practice of polygamy in Islam was seen
as discriminatory against women.** In this sense we could speak of a com-
munity narrative, a narrative of “Islam as a patriarchal religion” that is mir-
rored in these conversion narratives and that serves to present Islam as incom-
patible with moral modernity and its emphasis on emancipation.

Conversion to Christianity, in the narratives of Faith, Rachel, and Truth, is
fundamentally presented as conversion to independence and emancipation
from oppressive structures. This theme of women’s emancipation, which I
consider a community narrative, is not confined to the experiences of my par-
ticipants. Rather, it reflects a wider pattern in which Christianity is presented
as a facilitator of women’s emancipation. For example, in her dissertation,
Conversion to Greater Freedom? Women, Church and Social Change in
North-Western Tanzania Under Colonial Rule, Birgitta Larsson examines the
responses of women to Christian mission in North-Western Tanzania between

487 “Nikaona hii ni kama ni mzigo kwangu, kwa sababu siwezi [kuoa] wanawake wengi.”
Baraka 12/02/2023.

488 Baraka 12/02/2023.

489 Baraka 12/02/2023.

490 Ndaluka 2012: 144-145.

41 Ndaluka 2012: 144-145.

492 The association between Islam and patriarchal oppression, and the presentation of Muslim
women as oppressed subjects, is a stereotype that extends far beyond the borders of Tanzania.
It is especially common in the West to present Muslims as oppressed and in need of saving.
Abu-Lughod 2013: 7-26.
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1900 and 1955. In her study, a question Larsson raises is whether conversion
to Christianity could be viewed as a conversion to greater emancipation for
local Haya women, as the mission could provide them with education and em-
ployment.*” For these women, Larsson contends, Christianity was not just a
belief system, but a way to rebel against the authority of their fathers and hus-
bands and to take control of their own lives.*** In this way, the stories of the
women described in Larsson’s dissertation and those of my study are remark-
ably similar. Dorothy Hodgson’s research on the conversion of Maasai women
in Tanzania to Roman Catholicism from the 1950s to the present similarly
illustrates how conversion to Christianity created new arenas for women to
exercise moral and social power, while also providing opportunities to take on
both formal and informal leadership roles in their new religious communi-
ties.* These two studies indicate that, for some indigenous women, Christi-
anity provided an attractive alternative through which they could exercise
greater agency and autonomy.

Thus, the influence of the moral narrative of modernity, which emphasizes
the emancipation of the human subject, can be observed in the association
made in my material between Christianity and women’s agency and liberation
from oppressive structures. Self-reliance, economic independence, and not be-
ing dependent on the men in their lives became significant gender-specific
motifs in the narrative accounts of some of my participants.*’® Conversely,
Islam is presented as a symbol of the gender-based oppression they wished to
escape, thus reflecting a community narrative of “Islam as a patriarchal reli-
gion.”

Islam as Ndugu

I know thoroughly the meaning of Christianity. And also, I know thoroughly
the meaning of Islam, so when I compare, we have common things. For exam-
ple, about love, [and] the reverence to God. I mean common things, love your
neighbor, that is common thing. Of course, we differ, [...] but most of the is-
sues we are together and some of the common things are putting us together.*”

493 Larsson 1991: 207-216.

494 Larsson 1991: 207-216.

495 Hodgson 2005: 183187, 256-260.

49 In these narratives, gender equality also becomes a theme in their stories, as they do not need
to depend on their fathers or husbands. Diamond described how as a Christian she felt empow-
ered to stand on an equal footing with her husband. Diamond 11/03/2022.

497 Nicholas 29/10/2021.
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In the Tanzanian context, it is common for Christians and Muslims to consider
themselves ndugu (comrades or relatives), the word implying a familiar rela-
tion.*® This familiarity was also a prominent theme in my material. The con-
version narratives not only highlighted supposed differences between the two
religions; similarities between Christianity and Islam were also emphasized
by some of my participants, who argued that, while there existed doctrinal
differences, the fundamental message or the core of the two faiths was the
same. For Nicholas, the reverence for God and the emphasis put on loving
your fellow human beings are the same in Christianity and Islam.*® Similar
statements were made in the narratives of other participants, such as Imani:

The first time I read it and understood it I realized that Islam was the same as
the “Fruit of the Spirit” spoken of by Paul the apostle in the book of Galatians.
Islam means peace, humility, love, joy, kindness, patience et cetera. Basically,
Islamic faith in its own is not bad. That is why people stick with it.>%

While there were those among the individuals I interviewed who voiced
highly critical opinions of Islam, the majority, while stressing the superiority
of Christianity, were more neutral toward Islam. For example, Hossein simply
viewed Islam as “a normal religion.”*"! He added:

I don’t have negative opinions upon the Muslims, I don’t have negative opin-
ions. Just I see it’s just a normal religion, simply because someone who by his
faith, or her faith, he is right by himself and to me I don’t see why that
is wrong, or whatever.>%?

The notion that Islam is a normal religion is similar to the sentiments ex-
pressed by the focus groups interviewed by Frans Wijsen in his article “‘There
are Radical Muslims and normal Muslims’: An Analysis of the Discourse on
Islamic Extremism,” in which he analyzes the discourses on Muslim extrem-
ism in Tanzania and Indonesia.’” In both countries, the participants empha-
sized that interreligious relations were good on the whole, and that people of
different religions were friends and neighbors.’* From the perspective of both
Christians and Muslims, most Muslims were “normal,” with the exception of
fanatics and those who discriminated against Christians.>*

498 Ndaluka 2012: 268.

4% However, when pressed whether Muslims could be saved as Muslims, Nicholas maintained
that this was not the case. Nicholas 4/03/2022.

300 “Rwanza nilivyosoma na kuutambua wakati wote nilitambua ya kwamba ndivyo ukweli
uislamu ni sawa na lile ‘tunda la Roho’ analozungumza mtume Paulo kwa Wagalatia. Uislamu
ni amani unyenyekevu, upendo, furaha, kujali uvumilivu utii nk. Yaani kimsingi imani kama
imani ya kiislamu haina shida na ndio maana watu wanabakia.” Imani 25/02/2022.

01 This was a sentiment shared by Dinah, who held the same view that each person is right in
their religion by the virtue of their own faith. Hossein 9/03/2022, Dinah 6/03/2022.

392 Hossein 9/03/2022.

303 Wijsen 2013: 70-71.

304 Wijsen 2013: 77.

305 Wijsen 2013: 78, 77-78.
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Given Tanzania’s social and cultural backdrop, it is unsurprising to find a
focus on unity and living together peacefully despite religious differences. For
instance, Alexander, who in his account stressed a belief that Christians and
Muslims revered separate deities, noted that in Tanzania, followers of both
faiths “compromise,” stating “You believe in your God” and “I believe in what
I believe,” thereby concluding, “We don’t have to fight.”**® Discourses relat-
ing to the significance of interreligious coexistence in Tanzania are themes
that emerged in my data that have also been observed by other scholars of
Christian—Muslim relations in Tanzania—for example, Ndaluka and
Wijsen.””” Although the interviewed participants frequently emphasized the
superiority and power of Christianity, their stories also offer numerous in-
stances of interreligious coexistence. I argue that this tendency could be con-
sidered a manifestation of the Tanzanian national ethos originating from uja-
maa and the creation of a national identity following the country’s independ-
ence, an ethos that stresses religious coexistence. This is a public narrative |
categorize as the narrative of “Christians and Muslims as ndugu.”

Yet, these examined conversion narratives also serve to illuminate areas of
interreligious tension. This could be considered a form of counter-narrative to
the dominant public narrative of religious co-existence. Instances include Ho-
sea’s and Faith’s disputes with Muslim relatives, and Hossein’s experiences
of being labeled a kafir by some Muslims.’”® Moreover, Truth’s account of
being bullied by Christian peers for her Muslim faith as a child —a unique
instance in these narratives where Christians, rather than Muslims, are de-
picted negatively—further indicates the presence of friction between Chris-
tians and Muslims.” Previous studies on Tanzanian discourses vis-a-vis
Christian—Muslim relations similarly point to areas of friction—one such area
being discrimination (or perceived discrimination) based on religion.’'® An
instance of such tension in contemporary discourse is the claim that Christians
are surpassing Muslims in obtaining higher education and jobs, thereby out-
competing them in the market economy and gaining more influence in the
political system.”"!

Concluding Remarks

Regardless of the similarities between the two religions raised by my partici-
pants, the portrayals of Islam in these conversion narratives frequently present

506 Alexander 7/03/2022.

397 Ndaluka 2012: 267269, Wijsen 2013: 70-87.

508 Hosea 12/02/2023, Faith 29/02/2022, Diamond 11/03/2022, Hossein 9/03/2022.
509 Truth 3/02/2023.

510 Ndaluka 2012: 105-109, 128-129, 267269, Wijsen 2013: 78-83.

S Ndaluka 2012: 63—67, 250, 267-269.
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it as incompatible with the moral narrative of modernity.’'?> The moral narra-
tive of modernity, as articulated by Webb Keane, presents a narrative of ad-
vancement in which individuals are emancipated, among other things, from
the constraints of traditionalism, thereby enabling the exercise of agency and
the pursuit of self-actualization.*'?

In contrast to Christianity, Islam is portrayed in these conversion narratives
as incompatible with modernity through its alleged connection to malevolent
spiritual forces and traditional religion, as well as gender-based oppression.
Christianity, on the other hand, offers (better) protection against malevolent
spiritual forces, such as majini, mapepo, or uchawi, and provides women with
opportunities to break free from patriarchal structures. Instead of being con-
nected to these forces and oppressive structures, Christianity offers effective
protection against them. Increased independence for women through conver-
sion is a noticeable theme in these narratives, whereby Christianity is pre-
sented as a religion that promotes the emancipation of women.*'* In particular,
the accounts of several women participants illustrate how conversion is un-
derstood as providing opportunities for greater personal agency and independ-
ence, especially through access to education and employment. Thus, the con-
version narratives of these Tanzanian Lutheran Christians from a Muslim
background present their conversion from Islam as a conversion (or turning)
from a religion of un-modernity.

In the genre of the conversion narrative, it is common to portray one’s for-
mer beliefs as lacking or erroneous, as this justifies the turn to a new faith.
What becomes analytically significant, however, is how the former is con-
structed as lacking, since this reveals the norms and underlying assumptions
of the new faith. As I have argued in the theoretical chapter of this dissertation,
conversion narratives are formed in dialogue with the social narratives in
which converts are embedded, and these social narratives influence the con-
version accounts of converts.

I have discussed how the individual narratives of those I interviewed inter-
sect with broader public and community narratives. The presentation of Islam
as linked to malevolent spiritual forces I connect to a broader tendency in Tan-
zanian (and sub-Saharan African) Christianity that links Islam with demonic
forces and spirits—a community narrative I categorize as “Islam as a religion
of majini.” Additionally, the tendency to present Islam as a religion of gender-
based oppression I link to the community narrative of “Islam as a patriarchal
religion.” Last, we can also observe in these accounts the public narrative of
“Christians and Muslims as ndugu,” a reflection of the Tanzanian national
ethos that stresses the familiar relations and commonalities between adherents
of the two faiths.

512 Keane 2007: 6, 47-55.

313 Keane 2007: 3-6, 42, 47-55.

314 This theme is especially prominent in Rachel’s, Faith’s, and Truth’s narratives. Self-reliance,
economic independence, and not being dependent on the men in their lives are significant motifs
in their stories. Rachel 11/02/2023, Faith 29/02/2022, Truth 3/02/2023.
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The tendency of my participants to present Islam as connected to malevo-
lent spiritual forces mirrors discourses observed in studies of pentecostal
Christian groups in Tanzania and across sub-Saharan Africa. ' As discussed
in the previous chapter, one can observe clear influences of charismatic Chris-
tianity in the narratives of my participants, reflecting an increased charismati-
zation of the Tanzanian Lutheran church. I reason that this development would
likely also entail a growing emphasis on spiritual warfare among Lutheran
Tanzanians. This tendency has been observed by Leita Ngoy in her study of
the charismatization of the ELCT with a focus on the Eastern and Coastal Di-
ocese. In her research she has noted that some congregations, through their
adoption of charismatic practices, have given prominence to spiritual warfare
and exorcisms—practices that I also observed during my fieldwork.>'¢ In this
context, the literal demonization of Islam could be understood as part of a
broader community narrative shaped by charismatic Christianity that has
taken root among the Lutheran Christians from a Muslim background whom
I interviewed.

Nevertheless, as in the previous chapter, we can observe the connection
between the accounts of my participants and the moral meta-narrative of mo-
dernity: this meta-narrative comes to the fore in these critical presentations of
Islam. Islam is presented as an obstacle to progress, self-actualization, and
emancipation. It cannot provide progress, and it is deeply entrenched with
forces and structures that hinder human emancipation and self-actualization.
Islam is thus positioned as a religion of un-modernity. In the Tanzanian con-
text, Islam is not an Other: it has a longer history in the region than Christianity
does. Yet, we can observe a clear tendency of Othering, in which Islam in the
individual narratives of my participants is positioned as an un-modern oppo-
site to Christianity in the Tanzanian context.

315 Adeline Masquelier does not discuss Christian perceptions in particular, but demonstrates
how Islam in Niger becomes associated with spirits and witchcraft. Masquelier 2008. See also
for example: Olsson 2016, Englund 2011, Marshall 2009.

316 However, Ngoy does not comment on any connections between Islam and malevolent spir-
itual forces. Nor does she discuss attitudes toward Islam, as this was not the focus of her study.
Ngoy 2025.
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Part 2: Sweden
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6. Home and Self-Actualization in the Church
of Sweden

In the previous chapters of this dissertation I examined the conversion narra-
tives of Tanzanian Lutheran Christians from a Muslim background. I analyzed
how they presented Christianity in their narratives and, conversely, how they
represented Islam. I now turn to an examination of the accounts provided by
participants whom [ interviewed in Sweden, starting with the group of indi-
viduals who are members of mainline Church of Sweden congregations. This
group is more heterogenous than the one discussed in the previous two chap-
ters, as they come from a variety of ethnic backgrounds.’'” Despite the differ-
ences between them, there remain striking similarities in how these individu-
als describe their processes of religious change. In particular, their accounts
present conversion to Christianity as a form of self-actualization—a claim I
demonstrate through the analysis that follows.

Before doing so, I first provide a brief introduction to the Church of Swe-
den, as well as to the relationship between Lutheran Christianity and Islam in
the Swedish context.

The Multireligious Swedish Context and the Church of Sweden

Sweden is a multireligious country, and although its religious landscape is
gradually changing, Christianity (particularly Lutheranism) remains by far the
dominant faith.>'® The largest religious organization in the country is the
Church of Sweden, an Evangelical Lutheran national church.’'’ As of 2024
the Church of Sweden had around 5.4 million members (roughly half of the
total Swedish population).**® Membership in the Lutheran church has since

317 This group consists of nine individuals from six different Church of Sweden congregations.
The people themselves have a variety of different backgrounds, hailing from Asia, the Middle
East, and North Africa. The great majority of the participants—all except two—came to Swe-
den as refugees. With one exception, all the participants have what could be categorized as an
immigrant background, having migrated to Sweden either as children (with family members)
or as adults.

318 Willander & Stockman 2020: 13—16. See also: Willander 2019.

319 Willander & Stockman 2020: 15.

520 The year 2026 the church members may be just below half the population, thus the Church
of Sweden can be viewed oxymoronically as a folk church in minority. “Svenska kyrkan i siff-
ror,” https://www.svenskakyrkan.se/statistik (accessed 16/6 2026). “Member Churches:
Church of Sweden,” https://lutheranworld.org/member-churches/search?field n_coun-
try=SE&vkey=328215743 (accessed 16/6 2026). Thidevall 2026b: 9.
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the 1970s been characterized by a steady decline. During the 1970s, more than
90% of Swedes were members of the Church of Sweden. Today, membership
stands at around 50%, and the downward trend shows no signs of abating.*!
After Christianity, the second largest religious tradition in Sweden is Islam,
which consists of roughly 2.5% of the population. This number includes both
Sunni and Shia branches of Islam, as well as other smaller Muslim denomina-
tions.”* Aside from Christianity and Islam, Sweden is also home to various
other faith traditions, such as Judaism and Buddhism.52

Even if religious affiliation in Sweden on paper seems high—with roughly
50% being members of the Church of Sweden, and roughly another 12% being
self-described adherents of other faith traditions—the statistics show a more
complex picture.’>* While the majority of the Swedish population report being
members of a religious community, self-reported engagement in religious ac-
tivities or religious belief (as defined in current reports) remains low.’? These
findings point to a society where religious membership could be considered
to be more about belonging— to borrow Grace Davie’s terminology—than
believing.’?* Membership in the Church of Sweden is often viewed by many
as a marker of cultural belonging rather than of religious belief, with a signif-
icant number of Swedes being categorized as “cultural Christians.”s?

Regardless, even if one could consider Sweden a secularized country, there
is no escaping the influence of Lutheranism on Swedish society, and of pre-
vailing societal views on religion.’?® The kind of secularism we can observe in
Swedish society is one that has been conclusively shaped by state-church Lu-
theran Christianity. The Lutheran church is an institution that historically
dominated the religious landscape of Sweden, and to this day remains strongly
associated with the Swedish nation and culture. Thus, scholars such as David
Thurfjell and Erika Willander categorize the Swedish majority culture as a
post-Lutheran one, and this is in no small part connected to the historical re-
lationship between the Swedish state and the Church of Sweden.>?

321 “Syenska kyrkans medlemsutveckling ar 1972-2025,” https://www.svenskakyrkan.se/filer/
1374643/Medlemmar%?20i%20Svenska%?20kyrkan%201972-2025.pdf?id=3016165 (accessed
16/6 2026).

522 With Sunni being the larger of the two. Willander & Stockman 2020: 15, 28, Willander
2019: 22.

523 Willander & Stockman 2020: 15.

324 Willander & Stockman 2020: 14-15.

525 Willander & Stockman 2020: 10, 18-19.

326 Davie 2015: xi. See also: Davie 1994.

327 Bven if these results can be nuanced, the reality remains that a large part (if not the majority)
of the Swedish population do not consider themselves to be religious, and do not view religion
as something important in their lives. Thurfjell & Willander 2021b: 329, Thurfjell & Willander
2023: 7, 39, Thurfjell & Willander 2021a: 298-301.

328 For instance, the research of Jenny Berglund has demonstrated how the allegedly secular
religious education in Sweden remains marinated in Lutheran Protestantism. Berglund 2022:
111-121.

529 Thurfjell & Willander 2021b: 309-316.
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The traditional privileged position of the Church of Sweden—owing
(among other things) to gradually diminishing membership, the rise of reli-
gious and cultural diversity in Sweden, and the loss of its position as a state
church—has become increasingly challenged in modern times.* This chal-
lenged position has likewise resulted in a shift in the church’s view of itself
and its role in Swedish society.”*! Sweden, until the 1960s, could be described
as unusually culturally, ethnically, and religiously homogeneous.’** During
the 17™ century, national identity in Sweden became strongly associated with
religious belonging, specifically Lutheran Christianity.’** It was during the
Reformation, when the Swedish church adopted a Lutheran confession, that
we also see the emergence of new laws that were implemented in order to
undermine foreign religious influence. Anything that threatened the reli-
gious unity of the kingdom was seen as a direct threat to the social and political
stability of the nation as well. Swedish national belonging was thus strongly
tied specifically to Lutheran Christianity. These earlier draconian laws relat-
ing to religious belonging—which served to cement a national religious unity
in Sweden—gradually declined from the end of the 18" century onwards.>*
Yet the dominance of Lutheranism was never challenged. During the latter
half of the 20" century, Sweden—like many other European countries—un-
derwent a huge demographic shift regarding religion. At the beginning of the
20" century, while religious minority groups were present, they constituted a
very small proportion of the population. With increased immigration, interna-
tionalization, and globalization during the latter half of the 20" century, this
picture gradually began to change, and served to weaken the religious uni-
formity of Swedish society and the dominance of Lutheran Christianity.>*®
Nevertheless, the close connection between the Swedish state and the Church
of Sweden remained strong well up until the end of the 20™ century, and it was
not until 2000 that the ties were formally severed.>*” Despite this formal sep-
aration from the state, the church remains strongly associated with the Swe-
dish nation and its people.

Even if the Lutheran church is no longer a part of the state, the idea of the
Church of Sweden as a folkkyrka (folk church) has remained central to its self-
understanding.”*® As noted by Anne-Louise Eriksson, despite the church’s un-
certain position there is still an expectation among its members that the church

3301t could be understood as a people’s church in minority. See for example: Thidevall 2026a.
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Andersson & Sander 2009: 30.
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311-319.
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is supposed to be a church for the people.®*® Since the start of the 20™ century,
the folk church idea has remained fundamental to how the Church of Sweden
understands its identity and mission.’* Although the meaning of the concept
has evolved over time, it could be understood as denoting a church that is
closely connected to the people and to the public sphere.*! Yet, there are dif-
ferences in opinion about who constitutes “the people.” 32 Is the Church of
Sweden a church of the Swedish people, specifically ethnic Swedes? Or of
other groups as well? Many in the Church of Sweden, such as those inter-
viewed by Kristina Helgesson Kjellin in her anthropological study, perceive
the concept of a folk church as a church inclusive of everyone, including non-
members and people not of Swedish ethnicity.’*® According to those inter-
viewed by Helgesson Kjellin, this openness was perceived as central to both
Lutheranism and the church’s identity.** Therefore, while the concept of the
folk church remains central to the Church of Sweden’s self-understanding, it
is a contested concept, as one could speak about two different views: one view
emphasizes preservation, while the other stresses pluralism and openness.
The increased pluralism in Swedish society has resulted in in the Church
of Sweden becoming more multireligious and diverse.*** Membership in the
Lutheran church is not a requirement for participation in church activities. An-
yone can participate in the language cafes, youth programs, and similar events
organized in the church’s many congregations. Thus, it is not uncommon for
individuals from other religious backgrounds to take part in these events. It is
also not uncommon for individuals to be members of the Church of Sweden,
yet self-identity, for example, as a Muslim.* While the vast majority of
Church of Sweden members are individuals who have been born in Sweden
(and whose parents have been born in Sweden), roughly 7% of Church of
Sweden members are individuals who have a migrant background, having ei-
ther been born in another country or having parents who migrated to Swe-
den.**” Therefore, the Church of Sweden, paradoxically, could be considered
Sweden’s largest migrant church.*® As discussed by Thurfjell and Willander,
these changes have resulted in the Church of Sweden also having members
who self-identity as Muslim, as opposed to Lutheran Christian.’* Thurfjell
and Willander argue that this reality could be tied to the popular understanding
that membership in the Church of Sweden is not necessarily regarded as a
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declaration of religious belief—instead, it is commonly considered an expres-
sion of Swedish national identity.’*® Thus, one may reason that some might
see no contradiction with being both a Muslim and a member of the Church
of Sweden.

Another factor that may explain why people with a migrant background
join the Church of Sweden is its humanitarian engagement with refugees.*!
The Church of Sweden has been actively involved in providing humanitarian
assistance to refugees and criticizing governmental asylum policies since the
Second World War.*? This engagement was brought to the fore in the wake
of the so-called European refugee crisis in the year 2015. In 2017 it was re-
ported that over 80% of parishes and congregations were engaged in some
kind of work with refugees.*>* Congregations would, for instance, support new
arrivals, informing them of the Swedish asylum process, and organizing ac-
tivities for refugees.

In connection with this, it is no coincidence that a significant number of
individuals with a refugee background have become members of the Church
of Sweden, as they came into contact with the church through its humanitarian
outreach. The church also provided an important social context for youth who
found themselves alone in a foreign country.’** This reality has been discussed
by Jonathan Morgan in his research on unaccompanied refugee minors who
became members of the Church of Sweden.** That some people aided by the
church found the message of Christianity appealing is perhaps not surprising,
but the conversion of refugees also became a challenge for the church in the
context of their humanitarian engagement.5* The baptism of people who were
at risk of deportation meant that they could risk persecution and violence in
their countries of origin. This presented a moral and theological dilemma for
church congregations.’”” These challenges regarding the conversion of indi-
viduals with a refugee background notwithstanding, the fact remains that a
significant number of individuals from a Muslim background living in Swe-
den have converted to Lutheran Christianity.

The Church of Sweden and Islam

Historically, the attitude of the Church of Sweden toward other faith traditions
has not been one of tolerance. On the contrary, for many hundreds of years,
what fell out of the sphere of accepted religious belief was persecuted with
extreme prejudice. Directly after adopting a Lutheran confession in 1593, all
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other religious traditions were outlawed in Sweden.>*® In the Church Law from
1686, it was clearly stated that “Jews, Turks, Moors and Heathens, who enter
the Kingdom are to be instructed of our true Doctrine, and promoted to Bap-
tism and Christianity.” >* To refuse could have entailed execution or exile.

Today, the picture is rather different. Since the end of the 20" century the
Church of Sweden has promoted interreligious dialogue and an openness to
other faith traditions, Islam among them.® This is in large part owing to Swe-
den becoming a more pluralistic country. While there is historical evidence
that individual Muslims may have lived in—or traveled through—Scandina-
via during the Middle Ages, it was not until the middle of the 20" century that
Islam started to become a societal presence in the country.’!

Various forms of interreligious engagement exist at all levels of the na-
tional church organization—from the local congregational level, up to the re-
gional and national levels.’®* The church has produced numerous statements
and policy documents addressing its relationships with other faiths, and is ac-
tively engaged in ecumenical and interreligious organizations.’®® For example,
in 1996 the Church of Sweden started a project to promote understanding be-
tween Christians and Muslims in the increasingly pluralistic Swedish context.
The project, “Kunskapsutveckling for motet med islam,” produced a series of
books, and aimed to meet the needs of congregations facing increased inter-
action with Islam and Muslims.>** However, this openness had garnered criti-
cism both from within and outside the church, where some believe that the
church ought to set a clearer boundary against Islam.>®

In addition to initiatives undertaken at the institutional level, it is important
not to overlook the everyday interreligious encounters that contribute to posi-
tive relations between Lutheran Christians and Muslims at the local level. One
example of such an initiative aimed at strengthening interreligious relations
was when the Ersboda Church in Umeé invited both Muslims and Christians
to share a meal together to mark the end of Ramadan.** Such interactions re-
flect the emphasis many members of the church place on fostering construc-
tive interreligious relations in everyday life.
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The central ruling bodies and official channels of the Church of Sweden—
while not holding a fixed theological position—promote a theology of reli-
gions that emphasizes a “constructive” and “inclusive” approach to other faith
traditions, where “pride and humility” are central terms.’®” A focus is put on
fostering good relations with people of other faiths, and combatting xenopho-
bia attitudes such as islamophobia.3*

How such ideals are to be realized in practice, however, remains a more
complex issue. As noted by Kajsa Ahlstrand in relation to Christian—-Muslim
relations in Sweden, Islamophobia and prejudice against Muslims in Sweden
is a great concern.’ Out of all the world religions, Islam is generally the reli-
gion that is viewed the most negatively by Swedes.”’® Media researcher Len-
nart Weibull, through his research, has demonstrated that the one religion of
which Swedes have had consistently the most negative view since the turn of
the century has been Islam.””' In Swedish media, Islam and Muslims are often
presented in connection with violence, terrorism, or societal tensions.””* The
first studies of Muslim representations in Swedish media were conducted dur-
ing the 1990s, and this trend has persisted since then.’”

Thus, in the Swedish context, Islam is commonly positioned as the reli-
gious and cultural Other, and this is a part of the context in which my partic-
ipants came to be members of the Evangelical Lutheran Christian Church of
Sweden. Thus, it stands to reason that some individuals with a Muslim back-
ground may feel like an Other in Swedish society. Among those I interviewed
from mainline Church of Sweden congregations, a number of narratives con-
nect the conversion journey—often preceding the conversion itself—with
feelings of estrangement, being out of place, or simply not feeling at home.
As demonstrated by Lewis Rambo, a change in religious affiliation (a con-
version) is often preceded by a form of crisis, and this crisis can take a variety
of different forms.’™ Feelings of estrangement could be viewed as one such
crisis.
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Homelessness, Self-Actualization, and Home

In the accounts of those I interviewed, there is a clear tendency to present the
process of conversion as a journey from estrangement (or homelessness) to-
ward self-actualization—a search for a form of faith that aligns with the inner
self and offers a sense of being at home. Conversion to Christianity is pre-
sented as an attempt to rectify these feelings of estrangement and to find a
religion that suits one’s innermost authentic self. Christianity in these narra-
tives is presented as a welcoming home where one is free to be oneself. How-
ever, these narratives also illustrate how participants describe the difficulties
in navigating between different identities.

Estrangement and Homelessness

And I am a lot for human rights, women’s rights and [---] I got angry about
how it all looked, and I just felt: no. But it was a rebellious feeling from my
side. Like, now I’'m going to break the norms. So, I don’t have this story that
maybe some others have, a big deal that it is dangerous, now I am switching. I
felt that I don’t feel at home.’”

A number of my participants described feelings of unease connected to not
feeling at-home in their former faith. This state of being, marked by this un-
ease, could be termed estrangement. What I define as estrangement (or home-
lessness) manifests as a pervasive sense of uncertainty, where ontological in-
security, rather than security, shapes one’s state of being.’® It is a form of
existential disorientation in which the individual no longer feels fully at home
in their current identity or social group. When I use estrangement as an ana-
lytical category in this chapter, I am referring to a state of mind as described
in these narratives in which the individual presents themselves as feeling a
sense of homelessness (or non-belonging) in relation to their previous reli-
gious affiliation.

One of my participants, Shirin, described in her narrative being troubled
by a form of “cognitive dissonance” about her relationship with Islam.577 Alt-
hough her conversion was not preceded by a crisis, her turning toward Chris-
tianity is presented as a result of her growing alienation from Islam. During
our interview, Shirin explained how, as a small child, she became interested
in Christianity after moving to Sweden from North Africa with her mother
(who was of Swedish descent). She had originally tried to live as a devout

375 “Och jag dr mycket for minskliga réttigheter, kvinnliga rittigheter och [---] jag fick damp
om hur det hela sag ut och jag bara kinde att: nej. Men det var san upprorisk kénsla fran min
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andra har, virsta grejen att det dr farligt, nu ska jag byta. Jag kénde att jag kénner inte mig
hemma.” Selina 11/10/2023.
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Muslim child—having been raised in an Islamic way when living with her
father—but found it difficult as she, her brother, and her mother had moved
to a small Swedish town where there were no other Muslims.””® Early in her
life she considered herself to be both Christian and Muslim. As she put it, she
“saw no polemic” between Christianity and Islam, and had decided to be bap-
tized when she was in middle school because, in her words, “[W]hy not?”*”
In her mind, Christianity and Islam were basically the same religion.’®® How-
ever, as her father—who had stayed behind in his home country—became in-
creasingly involved in militant Islamic groups that propagated violence, Shirin
began to feel more and more disconnected from Islam. With the rise of ISIS
and the terrors they committed becoming increasingly visible in Swedish and
international media, Shirin spoke of finding it difficult to think of herself as a
Muslim. After all, were not these self-proclaimed Muslims committing hor-
rendous acts of violence in the name of Islam? Being one of the only people
from a Muslim background living in her town, she had few resources to coun-
ter this narrative. When classmates in school would assert that Islam was a
religion of violence, she found it difficult to dispute their claims.*®'

I still never had anything against Islam or Muslims. But I distanced myself
more clearly from Islam after that. Just like [to get] some self-distance from it.
A bit like this that I am not like my father. So, yes. So, there I sort of got like
a... vaguely negative view of Islam.%?

This resulted in what Shirin described as a form of cognitive dissonance: she
could not reconcile her Muslim identity (which she valued) with what she saw
on the news, or what she had heard about her father. Thus, she found it in-
creasingly difficult to think of herself as a Muslim. In her narrative, her turn
toward Christianity is presented as an attempt to resolve these feelings of dis-
sonance.

Shirin’s narrative provides one example of a reoccurring theme in a num-
ber of the analyzed conversion accounts, this being feelings of estrangement
connected with a sense of non-belonging.’®* Shirin’s story is unique, but her
feelings of dissonance and estrangement are shared by many of those I inter-
viewed. Another example is in the narrative of Jakob. Jakob presented the time
between his apostasy from Islam and his coming to Christianity as a period of
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jag ar inte som min pappa. S4, ja. Sa dar fick jag typ sa hér... en vagt negativ uppfattning av
islam.” Shirin 23/06/2023.

383 Similar to what Hartmut Rosa would categorize as “alienation.” Rosa 2019: 184, Shirin
23/06/2023.

116



emotional and social turmoil, when he acted out and started conflicts with oth-
ers.’® He considered himself an atheist during this period, but also a “noth-
ing.””® Explaining during our interview that he in a way felt like he was com-
pelled to become a Christian, as he could not continue living like he was, and
would not return to Islam.>¢

Like those of Shirin and Jakob, many of my participants’ accounts express
feelings of estrangement from Islam, in which they felt that their inner selves
did not belong in their previous religion. A central interest for researchers in
the field of sociology pertains to the relationship between the self, belonging,
and society.”® As Vanessa May argues in her article, “Self, Belonging and
Social Change,” a sense of belonging plays a central role in connecting a per-
son to the social, the self, and society, which are viewed by May as mutually
constitutive.”® May—albeit being clear that belonging should not be taken for
granted as something superior to not belonging—writes that not-belonging is
a state “characterized as a sense of unease.””® When an individual feels that
they do not belong, there is a risk that their ontological security becomes
threatened.™” “Ontological security” refers to a mental state derived from a
sense of order and continuity in relation to one’s life, which is connected to
the emotional and psychological wellbeing of individual persons.””’ When a
person then feels that they do not belong, perhaps in a community or in a place
where they previously felt at home, this can result in ontological insecurity.***
Individuals seek ontological security; so when this security is threatened they
will attempt to rectify this and to find a place where they feel that they can
belong. In the accounts of my participants, feelings of estrangement are com-
monly presented as the product of dissonance between their inner selves and
the religion into which they were born—and so, they seek an alternative.

To Thine Own Self Be True

I was born in a Muslim household. I learnt to pray [five] times a day, go to the
mosque, from my father and family, and everything. But yes, I always had a
feeling that something was missing in this, and what I found out later in life
was that... yes, it was actually a belief. It was not like I believed in Islam. It
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was like a habit for me, so it was no faith. And then I thought that was
strange.>”

The estrangement, or homelessness, described by those I interviewed is com-
monly connected to feelings of alienation from Islam—feelings that in their
accounts prompt them to search for a religion that better suits them and their
inner beliefs.®* The conversion journey is presented as a process in which the
convert seeks to find what could be described as their “authentic self,” or a
religion that better fits their sense of self, or their inner morality. Selina, for
instance, contrasts her inner moral values with what she perceives to be the
treatment of women in Islam.®5 Another example is Ali, who begins his nar-
rative by voicing that, from the beginning, he felt that something was missing
in Islam.®¢ To take a third example, we have Marcel, who described how,
since childhood, he had felt that he and his family had never truly been Mus-
lim.*7 In all three cases, we can observe a conflict between Islam and what
could be described as their innermost beliefs or sense of self. For instance,
Marcel’s description that he never felt that he truly was a part of Islam was a
way to express a tension between what could be categorized as his true self
(and the true selves of his family) and his former religion. As a result, Chris-
tianity becomes positioned as a return to a more authentic self in these narra-
tives. This is similar to the way in which the converts to Orthodox Christianity
in Daniel Winchester’s study present their conversion as a discovery of their
truest selves.**® Winchester connects this both to Eastern Orthodox theologies
and to the conceptions of contemporary culture, which positions the “true self”
as an ideal to strive toward.>”

In The Ethics of Authenticity, Charles Taylor points to there being Christian
and theistic roots (referencing Augustine of Hippo) behind this notion of the
innermost self.° While the modern ethics of authenticity are generally not
understood as a religious ideal, 1 argue that one can find similarities in
Protestant thought—specifically, in the writings of Martin Luther (who was
heavily influenced by Augustine), one can discern such tendencies.®®' As
demonstrated by Marilyn Harran, over the course of his life Luther came to
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the belief that God works the necessary preparation for conversion in individ-
uals.®? Thus, according to Luther and other theologians like him, the individ-
uals inner desire for conversion could be understood as coming from God, and
this pursuit of an authentic (Christian) self could be considered the work of
God in the individual.

Not all of the narratives follow this pattern of going from estrangement to
finding a home in Christianity. Adam did not refer to any great feelings of
alienation or estrangement prior to his conversion. Rather, curiosity was pre-
sented as the central driving factor in his story. Nevertheless, one could dis-
cern glimpses of him being dissatisfied with his former faith in his narrative
and seeking a place where he better fitted in—for instance, in the way in which
he described looking to find something that felt more like his “personality.”*"
As he put it, he “found more of myself” in Christianity.***

But like I said, it was more out of curiosity, and to find calm. Something which
feels more like my personality, you can say, calm and stuff. So then I got in-
terested, went more to church. I was a part of the confirmation and things like
that, and later I was eventually baptized.®

Through the emphasis placed on self-actualization, the narratives of my par-
ticipants connect their stories to the moral narrative of modernity. As I have
contended previously, the moral narrative of modernity emphasizes the eman-
cipation of the human subject, which is connected to the individual’s freedom
to pursue an authentic inner self. Self-actualization—including the search for
a religion that resonates with one’s authentic self and meets one’s needs—is
closely tied to this moral narrative.

The participants in the present study largely framed their conversion expe-
rience in this way, that is to say, as a journey of self-actualization. What could
be observed in the narratives of Ali, Selina, and Marcel is a presentation of
how, through their conversion, they become true to their authentic selves.®®
Similar themes could also be found in the Narratives of Adam, who wanted to
find a religion that suited him better; Jakob, who felt that he “could not be
such a person” when discussing Islam; and Shirin, whose entire narrative is
about finding a balance between two conflicting parts of herself.®’ Last, we
have Lina who, in her exploration of different religious institutions, finally
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found Christianity to be the one that appealed to her most.®® Thus, these nar-
ratives present conversion to Christianity as a journey of self-actualization,
where the converts eventually find a home in Lutheran Christianity.

Finding a Home

I have no good [answer] to why I am doing this. Because I want to. Because |
feel at home. I have no other word. But that does not mean that I went to church
all the time, or that I read the Bible 24/7, because I don’t.5%

In the stories of these Lutheran Christians from a Muslim background, a ma-
jority share experiences that resonate with what could be described as finding
a sense of peace in Christianity or the church environment, encapsulating what
I term a sense of “at-homeness.” For the purposes of this dissertation, I define
at-homeness as the state of feeling “at home,” that is to say, a state of feeling
comfortable and relaxed in a certain environment or situation. In essence, the
narratives describe how, through their quest for self-actualization, these indi-
viduals find a new “home” in Christianity—a home not just in the physical
sense of the word, but as a place where they feel that they belong, and where
they can be themselves.

To describe the church or church buildings as welcoming and as a place
for everyone is a common motif in these conversion accounts. Lina underlined
in her narrative that, in the context of her local church, “It just felt a lot like
everyone had a bit of a place there,” recalling how welcome she had felt in
that space.®'’ The contrast in her narrative is striking: Islam, initially a bastion
of familiarity, transforms into a realm of unfamiliarity, while Christianity,
once foreign, gradually becomes more familiar than Islam.

The way in which Lina and Selina describe their local churches is similar
to how Ali presented his early interactions with the church after coming to
Sweden as a refugee. Like Lina, Ali described how at first this new environ-
ment was very foreign to him, but that he was drawn in by the welcoming
attitude of the congregation and the music in the church. That people would
sing psalms together in the church and that he was welcome to join in (despite
not being a member of the congregation) was intriguing to him. As he recalled:
“Everyone said welcome.”®"!

Charlie, another participant with a comparable background, similarly de-
scribed how going to a church first felt “a little strange.”'? Yet, in his interac-
tions with the church (such as visiting language cafes) he described feeling a

608 1ina 27/11/2023.

609 “Jag har inget bra [svar] pa varfor jag gor det hér. For att jag vill. For att jag kéinner mig
hemma. Jag har inget annat ord. Men det betyder inte att jag gick kyrkan titt som tétt, jag laser
Bibeln 24/7, for det gor jag inte.” Selina 11/10/2023.

610 “kéindes det bara vildigt mycket som att alla lite skulle platsa dér i.” Lina 27/11/2023.
611«Alla sa viilkommen.” Ali 8/09/2021. My empbhasis.

612 “Ljte konstigt.” Charlie 13/10/2022.
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sense of safety there; as he put it: “I become tryggare.”®'® Tryggare is a Swe-
dish word that is commonly translated as “safer” or “more secure.” It implies
a sense of safety, or that a person feels secure, in both an emotional and a
physical sense. During our interview, Charlie described how this sense of
safety and the fact that his mental state improved after visiting the church led
him eventually to asking the local priest to baptize him.®'*

The narrative of another participant, Rahim, exemplifies a similar trajec-
tory.S's In his narrative, he first explained how, living as a student in Sweden
during the pandemic, he felt isolated and depressed, and went to a non-profit
organization for support.®'® The non-profit, while not part of the church, was
working in collaboration with the local Church of Sweden congregation. He
was given a number and an address, and went to what he thought would be an
office, but what was in actuality a church building. He laughed when he re-
called that he first walked around the church in confusion: “I’'m looking for
the office, where is the office? I did not find any office.”®'” He had been wary
of going into the church, because he was afraid that he (being a Muslim) would
be kicked out, or forced to become a Christian.®'® After a while, a woman came
out of the church, called his name, and she showed him inside. Rahim re-
counted: “She said you are welcome, you can come here, we have coffee, tea,
and you can have fika [a snack],” “and she listened to me.”®'"” Rahim recalled
that he was so impressed with the care he received from the people working
with the charity, despite his not being Christian, that he decided to convert.®’
He explained that they “loved me like I am their son [...], I am almost five
years out of my country, so I never found love like this.”%*!

In their narratives, participants often describe feeling more relaxed and at
peace after becoming Christians and joining the church.®? They commonly
describe the church buildings themselves in positive terms, even if they may
initially have found them strange. The sense of community in the church is
also often emphasized as a source of comfort, such as close relationships with
other parishioners, staff, or priests.

The prominence of finding a home—or of belonging—in my interviews
has also been noted in other studies of converts to Christianity from a Muslim

613 “Jag blir tryggare.” Charlie 13/10/2022.

614 Charlie 13/10/2022.

615 Similar themes can also be found in Jakob’s narrative. Jakob 15/09/2021.

616 Rahim 22/06/2022.

617 Rahim 22/06/2022.

618 Rahim 22/06/2022.

619 Rahim 22/06/2022.

620 Rahim 22/06/2022.

021 “They loved me like I am their son. Like, you know, when I was small like five or four years
my family loved me a lot. Like [the organization], I am almost five years out of my country, so
I never found love like this. So, everyone loved me.” Rahim 22/06/2022.

22 However, it should be noted that not all participants emphasized this to the same extent.
Adam, for instance, did not say that he initially felt estranged or had any struggles before his
interest in Christianity. For him, he only expressed feelings of liminality after he had started
engaging with Christianity, but before he decided to convert. Adam 29/09/2021.
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background in the Swedish context. My own findings are not dissimilar from
the few previous studies examining Muslim—Christian conversion in Sweden.
Presently, there are two scholars of note who have focused on former Muslim
converts in Sweden, both of whom have conducted interviews with individual
converts. The first is Morgan, who has conducted research on unaccompanied
refugee minors with an Islamic background who have joined the Church of
Sweden, and how they find belonging in the church.®”® Morgan analyses this
theme from a few different angles—using different perspectives and terminol-
ogy to explore this dimension—in his different publications. In his article,
“Exploring Fictive Kinship among Unaccompanied Refugee Minors in the
Church of Sweden,” he uses (among other things) the term “fictive kinship”
to describe how these refugee minors establish a form of coherence and be-
longing in their new religious identity.®** In a later article, he discusses how
the two central themes of “conversion as agency” and “conversion as belong-
ing” emerged in interviews over the course of his research.?

The second scholar worth mentioning is Ebru Oztiirk, who has written an
article on Iranians in Sweden who join pentecostal churches, and how these
individuals—in order to combat existential anxiety—find a new home in pen-
tecostal Christianity.®*® In relation to both these scholars, I would argue that
Morgan, Oztiirk, and I (while using different concepts) are observing a funda-
mentally similar pattern in these conversion narratives.®”” This pattern is one
of a journey toward at-homeness (belonging), and self-actualization, where
the narratives present how the convert finds a new home in Lutheran Christi-
anity. Thus, contemporary scholarship concerning Christians in Sweden from
a Muslim background point to the significance of belonging in relation to the
conversion process. My findings align with this trend.

These narratives not only emphasize the significance of belonging, they
also illustrate how community narratives intersect with the individual narra-
tives of converts. Many participants—for example, Selina, Lina, Ali, and
Rahim—emphasized feeling welcomed and the welcoming nature of the
church in their narratives. The idea that “all are welcome” was identified in
the narratives as a significant aspect of the church and of Christianity.®*® This,
I would contend, exemplifies what could be described as a community narra-
tive in the Church of Sweden. It is noteworthy that a number of these converts
mirror the discourses presented by Church of Sweden staff and priests that I

623 Morgan 2020, Morgan 2019, Morgan 2018.

624 Morgan 2019: 167-178.

25 Morgan 2020: 44-51.

626 Oztiirk 2022: 224-236.

%27 Even if Morgan and Oztiirk do not focus solely on the conversion narratives of the converts
in their work, they do discuss these in combination with empirical observations and other inter-
views when presenting their findings.

628 Similar discourses can also be observed among the church workers and priests interviewed
by Helgesson Kjellin in her anthropological study. Helgesson Kjellin 2016: 229-243, 245-256.
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interviewed about the church’s humanitarian engagement with refugees dur-
ing my previous research.®”” The Church of Sweden’s commitment to open-
ness and welcoming has also been noted by other scholars.®** The emphasis is
on a church that welcomes anyone, does not differentiate, and has a place for
everyone, regardless of religion, sexuality, socio-economic background, or
ethnicity—and provides support for those who need it. I contend that what we
observe here is the community narrative of the aforementioned folk church in
action, a community narrative of “the Church of Sweden as a welcoming folk
church” that is mirrored in the narratives of these converts. While the concept
of the folk church is a contested one, what we can observe here is a particular
notion of the folk church being perpetuated in these narratives, one in which
the church is presented as a home for all people, regardless of their back-
ground.®' I have not found this mirrored in previous studies of the conversion
narratives of evangelical Christians in North America.5*? Thus, this emphasis
on the welcoming church could be viewed as a particular characteristic of the
Swedish context.

Among those I interviewed from the mainline Church of Sweden congre-
gations, their journey toward Christianity is presented as a journey of self-
actualization, from estrangement to finding a home in the Lutheran church.
However, even as converts describe their conversion as a journey toward self-
actualization and a sense of home, they also articulate feelings of being caught
between different identities during this journey.

Between Two Worlds

So, I went more to church and read. That is when there started to come more
[questions], how does it look here? How did it look there? Should it be that
way? Should it not be that way? It is something new, so you become mixed in
two different worlds. Then understand, you try to find who you really are. And
how are you to find yourself in this? And do you dare break with the old? Do
you dare trust the new? There are many questions in your brain .53

Participants describe the process of religious transition as far from straightfor-
ward; rather, it often emerges as complex process, with converts finding them-
selves caught between diverging identities. Another prominent theme in the

29 Sundstrém 2017: 70-71.

030 See for example: Helgesson Kjellin 2016: 229-243, 245-256, Holmberg 2019: 146, 357
358.

031 See, for example, the different understandings discussed by Jonas Idestrém. Idestrom 2012:
53-56.

32 For example: Stromberg 1993, Brereton 1991.

033 >S4 gick mer i kyrkan och liste. Det ér dér det borjade komma mer [frdgor], hur det ser ut
har? Hur det sag ut ddr? Skulle det vara sa? Skulle det inte vara sa? Det dr nagot nytt ju, man
blir blandad i tva olika vérldar. D4 forsta, forsoker man hitta vilken dr man egentligen. Och hur
ska man hitta sig sjdlv i det har? Och vagar man bryta mot de gamla? Vagar man lita pa det
nya? Det blir ménga fragor i hjarnan.” Adam 29/09/2021.
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conversion narratives of these Lutheran Christians is how they mention feel-
ings of “in-betweenness,” feelings of being caught between two different
worlds, and grappling with different (and often competing) identities. Of the
individuals I interviewed, this was most noticeable in the conversion narra-
tives of Adam, Shirin, Marcel, and Jakob.®*

Shirin’s description of her feelings of cognitive dissonance could be un-
derstood as a product of her in-betweenness as she was struggling to reconcile
her two identities and her two conflicting views of Islam. However, her con-
version narrative emphasizes how she eventually came to resolve this disso-
nance by integrating these two identities into what could be classified as a
form of dual belonging, in which she considers herself simultaneously Chris-
tian and Muslim.*** During our interview, she explained that, while she iden-
tified as a Christian, she considered herself culturally a Muslim, and followed
certain Islamic practices, such as entering a house with her right foot first.®*®
What Shirin’s story exemplifies is that in-betweenness does not have to be
something negative; in her narrative it is presented as a thing she had to come
to terms with and accept. Shirin is still very much in a space in-between Chris-
tianity and Islam, but this is a place where she is content. However, she de-
scribed that this form of dual belonging had been a challenge as well, as she
sometimes felt like an outsider in the church.®*’ She explained to me that one
of the reasons for this is that she felt that other Christians would rather she
more clearly renounce Islam.®*® As she put it: “Because the Church of Sweden
is the Church of Sweden, and you should believe in a specific Swedish-church
Protestant way.”%*’

Also connected with this theme of in-betweenness is the way in which eth-
nicity and nationality are emphasized in these narratives. For example, in Mar-
cel’s, Lina’s, and Shirin’s cases they all strongly emphasized their ethnic or
cultural heritage.*** Their narratives also revolve around reconciling their new
religious identity with their ethnic heritage. A commonality between Marcel
and Shirin is that, despite the differences in their narratives, they both clearly
distinguished themselves from the Swedish majority culture.®*' Shirin voiced

634 Traces of this can also be found in the narrative of Rahim. Adam 29/09/2021, Shirin
23/06/2023, Marcel 27/11/2021, Jakob 15/09/2021, Rahim 22/06/2022.

635 Shirin 23/06/2023.

636 Shirin 23/06/2023.

637 Shirin 23/06/2023.

638 Shirin 23/06/2023.

639 Lina likewise said that, as a convert, she sometimes felt like an outsider when other Lutheran
Christians reacted unfavorably to her critiques of the church. “For svenska kyrkan dr svenska
kyrkan, och du ska tro pa ett visst svenskkyrkligt protestantiskt sétt.” Shirin 23/06/2023, Lina
27/11/2023.

640 Shirin 23/06/2023, Marcel 27/11/2021.

641 A notion that was also shared by Selina, who emphasized the difference between her baptism
as someone from a Muslim background and the baptism of an ethnic Swede. During our inter-
view she explained that, when she was given the option to be baptized together with a Swedish
girl, she declined. Selina explained that she thought that it would diminish the weight of her
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pride in her Arabic cultural background, and her refusal to become (in her
words) a husblatte by rejecting her Islamic heritage.®** Similarly, while ex-
plaining that Christians with a Middle Eastern background face different dif-
ficulties than Swedish Christians, Marcel remarked: “You cannot become
Swedish. Right?”*?

While participants highlight their ethnic identities in their conversion ac-
counts, there is simultaneously a tendency to acknowledge the association be-
tween Swedish society, the Swedish majority culture, and the Church of Swe-
den. Shirin described the church as “extremely white,” and Lina said that, as
a convert, she felt that she was considered a little exotic by other members.5
If Lutheran Christianity in Sweden were not so intimately connected to the
Swedish majority culture, there would be none of these tensions in their nar-
ratives, and they would not feel the necessity to distinguish themselves from
it. Thus, while these converts do not seem to present their conversion to Chris-
tianity as a conversion to Swedishness, their narratives present a connection
between Lutheran Christianity and the Swedish nation—an understanding that
is also common in Swedish public discourse.5*

That ethnicity comes to the fore in these narratives is not surprising. After
all, my participants are not ethnic Swedes, and the majority of them came to
Sweden as children. In the article, “Another Kind of Swede: Swedish Youth’s
Ethnic Identity Narratives,” it is shown that youth from migrant backgrounds
more often wrote about ethnicity-related experiences.®** Other studies on eth-
nic identity in Sweden similarly emphasize the centrality of ethnicity and na-
tionality in relation to individuals with a migrant background.®*’ These studies
also identify a recurring theme among individuals with a migrant background
of feeling like an outsider in Swedish society. Thus, the attitudes expressed in
the conversion narratives of these former Muslim Lutheran Christians could
be viewed as similar to the experiences of other individuals with a migrant
background in Sweden.

While one might argue that conversion to the majority church in Sweden
is driven by a desire to integrate into Swedish society, I contend that this is
not the case, at least as conversion is presented in these narratives. In their
article on Muslims and post-Muslims in the Church of Sweden, Thurfjell and
Willander theorize that the reason so many self-reported Muslims and post-

decision to become Christian as someone from a Muslim background, as the Swedish girl would
never have understood what Selina was going through. If it had been a fellow former Muslim
who understood her situation, she would have been fine with being baptized together. Shirin
23/06/2023, Marcel 27/11/2021, Selina 1/10/2023.

%42 Husblatte, which could be translated into English as “house blatte”, with blatte being a de-
rogatory term in Swedish for an immigrant. This word specifically refers to a person of immi-
grant descent who seeks to mimic Swedishness in an attempt to become Swedish themselves
and is commonly used as an insult.

643 “Man kan inte bli svensk. Eller hur?” Marcel 27/11/2021.

644 “For svenska kyrkan dr ju véldigt vit. Extremt vit.” Shirin 23/06/2023, Lina 27/11/2023.

45 Thurfjell & Willander 2021a: 298-300, Thurfjell & Willander 2021b: 314-316.

646 Gyberg et al. 2017: 17-29.

647 See for example: Wikstrom 2007, Johansson & Olofsson 2011.
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Muslims are members of the Church of Sweden could be explained by a will-
ingness to integrate into society.*® Membership in the church is seen as repre-
senting a willingness to engage with the possibilities that Swedish society and
its largest church could provide, with these individuals viewing the Church of
Sweden as Swedish first and a church second.®” In contrast to the view es-
poused by Thurfjell and Willander, it is worth noting that those I interviewed
did not seem to view conversion to the Lutheran Church of Sweden as a turn
to Swedish majority culture or society. As a matter of fact, not a single one
explicitly presented such a view.**° Taking my own findings into considera-
tion, I would concede that, while integration may also be a factor, it would be
hasty to reduce this phenomenon simply to a will to integrate—especially
since my participants did not express such an understanding. Finding a home,
belonging, seems to be the central concern in their stories. But the narratives
also demonstrate that belonging is complex, and that one can still feel like an
outsider, even if one has found a new place to belong. I argue that these con-
version narratives present conversion to Christianity as fundamentally a jour-
ney of self-actualization, as opposed to conversion to conformity to the ma-
jority culture.

Concluding Remarks

In the conversion accounts of these Lutheran Christians from a Muslim back-
ground, conversion to Christianity is presented mainly as a journey toward
self-actualization. As I have argued, the conversion accounts tend to present
feelings of estrangement and homelessness in relation to Islam, alongside the
experience of finding a new home in Lutheran Christianity—a place where
participants feel they belong, even if that sense of belonging can be complex.
Conversion to Christianity is presented as a route to self-actualization, and
Christianity is presented as a religion that matches the authentic self of these
individuals. The accounts present a connection between Christianity and the
moral narrative of modernity, by portraying Christianity as a religion of pro-
gress, self-actualization, and emancipation.

The literature on Christian conversion narratives focuses mainly on the
narratives of individuals from an evangelical Christian background, a tradition
that historically put a heavy emphasis on personal testimony.®*! It is not sur-
prising that certain genre conventions become cemented, and are reflected in
the contemporary study of conversion narratives and understandings of what
constitutes a traditional Christian narrative of conversion. The classic narra-
tive conventions of this archetypical Christian conversion narrative present

648 Thurfjell & Willander 2021a: 309, 315.

649 Thurfjell & Willander 2021a: 315.

950 As I have argued. Instead, finding belonging and pursuing one’s authentic self seemed to be
the central concerns in these narratives.

651 See for example: Stromberg 1993, Hindmarsh 2005, Knight, Woods and Jindra 2005.
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the direct intervention of divinity into the lives of the converts and their radical
self-transformation. Yet, these are not the central themes described in the sto-
ries presented in this chapter.®*

While a change in self is mentioned in some narratives, this form of radical
self-transformation is not emphasized; nor is sin or repentance. In these nar-
ratives there is no mention of any radical personal change attributed to Chris-
tianity, even if many describe feeling calmer or more at peace after their con-
version. Rather, these narratives emphasize finding a religion that suits the
person’s (existing) personality, or the personal preferences of the convert.
Christianity is generally presented as a religion that better suits the convert’s
inner self, as opposed to a religion that transforms the self. The personal sal-
vation of the sinful former self, so prominent in the analyses of older historical
Christian conversion narratives, is not described here.’ Certainly, some of
my participants describe mental anguish, such as feelings of despair or loneli-
ness, yet there is little emphasis on repentance or guilt.

Another aspect worth noting, which separates these narratives from the
conversion narratives previously studied, is a de-emphasis on faith and the
divine.®** That is to say that, in these narratives, God is distant. The benefits
of Christianity are primarily presented as community, how it brings people a
sense of peace or calm, and that it has values that the participants find appeal-
ing.®*® In regard to the majority of the examined narratives from the Church of
Sweden, the direct intervention of God is not made present, except in the cases
of Marcel, Lina, and arguably Jakob. That is not to say that the tenets of the
Christian faith are unimportant, as many converts do emphasize, for example,
the view of God as forgiving and loving as being important to them. Yet, we
do not (generally) see these powerful instances of God actively intervening in
the lives of the converts. Instead, I have heard converts such as Rahim, who
stressed how the “love” he received from Christians made him want to become
a Christian himself.®* Or Ali, who disagreed with the Islamic understanding
of God and was frustrated by the prohibition against questioning, discovered
in Christianity what to him was lacking in his former religion.®®” The theolo-
gies espoused in these narratives emphasize what could be described as a cer-
tain understanding of the church, in which community and values (as opposed
to faith or belief) take on a greater significance. As discussed by Thurfjell and
Willander, there is a tendency in Swedish public discourse to consider the
Church of Sweden a cultural institution rather than a religious one, such that

952 The work of Peter Stromberg emphasizes the self-transformation of converts, and suggests
that the conversion narrative itself can facilitate this transformation. Stromberg 1993: 34, 14—
15, 129.

653 See for example: Hindmarsh 2005, Strom 2018.

654 For example: Caldwell 1983, Brereton 1991, Hindmarsh 2005, Strom 2018.

955 This was highly stressed in Selina’s conversion narrative. Islam, in contrast, was described
as less egalitarian. Selina 11/10/2023.

656 Rahim 22/06/2022.

657 Ali 8/09/2021.
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membership in the church becomes viewed as a statement of cultural belong-
ing as opposed to religious conviction.®*® Thurfjell and Willander posit that, in
public Swedish discourse, Lutheranism becomes something of a non-religious
form of religion, in which the categories of Lutheranism and secularity be-
come (paradoxically) intertwined.’® This is a reality that they present as con-
nected to historical developments in Sweden, which, among other things, has
resulted in the Othering of religion in public Swedish discourse.® A common
attitude is that “religion”—such as acts of religious observance and strong
faith convictions—is something that other people do, not Swedes.®! What we
are observing in these narratives could be considered an outcome of the influ-
ence of what I categorize as the public narrative of “the secular Church of
Sweden” on the conversion narratives of the converts. While all of those 1
interviewed professed a Christian faith, their reasons for membership were
often presented as being a result of their finding that Lutheran Christianity fits
them better than Islam.

However, these secular accounts, as discussed by Thurfjell and Willander,
could be considered to have underlying connections to Lutheranism.®? First
of all, there is little emphasis on religious rituals or other acts of religious ob-
servance, even if such events often are mentioned by the converts in their nar-
ratives.5® Instead, there is a much greater stress on the thoughts and inner life
of the converts, on their feelings and reflections. This could be (as argued by
Thurfjell and Willander) connected to the Lutheran principle of sola fide—
faith alone—which holds that human salvation is granted through faith rather
than through acts of worship or ritual observance.’** Thus, it is debatable
whether this connection is a direct consequence of conversion to the Church
of Sweden, or if instead they are a result of public Swedish discourse.®* I con-
sider the latter more likely.

Even when acts of religious observance take a back seat to the convert’s
inner life and reflections, these narratives rarely present theological doctrines
as the primary motivation for conversion. While personal beliefs are men-
tioned in these narratives, the church—and Christianity by extension—pri-
marily emerges as a space in which the converts felt welcomed and included.
These narratives illustrate a view of the church as a home, a place where the

58 Thurfjell & Willander 2021a: 300.

39 Thurfjell & Willander 2021b: 311-316.

960 Their research into the religious identities of Muslims and Christians in Sweden show how
both groups distance themselves from their religious heritage, although Christians to a lesser
extent. Thurfjell & Willander 2021b: 314-316, 329-332.

%! Thurfjell & Willander 2021b: 331, Thurfjell & Willander 2023: 7-10.

%2 Thurfjell & Willander 2023: 9-10, 39.

%63 For example, in Selina’s narrative a central event is her baptism. However, the focus is not
on the baptism itself, but rather on her reflections and thoughts on her family’s reaction to her
baptism. Selina 11/10/2023.

%4Thurfjell and Willander also describe sola fide as a characteristic of Lutheran theology that
has shaped popular Swedish public discourse on religion. Thurfjell & Willander 2023: 9.

65 Which is in turn influenced by Lutheranism through the historical connection between Swe-
dish society and state church Lutheranism. Thurfjell & Willander 2023: 9-10, 39.
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convert can be a part of a community and feel that they belong. In these nar-
ratives, converts frequently use words in relation to Christianity that convey
serene and tranquil mental or emotional states, such as safety, warmth, calm,
and peace—terms that are also commonly applied to describe the church en-
vironment. The notion of the Church of Sweden as a welcoming church where
all are welcome, I have argued, could be considered an incorporation of a cer-
tain folk church ideal (or community narrative) into the individual narratives
of these converts.

Last, we have in these conversion narratives a tendency to present the jour-
ney to Christianity as connected to the quest for authenticity or the discovery
and realization of one’s authentic self. Christianity is presented as a religion
in which one can be truly oneself, and a faith that fits with one’s inner sense
of self, which connects these individual narrative accounts (and conversion to
Christianity) to the aforementioned moral meta-narrative of modernity.

Given the prominence of the Church of Sweden in the Swedish context,
converting to Lutheran Christianity could be interpreted as an attempt to as-
similate into Swedishness. However, my research suggests that the situation
is much more nuanced. A recurring theme in the conversion narratives of the
Lutheran Christians from a Muslim background I interviewed is indeed about
belonging. Yet, they are fundamentally narratives about self-actualization, not
conformity. These stories often highlight a sense of “at-homeness” in the
church itself—being welcomed as one is—rather than conforming to the
broader Swedish cultural majority. They are stories about a search for a reli-
gion that matches the individual authentic self of the convert. Thus, these ac-
counts reflect and reproduce a connection between Christianity and the moral
narrative of modernity, in which Christianity is presented as a religion of pro-
gress, self-actualization, and emancipation.
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7. Liberation and Emancipation in the Persian
Congregation

In this chapter I examine the conversion narratives of Lutheran Christians
from a Muslim background of Iranian descent. The participants in this chapter
are all members of a particular Lutheran congregation with many Iranian mi-
grants who have formed their own group, to which I refer as the “Persian
group” or the “Persian congregation.” These participants stand out from the
other Lutheran Christians from a Muslim background I interviewed in Sweden
because of the emphasis they place on their shared Persian identity. As I
demonstrate, the narratives of this group display a distinct character, shaped
by influences from the Iranian Christian diaspora alongside elements of char-
ismatic Christianity. These overlapping community narratives intersect with
Webb Keane’s moral narrative of modernity, presenting Christianity as a reli-
gion of progress, self-actualization, and emancipation.’® Before I begin the
examination of their narratives, I first provide a brief introduction to the Per-
sian group itself, as well as to Iranian Christianity.

The Persian Group

The Persian group where I conducted my interviews and observations is not
an isolated entity; it is part of the Swedish Evangelical Mission (SEM), which
operates as an independent Lutheran movement in the Church of Sweden. The
story of SEM began in May 1856, and the original thought behind the initiative
was to spread the gospel to people within the borders of Sweden. SEM traces
its origins to the 19th century and was historically an evangelical revivalist
movement shaped by pietistic devotional practices.’’ The original aim of the
movement, as contended by Stefan Gelfgren, was to revitalize the Swedish
Lutheran Christian state church from within, and to counteract the influence
of the emerging non-state church movements (the so-called “free
churches”).®® However, the movement soon started missionary endeavors
abroad as well, such as in Eritrea where the first missionaries arrived in

666 Also linking Christianity to this meta-narrative. Keane 2007: 6, 47-55.

667 Gelfgren 2003: 205-212.

68 “Free churches” refers to Christian denominations that differed from the Lutheran state
church, and has been commonly used to describe other Protestant traditions. Gelfgren 2003:
208, 205-212.
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1866.5° From there, SEM has continued to grow as a movement both domes-
tically and abroad, and is now the largest independent church movement in
the Church of Sweden.®”® SEM puts, among other things, a pronounced em-
phasis on evangelization and individual piety, which differentiates it some-
what from what could be described as the mainline theology and practice of
the Church of Sweden.®”!

The Persian group is organized as its own independent SEM association,
and has around 100 members. It is one of a number of SEM congregations that
share the same church building. Most of the group’s members are converts
from Islam. Some converted while living in Iran, while others first came into
contact with Christianity after having arrived in Sweden. The group hosts
weekly church services in Farsi, and organizes a variety of different activities,
most of which are also held in Farsi. The group’s activities are not limited to
their local city either, as they also broadcast their Farsi services and Bible
study sessions live on Zoom, so that individuals in other parts of Sweden or
abroad are able to join in.

The priest of the Persian group has been the leader of the group since its
beginning, and many of my participants spoke of her as a significant character
in their conversion narratives. She is an Iranian woman who converted from
Islam after fleeing to Sweden as a refugee following the Iranian Revolution.
From my observations, she is a highly respected leadership figure in the group
and holds a clear position of authority.

It appears to me that this group, while located in Sweden, has a clear trans-
national character, both in how they view themselves and their activities and
in concrete examples of their praxis—a characteristic that is not unique to this
group. Prayers directed to Iran and Afghanistan, as well as for the Christians
living there, were a common occurrence during my fieldwork, with Afghani-
stan gaining extra attention from the group after the Taliban took over the
country in 2021. Therefore, this Lutheran Persian group, like the pentecostal
migrant churches in Stockholm studied by Katarina Westerlund, Torbjorn Ar-
onson, and Emir Mahieddin, view themselves as part of a transnational move-
ment and act accordingly.®’?

Christianity in the Iranian Diaspora and the Growing
[ranian Church

In Iran today, Iranian Christians are a minority, and Shia Islam remains the
majority faith.’”> While Iran is often portrayed as a religiously homogeneous

669 Lundstrom 2024: 31.

670 “yad vi tror pa,” https://www.efs.nu/efs/vad-vi-tror-pa/ (accessed 16/6 2026).

671 “EFS historia,” https://www.efs.nu/tro-och-uppdrag/efshistoria/ (accessed 20/6 2026).
672 Westerlund, Aronson & Mahieddin 2021: 1-2, Mahieddin 2020: 168—180.

673 Sanasarian 2000: 1-14.
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country, some surveys present a more nuanced picture, showing that the per-
ceived homogeneity of the Iranian religious landscape could be questioned: a
significant number of Iranians do not seem to identity as Shia Muslims, in-
stead considering themselves atheists or agnostics.®* Scholars such as Ben-
edikt Romer suggest that this lack of self-identification with Islam by Iranians
could be connected with an increased disillusionment with the Islamic faith.6”

Despite being a minority religion, Christianity in Iran has a long history.
For many centuries Iran has been home to Christians from Assyrian and Ar-
menian ethno-religious minorities who can trace their lineage back to the very
start of Christianity.®”® However, after the Islamic Revolution, violent state-
sanctioned oppression aimed at Christians, and the killings of Christian lead-
ers, resulted in many Christians choosing to leave the country.’’’ The Iranian
Revolution, also known as the Islamic Revolution, was a popular uprising in
Iran between the years 1977 and 1979 that resulted in the toppling of the Ira-
nian monarchy, and resulted in the genesis of an Islamic republic that contin-
ues to this day.’”® However, despite the oppression of Christians in Iran, nu-
merous Shia Muslim Iranians have chosen to convert to Christianity.®”® Patrick
Johnstone and Duane Miller estimated that roughly 100,000 Iranian Christians
lived in Iran in 2015, while Kathryn Spellman, in her 2004 study of Iranians
in Britain, estimated that around 20,000 evangelical Iranian Christians were
living in diaspora communities outside of Iran.*® However, these figures are
unreliable, as it is extremely difficult to ascertain exactly how many Iranian
Christians live in Iran or abroad.

Accurate estimates are difficult to obtain, as many Iranian Christians hide
their religious affiliation out of fear of persecution. Unless you are born into
one of the accepted ethno-religious Christian minorities in Iran, such as the
Armenians, converting to Christianity in Iran is a crime, so outing oneself as
a (former Muslim) Christian in Iran means risking harassment, imprisonment,
or worse.®®! In Iran, most Christian groups keep their activities secret, often
holding meetings in their homes as opposed to church buildings.®®? In Iranian
diasporic communities living outside of Iran, persecution by the regime is also
a present concern.®®® For the Iranian regime, anything that threatens the sov-
ereignty of Shia Islam in Iran is seen as a threat to the state.®** Thus, the regime

674 Tamimi Arab & Maleki 2025: 95, 118—119.

675 Romer 2024a: 156.

676 Sanasarian 2000: 34-44.

677 Rémer 2024a: 147-160.

678 Abrahamian 2008: 155-162.

679 Romer 2024a: 147—160, Darwish 2018: 45-72.

80 The number of Iranian Christians in the diaspora is most likely greater today. Rémer 2024b:
1-2. See also: Spellman 2004:169, Miller & Johnstone 2015: 2—18.

%81 There have been some cases where “apostates” have been sentenced to death—for example,
a pentecostal pastor who was executed in 1990. Afshari 2011: 140.

82 Miller 2016: 198.

83 This concern was also noted among those I interviewed—for example, Reyyan. Reyyan
20/08/2021.
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has constantly worked to suppress Christians and Christian influence in Iran
and in Iranian diasporic communities.®*

According to Miller in his dissertation, Living Among the Breakage: Con-
textual Theology-Making and Ex-Muslim Christians, one of the reasons for
this increased interest in Christianity—based on his research in diasporic Ira-
nian Christian congregations—could be that many Iranians have become dis-
illusioned with both Islam and the Shia Islamic Iranian government, and thus
they look to Christianity instead.*®*® Furthermore, Miller argues that the use of
Farsi in worship in some churches may have made the Christian message more
accessible to Iranians, which can be seen as a contributing factor to the number
of Iranian converts to Christianity.®” Many of these converts have become
members of evangelical or pentecostal churches.®®® Whatever their reasons,
despite the best attempts of the Iranian state, there are Iranians who convert to
Christianity. The individuals discussed in this chapter should be understood
in this context.

Crisis and Liberation

[TThey died of course. And then I felt like this, I feel terrible, I need to find
something which will make me feel good. So, I went to church. I really felt
like, how do you say? I felt calmer than before, and I felt that there is a God
that really sees to it that that all their children feel good and have the best. And
I started to become more interested in Christianity, because I feel this feeling
when I had lost my friends, like best friends, they really were angels, so I feel
like this, really, Jesus is my salvation.®®

Among the Lutheran Christians I interviewed from the Persian congregation,
a prominent motif in their conversion narratives is that their accounts of their
journey toward Christianity start with a form of crisis; but later, often through
powerful and emotional spiritual experiences, they are delivered from their
predicament. The emphasis on liberation, being freed from their state of inner
turmoil through divine intervention, is a theme in the individual narratives,
which mirrors a tendency in some of their narratives to link their personal

85 Rémer 2024b: 9-35.

686 In this context, conversion to Christianity could be considered a form of protest. Miller
2016: 177-180. Rzepka 2017: 188.

87 Miller 2016: 178.

688 Romer 2024b: 4, 31-34, Romer 2024a: 147-160, Rzepka 2017: 174, Miller 2016: 180-184.
%89 “[D]em dog saklart. Och da kinde jag mig sa hir: Jag mar jdttedaligt, jag méste hitta nigot
som kan fa mig att ma bra. Sa jag kom till kyrkan, jag kiinde verkligen sa hér, hur sdger man?
Jag kinner mig mer lugnare dn forut och jag kénner att det finns en Gud dir som verkligen ser
till att alla sina barn mar bra och har det bésta. Och jag borjade sdhér bli lite mer intresserad av
kristendomen eftersom jag kénner den dir kénslan nér jag forlorat tvd av mina vénner, alltsa
bésta vénner, de var verkligen dnglar, sd jag kénner sa hér, verkligen Jesus dr min salvation.”
Reyyan 20/08/2021.
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conversion (and emancipation) with the hopeful prospect of Iran’s future
emancipation from the Iranian regime. These themes in turn link their conver-
sion to Christianity to the moral narrative of modernity, and presents Christi-
anity as a religion of progress, self-actualization, and emancipation. However,
we can also observe a slight inversion of this narrative of modernity, as the
progress and emancipation envisioned by this group draws inspiration from
an older pre-Islamic Persian heritage—in essence, presenting progress (in
part) as a return to a historical and idealized past.

Crisis

A recurring theme in these conversion accounts (although not all) is the iden-
tification of a “crisis” as a critical moment in their narratives. In Lewis
Rambo’s celebrated book, Understanding Religious Conversion, the author
presents an integrative seven-staged model of religious conversion. In this
model the second stage is categorized by Rambo as “crisis.”®” In the study of
religious conversion, it is recognized that a person’s change in religious affil-
iation is often preceded by a crisis of some sort. In relation to my own partic-
ipants, they are in no way exceptions to this, as in their conversion narratives
many describe going through a form of crisis. For example, Ebrahem spoke
of how he struggled with mental illness and had recently gone through a di-
vorce; Anna also described being in a depressive state and mentioned other
personal issues prior to her conversion; Reyyan had two close friends die in a
tragic accident; and Chandra lost her sister to suicide.®' Nima did not go much
into detail about her life prior to conversion, but she mentioned in her account
that her father had been ill with cancer.®®> Therefore, while it is impossible to
know the circumstances of an individual’s conversion fully, a crisis is a central
turning point for many of my participants, at least as they portrayed their con-
version.

It is pertinent, but unsurprising, to observe that in the conversion narratives
incorporating a crisis, the adoption of Christianity is frequently depicted as a
remedy to the encountered difficulties. For instance, Ebrahem vividly de-
scribed the feelings of freedom and relief after he heard “the Word” and found
Christianity.®”> Before that he had been a devout Muslim, but nothing had
helped until he became a believer in Christ. Chandra also described being
helped by her turn to Christianity in dealing with her sister’s suicide, as she
believes that it was something that her sister wanted for her.®* Reyyan going
back to the church after the death of her two friends was also presented as

690 Rambo 1993: 4445,
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something that helped her to cope with the tragedy.®® Last, Nima described
how her father’s condition improved after she had prayed at the church for his
recovery, which she believes to have been God answering her prayers.®® A
crisis, therefore, in these narratives, could be described as a form of catalyst
that triggers an increased engagement with Christianity.

The resolution to these crises is usually portrayed as some manner of divine
intervention, often experienced through a spiritual or religious encounter, fol-
lowed in some cases by personal transformation. Thus, the crisis functions as
the narrative catalyst that sets the conversion process in motion and enables
the transition from suffering to freedom.

Liberation

When I worked at [a hospital] I met a lot of people who were angry and fighting
with each other. I was always sad. [...] And I say it: “God in Islam, God, I
cannot accept this life. This life is not from you, I cannot accept life, all these
inconsolable people, and all these people angry with one another.” And then |
found Jesus 27 years ago. I found and I heard the Word from Jesus Christ
through the Nejar channel in satellite tv. [...] Nejat in Persian means “salva-
tion”. And then I felt the truth. And Jesus says: “I am the way, and life, and
truth.”®’

Among those I interviewed from the Persian congregation, the majority con-
sistently presented their conversion to Christianity as a form of /iberation from
their personal crises. This stress on liberation in their narratives serves to high-
light the emancipatory potential of Christianity. In these narratives we can ob-
serve two types of liberation or emancipation: 1) The liberation of individuals
from sorrow, anxiety, or other forms of mental anguish, manifesting in mean-
ingful personal religious experiences; and 2) the liberation of the Iranian na-
tion.

Religious Experiences and Personal Liberation

Individual liberation in these narratives is generally presented as a direct ex-
perience of the divine, accompanied (for the convert) by intense or profound
emotional states. A trend that I observed in interviews with members of this
group is the prominence a majority give to powerful religious experiences and

95 Reyyan 20/08/2021.

9 Nima 11/06/2021.

097 “Nir [jag] jobbade pé [ett sjukhus] jag triffade m&nga ménniskor [som var] arga och sldss
med varandra. Jag var alltid ledsen. [...] Och [jag] siger det: ‘Gud i Islam, Gud, jag kan inte
acceptera det hér livet. Det livet 4r inte fran dig, jag kan inte acceptera livet, alla ménniskor
[som é&r] trostlosa, och alla médnniskor arga med varandra’. Och sen hittade jag Jesus for 27 ar
sedan. Jag hitta och jag lyssnade, jag horde Ordet fran Jesus Kristus via Nejar-kanalen i tv,
satellit. [...] Nejat [pa] persiska betyder ‘salvation’. Och sen jag kdnner sanningen. Och Jesus
sdger: Jag dr vigen, och livet och sanningen’.” Ebrahem 30/01/2022.
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emotions. In their narratives, they describe feelings of despair, sorrow, but
also joy and peace, in connection with spiritual experiences.

Feelings are important in many religious traditions, among them Christi-
anity. Christian theologians such as Friedrich Schleiermacher and Rudolf Otto
put feelings at the heart of religion.®”® For both Schleiermacher and Otto, reli-
gious experience was deeply connected with feeling and emotion.*® “Reli-
gious experience” is an ambiguous term, since it encapsulates everything from
hearing voices to seeing apparitions (with or without the use of sensory or-
gans), feelings of being in the presence of a greater power, or engaging with
objects that have a religious significance.”® It should be noted that, while re-
ligious experiences are not emotions, they are often presented as emotional
events—a tendency that becomes apparent in relation to the narratives of this
group.”™

The Iranian Christian participants described feeling personal connections
with God in various ways, or instances of God acting in their lives that are
presented as meaningful emotional experiences. In several narratives, the
manifestation of these events is described as a factor that promoted their in-
creased engagement with Christianity. Some of the participants described feel-
ing powerful emotions when first encountering Christianity that prompted
them to learn more. For instance, Reyyan described how she became curious
about Christianity after a relative told her family about their experiences in the
Persian congregation. Reyyan explained that she visited the church to see what
her relative was talking about, and while not going into much detail about
exactly what she felt, she recounted that she felt “a feeling” the first day she
participated in the church service.””® This event piqued her interest, but other
priorities in her life led her to stop visiting the church. Following the tragic
death of her friends in an accident, she found herself drawn back to church,
because she wanted to find a way to feel better again. She explained that, on
returning to the church, she “felt calmer than before.””’* Later in our interview,
Reyyan explained that, now that she is a Christian, she can feel God in her life
in a way she could not when living as a Muslim:

I wasn’t an atheist. I believed in God, but I had never felt God. Like, I could
never hear his voice and feel that he is in my life. It was just like, there is a
God, he is there, and such. But in Christianity I really got that feeling that he
is sitting next to me and he is there. He is there and I have been able to talk to

698 Marifia 2007: 457—470. See also: Schleiermacher 1960, Otto 1958.

99 Marifia 2007: 457-470.

700 Religious experiences can be defined simply as an experience that has some manner of reli-
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him. [...] But in Islam I just thought that it was me talking, and I couldn’t hear
him.704

In Reyyan’s account, the importance of her personal relationship with God
comes to the fore. Her description emphasizes the closeness of God. God is
not a being far away: in her narrative account, God is described as sitting right
next to her.

In her conversion narrative, Anna similarly recounted an encounter that, in
the terminology of Otto, could be described as a numinous experience. Otto
understood the numinous as an encounter with the mysterium tremendum et
fascinans—a divine mystery experienced as both awe-inspiring and beyond
rational explanation.”” In her narrative, Anna described how as a young
woman she fell into “darkness” and became trapped in feelings of despair,
wanting to die, as she saw it as the only way to escape her anguish.”® Yet, one
day when she was alone in her room, she encountered a presence that would
change her life:

Someone came. [...] It was thoughts and feelings that embraced me and said
that: “I love you, you are my child, and this is not your life. I have a plan for
you” [...]. I will never be able to forget it. And I got hope.”"’

After becoming Christian, when she attended her first Christian service, she
recalled that she felt the presence again and understood that the presence she
met that day in her room was Jesus Christ.”"

While it may not have been an encounter with the divine like Anna’s ex-
perienced, Chandra’s dream about her sister could still be considered a signif-
icant religious experience, one that led her to embrace Christianity.”” Chan-
dra’s sister had taken her life, and Chandra was grieving her loss by herself,
as her family was in Iran and she could not travel home.

Okay, then I had a dream that eventually took me to church. I had a dream
about her. It was on a Sunday, and before 11 o’clock, because I know that most
church services are 11 o’clock on a Sunday. At that time, I was living in [a
suburb of a large urban city], I remember. And then she came to my dream and

704 “jag var verkligen ingen ateist. Jag trodde pa Gud, men jag hade aldrig kéint pad Gud. Assé
jag kunde aldrig hora hans rost och kinna att han finns i mitt liv. Det var bara sa hér, men det
finns en Gud, han finns dér, och s&. Men inom kristendomen jag verkligen fick den dér kinslan
att han sitter bredvid mig och han finns dér. Han &r dér och jag har sa hér kunnat prata med
honom. [...] Men inom islam jag trodde bara det var jag som prata, och jag kunde inte hora
honom.” Reyyan 20/08/2021.

705 Otto 1958: 5-7, 12-41.

706 “mgrkret.” Anna 30/01/2022.

707 “Det kom nagon. [...] Det var tankar och kiinslor inom mig som kramade mig och sa att:
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kan glémma det. Och jag fick hopp.” Anna 30/01/2022.
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she said that: “If you want to meet me, then you go to the church, there you
can meet me.” And I will never forget that dream, it is still in my memory.”!°

Chandra recalled waking up from her dream, like “crazy people,” how she
rushed to a nearby church, and cried during the service.”'' Today, she is con-
vinced that her sister came to her in her dream, because Chandra’s sister
wanted her to come to the church. This is something that she is grateful for, as
it helped her to deal with her grief and led her to find God. “Then I got to
learn, sort of, how you can find peace, and how you can feel calm. Because it
was a lot,” she explained.”'? While Chandra considers an understanding of
Christian tenets important, she does not regard the intellectual dimension as
the central aspect of what she has learned as a Christian. As she put it: “What
I have learned is in here [lays a hand on her heart] and that I am happy for,
and life gets easier when you believe there is something up there.””"* A central
theme in Chandra’s narrative is how her engagement with Christianity led her
to acquire a new form of knowledge, which ultimately changed her life.

This emphasis on emotions, one’s heart, and feelings, sometimes con-
trasted with cognition (or reason), is similar to the trend observed by Linda
Darwish in her study of Iranian Christian conversion narratives.”'* Among
other things, she maintains that her participants demonstrated a “mind-sensory
binary,” that her participants moved away from cognitive reasoning to sensory
experience as their conversion narrative progressed.”’> While I have not ob-
served this exact tendency in my material, there was an undeniable tendency
for my participants to emphasize the significance of the emotional and mysti-
cal in their decision to convert. Their decision to convert was not described
primarily in respect of an appreciation of the Christian teachings (even if they
also stress their importance), but more as a reaction to profound religious and
emotional experiences.

Participants also described other instances of miracles and extraordinary
occurrences in their narratives, which they attributed to the power of God.
After becoming a Christian, Ebrahem described how he discovered that he has
the power to heal others though his prayers, a gift he explained that he has

710 “Okej, d& hade jag en drom som eventuellt tog mig till kyrkan. Jag hade en drom om henne.
Det var pa en séndag, och innan klockan elva. For jag vet att de flesta gudstjénster dr klockan
elva pa en sondag. Just d& bodde jag i [forort i storre stad], kommer jag ihdg. Och da kom hon
till min drém och hon sa: ‘Vill du tréffa mig, sa for du till kyrkan, dir kan du tréffa mig’. Och
jag kommer aldrig glomma bort den dédr drommen, for att det star fortfarande i mitt minne.”
Chandra 25/09/2021.

T “crazy people.” Chandra 25/09/2021.

712 “Sedan fick jag ldra kinna, liksom, hur kan man f& liksom ro, och hur man kan kéinna sig
lugn. For det var mycket.” Chandra 25/09/2021.
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used to help family members and others living in Iran.”'® Ebrahem also re-
called how a miracle saved him and his wife from being arrested at the airport
in Iran.”"” Anna, aside from the experience in her room prior to her conversion,
also described how she became “baptized in the Spirit” during an evening
when she was plagued by a horrible headache:

We were singing a song of praise, something strong came, something strong,
feelings that were only happiness. Only happiness. I was gone, [ wasn’t in the
world and I couldn’t speak. I was mute, [...] fantastic feelings. And when we
stopped, I sat, this feeling of having a cold was gone. It was 100% gone. Head-
ache was 100% gone, and it was only happiness. I told [the priest] here, [they]
said: “You were baptized in the Spirit.””!8

In these narratives, the divine is presented as an active agent who delivers
(emancipates) the converts from things such as grief and depression. In the
accounts of those I interviewed, these religious experiences coincided with
significant emotional states. Converts described how now, as Christians, they
could feel/ God in their lives where they previously could not, and that they
had been transformed by this experience. I categorize this tendency in my ma-
terial as a community narrative of “a personal, engaged, and liberating God.”
When examining these narratives, there are clear similarities between the par-
ticipants from the Persian group and the evangelical Christians discussed by
Tanya Luhrmann in her anthropological study, When God Talks Back: Under-
standing the American Evangelical Relationship with God.”"” Through her
fieldwork in an evangelical congregation in the United States, Luhrmann in-
vestigated the way in which evangelical Christians comprehend their personal
relationship with God, and how, in essence, they train themselves to be able
to perceive God in their day-to-day lives.” The emphasis on a deeply per-
sonal relationship with God and feeling God in their lives is one shared by
those I interviewed in the Persian congregation.

The centrality of a personal and loving God among Iranian Christians has
also been noted by Romer.”?' In Rdmer’s analysis of Iranian Christian media,
Christianity “is portrayed as a loving relationship between a directly accessi-
ble God and his Children”—in contrast to the what these Christians present as
the God of Islam.” The stress placed on the personal relationship between the
believer and God, and the tendency to present God as a loving “Father” whom

716 Ebrahem 11/06/2021.

717 Ebrahem 11/06/2021.

718 «“y7i héller pa sjunger lovsdng, det kom ndgonting starkt, ndgonting starkt, kénslor som var
bara gléddje. Bara gliddje och jag var borta, jag var inte [i] vdrlden och jag kunde inte prata. Jag
blev stum [...] fantastiskt kdanslor. Och nér vi slutade, jag satt, och den hér kénsla av forkylning
den forsvann. Den helt 100% forsvann. Huvudviark 100% forsvann, och det var bara glddje. Jag
sa till [présten] hér, [dem] sa: ‘Du blev dopt i Ande’.” Anna 30/01/2022.
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they feel as an active presence in their lives, is also present in my material.”
Therefore, this community narrative could be said to be prevalent in the Ira-
nian Christian diaspora as well.

During my fieldwork in the congregation, I observed how, during services,
congregants would testify about how God had acted in their lives. This could
be through conversion accounts, by offering examples of God answering pray-
ers, or other ways in which God (and the Holy Spirit) had manifested in their
lives.

Personal transformation is emphasized by some of these narrative accounts
as a result of conversion. The theme of how a conversion to Christianity is a
catalyst for personal transformation is exemplified by Reyyan’s narrative,
which starts with her interest in Christianity stemming from the feelings she
experienced in church.”?* Later in her narrative she describes how, after her
baptism, she felt the presence of the Holy Spirit and how this changed her.
After her baptism, she described that she became like a new person:

I decided to get baptized and then... Everything happened. Then you really
see, it is a rebirth. It is really like this, like they say that you don’t need to
change yourself to come to Christianity, you can be, whatchamacallit, sinful
and then come to Jesus. He will change you, he will send the Holy Spirit, and
he will meet you, and it was really like that for me. I thought I was a good
person, but like everyone else I lied [...]. There were a lot of different sins I
did, but I didn’t know they were sins and I thought I was a good person. But
when I was baptized, it was really like this, that the Holy Spirit came and
changed me as a person. So every time I started to lie I would get anxiety.”

Reyyan stressed that the Holy Spirit “makes you a better person,” emphasizing
that she felt that this is exactly what happened to her.”?® Ebrahem’s story is
similar to Reyyan’s account, in the sense that they both stressed a great per-
sonal transformation. However, while Ebrahem did not mention the Holy
Spirit, he described a comparable radical change in personality after having
what one could describe as a powerful religious experience, feeling freed from
his burdens, after hearing the Word of God.”” During our second interview he
reiterated that his healing from his depression was because of the Word, and

723 «“Fader.” Chandra 25/09/2021, Anna 30/01/2022.

724 Reyyan 20/08/2021.

725 “Jag bestdimde mig att ddpa mig och da... Allt hiinde. Sen s& man ser verkligen, men det blir
en rebirth. Det var verkligen sé dir, alltsa dem séger séhér att man behdver inte dndra sig sjalv
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kommer dndra dig, han kommer skicka Holy Spirit och han kommer méta dig, och det var
verkligen sé for mig. Jag trodde jag var en bra ménniska, men som alla andra jag 1jog. [...] Det
var méanga olika synder jag gjorde, men jag visste inte att de var synder och jag trodde jag var
en god ménniska. Men nér jag dopte mig, det var verkligen sa hiar Heliga Anden som kom och
andrade mig som person. Sé varje gang jag borjade ljuga jag fick angest.” Reyyan 20/08/2021.
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now he has learned to forgive the people who had hurt him in his life—such
as his older brother, who used to abuse him.”*®

In this congregation I observed (and heard mentioned during sermons) a
range of spiritual practices associated with the gifts of the Spirit, including
glossolalia (speaking in tongues).”” The theological orientation reflected in
this congregation, and among my participants, aligns more closely with char-
ismatic forms of Christianity than with the traditions of the mainline Church
of Sweden. One possible explanation for this tendency lies in the broader con-
text of Iranian Christianity in the diaspora, where a significant proportion of
believers are affiliated with charismatic Christian denominations.”® A major-
ity of the Farsi-language Christian media produced by these Iranian Christian
churches also share these theological leanings. Among those I interviewed,
one explicitly described first coming into contact with Christianity through
such channels. Ebrahem described first encountering Christianity through
Nejat TV, a Christian satellite channel primarily targeting audiences in Iran
and Afghanistan, founded by a former Muslim Iranian pastor.”?' Thus, such
transnational religious media may also influence the development of beliefs
and practices in the Persian-speaking congregation. At the same time, it is im-
portant to note that this group is also part of a SEM congregation. Given that
the SEM movement tends to exhibit a more evangelical orientation than the
mainline Church of Sweden, its influence may likewise shape the congrega-
tion’s theological outlook and self-understanding.’*?

Benjamin’s narrative, while different in many ways from those of the other
participants in this group, similarly reflects a deepening personal relationship
with God.”*® He recounted feelings of calm and relief that emerged during his
increased engagement with Christianity, emotions that led him to continue his
journey, ultimately intensifying his desire to convert. Although Benjamin did
not recount an encounter as profound as Anna’s, nor describe any form of
significant crisis, he nevertheless emphasized desiring a growing proximity to
God. In his words, Benjamin gave his “heart to Jesus,” and described a desire
to be “closer to him.””** Unlike more dramatic transformative experiences,
Benjamin’s account highlights a gradual, yet for him meaningful, deepening
of his faith and personal relationship to God after many years of searching: “I
have peace, I can sort of feel peace.””™

728 Ebrahem 11/06/2021, Ebrahem 30/01/2022.

729 It is worth stressing that the congregation classifies itself as denominationally Lutheran, and
through SEM is a part of the Church of Sweden.

730 See for example: Romer 2024b: 4, Romer 2024a: 147-166.

31 Ebrahem 11/06/2021, Oztiirk 2022: 226, “Nejat TV,” https://nejattv.org/ (accessed 20/6
2026), “Pastor Reza Safa,” https://nejattv.org/about/founder/ (accessed 20/6 2026).

732 See for example: “Vad vi tror pd,” https://www.efs.nu/efs/vad-vi-tror-pa/ (accessed 16/6
2026).

733 In many ways his narrative is similar to those of the mainline Church of Sweden participants
in his emphasis on searching and self-actualization, and feeling welcomed in church. However,
it is distinct in the way he also stresses his personal relationship with Jesus.

734 “hjdrta till Jesus,” ” komma ndrmare honom.” Benjamin 11/06/2021.

735 “Jag har frid, jag kan liksom kinna mig [ha] frid.” Benjamin 11/06/2021.
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Nevertheless, there is a strong tendency of the participants from the Persian
group to frame Christianity as a religion of personal liberation. This commu-
nity narrative of “a personal, engaged, and liberating God” connects their con-
version accounts to the moral narrative of modernity through its emphasis on
personal liberation—in other words, emancipation. Christianity, as presented
by my participants, is a religion that offers liberation from crises and a per-
sonal relationship to God who is an active presence in the lives of these con-
verts.

God’s Liberation of Iran

Personal liberation from different forms of crises emerges as a common de-
nominator among most of my participants from the Persian congregation.”s
However, in their accounts, and from my observations of this congregation,
there is also a clear community narrative that simultaneously hopes for the
future liberation of Iran as a nation. This narrative of “the future divine liber-
ation of Iran” emerges in three central ways: 1) through criticism of the Iranian
regime and the current state of affairs, framed as a form of rebellion against
the authorities; 2) through linking Christianity to a pre-Islamic Persian herit-
age; and 3) through the claim that God has a specific plan for Iran and its
people in relation to the nation’s salvation.

My dad, he works a lot, so he has never had the opportunity to come to church
[...]- But we talk about Jesus every day. We read the Bible for him, we put on
Christian movies [...]. And he says like this: “I want to become Christian, but
I am worried for when I travel to Iran.” And then we have our family in Iran,
all our relatives in Iran, he has his mother and siblings there, so I understand
his fear. [...] Like he could put his family at risk [...]. Ok, I can put my own
life at risk, but not everyone else’s. Even my relatives, they know that we are
Christian, but when we have video calls with them, from Iran, we never say
that we are Christian, because we think that maybe they, the government, are
eavesdropping.’’

In a majority of the narratives, the participants stress a critical view of the
current Iranian regime and its draconian practices. Yet, this is not presented
as a central reason for their conversion. One could, like Ebru Oztiirk, reason
that this dissatisfaction with the state of affairs in Iran and with the political

736 One exception in this regard is the narrative of Benjamin. While he stresses a personal con-
nection to God, his narrative does not center on a religious experience. His narrative about
finding God is more similar to those of converts from the mainline Church of Sweden. Benja-
min 11/06/2021.

737 “Min pappa han jobbar mycket s& han har aldrig haft den didr méjligheten att komma till
kyrkan [...]. Men vi pratar om Jesus varje dag. Vi ldser sd hér Bibeln for honom, vi sétter pa
sahér kristna filmer [...]. Och han séger sahér att: ‘Jag vill bli kristen, men jag &r orolig for nér
jag ska dka till Iran.” Och sen vi har vér familj i Iran, alla véra sléktingar i Iran, han har sin mor
och sina syskon dér, s jag forstar hans rédsla. [...] Assa han kan sitta hans familj i risk. [...]
Ok, jag kan sitta mitt liv i risk, men inte alla andras. Till och med mina slidktingar, dem vet att
vi dr kristna men nér vi sdhér har videosamtal med dem, fran Iran, vi sdger aldrig att vi &r
kristna, for att vi tror att dem kanske, regeringen, avlyssnar.” Reyyan 20/08/2021.
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regime, which is so strongly associated with Islam, could lead some individu-
als to seek religious alternatives.”s As argued by Oztiirk in her article on Ira-
nian pentecostal converts in Sweden, this tendency could be viewed as Iranian
converts losing faith in the mainstream political and public institutions of Iran,
and instead turning to Christianity to find meaning in an alternative religious
institution.”” Among those I interviewed one could observe similarities to
Oztiirk’s participants in the way in which they criticize the Islamic regime.
However, they do not express their decision to convert as being a political one,
initially stemming from dissatisfaction with the Iranian government. Instead,
it is described as a personal choice because of their belief in Christianity. Thus,
I—like Darwish, in her study of Iranian—Christian conversion narratives—
would caution against reducing the experiences of these converts to solely an
act of political rebellion, even if there are, of course, connections.” As dis-
cussed in the research of Reza Gholami, many Iranians in the diaspora are
critical of the Iranian regime and, by extension, of Islam owing to the two
being viewed as inseparable.”' Yet, not all of these individuals convert to
Christianity. Therefore, I reason that, while there may be merit in the argument
that Iranian Christians become attracted to Christianity because it is an alter-
native to the mainstream Iranian political and religious institutions, I would
contend that one cannot deny the significance of the personal experiences of
converts. After all, among those I interviewed, meaningful religious experi-
ences were more commonly presented as the catalyst of their conversion.

Nonetheless, in all of my interviews with individuals from this group, each
and every one highlighted that conversion to Christianity in Iran was strictly
forbidden, and that conversion entailed risk of imprisonment or worse, not just
for Christians, but for the family members of converts as well. Conversion for
these individuals is no simple matter, as it makes it dangerous to return to Iran,
and may put family members still living in Iran at risk. Even if they do not
present protest as the central reason for their conversion, the act of conversion
could nevertheless be interpreted as a conscious act of rebellion against the
Islamic regime, which views conversion as an act of political defiance.”* The
decision to convert, despite the risks it entails, connects the individual conver-
sion of the converts to the liberation of their home country. Thus, personal
conversion and national liberation become intwined in these narratives. In
turn, presenting Christianity as a religion of emancipation, one that liberates
individuals from oppressive structures, where the future liberation of Iran as a
nation in this community narrative intersects with a certain understanding of
Iran’s pre-Islamic history.

738 Oztiirk 2022: 224-236.

739 Oztiirk 2022: 225

740 Darwish 2018: 49.

741 Gholami 2015: 1-27, 105-125, 127-159.

742 As maintained by Marcin Rzepka. Rzepka 2017: 188.
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During my fieldwork with the Persian group, I observed a pronounced em-
phasis on a continuity or connection between Iran’s ancient history and Chris-
tianity, positing an ancient heritage distinct from Islam, in which Iran is a part
of the biblical story. During my interviews and fieldwork, I noted references
made to ancient Persia—for instance, the ancient Persian King Cyrus and the
kingdom of Elam, both of which are mentioned in the Hebrew Bible.”** King
Cyrus the Great (600-530 BCE) was the founder of the Achaemenid Persian
Empire, and is mentioned several times in the biblical texts, where he is pre-
sented as a liberator of the Jewish people from the Babylonian exile, and at
times referred to as a messiah.” Elam was an ancient kingdom that was situ-
ated in parts of what is now the modern territory of Iran, which is also men-
tioned in the Hebrew Bible. One example that references the kingdom of Elam
can be found in Jeremiah 49:38: “And I will set my throne in Elam, and will
destroy from thence the king and the princes, saith the LORD.”"** For Iranian
Christians, Elam has come to be used synonymously with modern day Iran
and connected to the “Elam Prophecy,” which has come to have a particular
significance among Iranian Christians, as it is generally understood to foretell
God returning to Elam, restoring it to its former glory, and freeing it from the
current regime.”® This tendency—and references to Elam and King Cyrus spe-
cifically—has also been observed by other scholars studying Iranian Chris-
tians in the diaspora, such as Romer.™

The emphasis placed on the Farsi language as opposed to Arabic is another
thing mentioned by Miller, which I also observed in the Persian congregation.
Almost all of the activities of the Persian group are in Farsi, including the
service and the hymns. Arabic is considered the language of the Arab invaders,
whereas Farsi represents a return to a pure Persian heritage.”® One of the par-
ticipants explicitly complained about having been forced to learn Arabic as a
child in order to recite the Qur’an without understanding a thing she said.’

In light of my fieldwork observations and interviews, it would seem that
these discourses relating to a pre-Islamic (Christian) Persian heritage are wide-
spread in this congregation. Considering the aforementioned findings of Mil-
ler and Romer in their research on Iranian Christianity, it would seem that |
have observed similar tendencies in this Swedish congregation, indicating that
these beliefs proliferate in the Iranian Christian diaspora.”’

743 The name “Elam” is also often used Iranian Christian media, such as “Elam Ministries”.
Romer 2024a: 152.

744 Romer 2024a: 152-154.

745 Quotation from the King James Version of the Bible.

746 However, there exist different interpretations among Iranian Christians as to how this proph-
ecy is to be understood. Romer 2024b: 176, 161-188.

747 Romer 2024a: 147-166. See also: Miller 2016, Rémer 2024b.

748 Miller 2016: 190-192.

749 Reyyan 20/08/2021.

730 Another way in which Iranian Christians showed their pride in their Persian heritage was by
celebrating Nowruz (Persian New Year). The Persian group I studied also regularly celebrate
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Aside from criticizing the regime and presenting conversion as an act of
rebellion, as well as emphasizing a biblical pre-Islamic Persian heritage, two
participants explicitly stated that God has a plan for the salvation of Iran and
its people. During my first conversation with Ebrahem, he was adamant that
only Jesus can save Iran, and that his coming to Sweden (and by extension
being able to convert to Christianity and openly practice his faith) was a part
of God’s plan.”' A similar sentiment was shared by Reyyan:

They talk a lot about Iran in the Bible and what the Iranian King Cyrus has
done. I really believe that Jesus is focusing specifically on Iran [...]. But we
have a lot of problems in Iran and people really need help, and they really need
to know the real God who is Jesus. So, I cannot answer, only God knows. But
I also believe that many Iranians have become tired of Islam, and they have
then found another religion. I don’t know exactly, but I think only God knows.
I believe that us Iranians need a lot of help. We do, so I believe that God is
focusing on our country [...]. Yes, it is like this with Iran that he will have his
Kingdom in Iran, Elam. [...] Freedom shall come to the country and such. But
we never know when. I don’t know exactly, but he has promised the people
that he will have his Kingdom in Iran, like he had in Israel.”>

Christianity in these narratives is construed as a truer, more authentic Persian
religion than Islam. It is described as a faith that can offer the nation of Iran
and its people liberation. As has also been noted by other scholars of Iranian
Christianity, the Christian religion is commonly presented as a “liberating
force” by Iranian Christians, and my findings corroborate their conclusions.’?
The conversion narratives of these individual Lutheran Christian Iranians
from the Persian congregation connect to this greater story of God’s plan for
Iran’s future liberation. It follows that the community narrative of “the future
divine liberation of Iran” is linked to the moral meta-narrative of modernity,
where Christianity is presented as a religion that offers emancipation. As |
have argued, the liberation described in these narratives encompasses both in-
dividual and national emancipation, exemplifying a vision of salvation in

Nowruz together in their church. Miller 2016: 190-192, Rémer 2024a: 158, Romer 2024b: 55—
9s.

731 Ebrahem 11/06/2021.

732 “Dem berittar mycket om Iran i Bibeln och vad Irans kung Cyrus har gjort. Jag tror verkligen
Jesus fokuserar just pa Iran [...]. Men vi har jittemanga problem i Iran och ménniskor behdver
verkligen hjélp, och dem behover verkligen kédnna den riktiga Guden som

ar Jesus. S&, det dr inget jag kan svara pa, det dr bara Gud som vet. Men jag tror ocksa att det
ar for att ménga iranier har blivit sd hér trotta pd islam, och dem har sa hir hittat en annan
religion. Jag vet inte exakt, men jag tror det &r bara Gud som vet. Men jag tror att vi iranier
behdver mycket hjilp. Det gor vi, sé jag tror att Gud fokuserar pa vart land [...]. Ja, det &r sddér
med Iran att Han ska ha sitt Kingdom i Iran, Elam. [...] Freedom skall komma i landet och sa
dar. Men vi vet aldrig nédr. Jag vet inte exakt, men han har lovat folket att han ska ha sitt King-
dom 1 Iran, som han hade i Israel.” Reyyan 20/08/2021.

733 Romer 2024a: 157.
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which both are understood as the result of God directly and miraculously in-
tervening in the lives of believers.

Concluding Remarks

In the theoretical chapter of this dissertation, it was stated that an underlying
premise of this study is that conversion narratives are social and cultural con-
structions. As I have argued throughout this dissertation, conversion narratives
ought to be viewed not only as the personal recollection of a person’s religious
journey, but also as a product of a dialogue between the individual, communal,
public, and meta-narrative levels. In the narratives of these Lutheran Chris-
tians from the Persian congregation, we can observe these interactions. In my
analysis, I have identified two prominent community narratives in this group:
the narrative of “a personal, engaged, and liberating God,” and the narrative
of “the future divine liberation of Iran,” both of which have been observed in
other Iranian Christian communities. These narratives present Christianity as
a religion of emancipation and thereby connect to the moral meta-narrative of
modernity.

While there is an emphasis on transformation in the conversion accounts,
there is (as with the participants discussed in the previous chapter) very little
emphasis on sin and repentance. Granted, there is more emphasis on sin in
these narratives—for example, in the account of Reyyan—yet it is not pre-
sented as a central part of their conversion.” Participants speak of the im-
portance of forgiveness, arguing that Islam lacks forgiveness, that the image
of God presented in Islam is one of a harsh judge rather than a loving father.”>
Participants do also describe being plagued by “darkness” (in the case of
Anna) or depression before their conversion.”® Yet, they do not present them-
selves as sinners in need of forgiveness, fearing for the state of their immortal
souls, unlike the men and women described by Bruce Hindmarsh.”’

These accounts commonly portray conversion to Christianity as following
a crisis, with the subsequent liberation often presented as the result of divine
interventions and religious experiences. These religious experiences are de-
scribed as significant and emotional moments that have a transformative im-
pact on the life of the convert, leading them to increase their interest in and
engagement with Christianity. God is an active agent in these narratives, and
an involved presence in the lives of converts from this group. The language
used in the narratives is relational and personal. In their accounts, participants
describe how they can fee/ God and desire to become closer to God. Some

754 Reyyan 20/08/2021.

755 Similar to what has been observed by Romer in his research. Romer 2024b: 153-160.
756 “mgrkret.” Anna 30/01/2022.

757 See for example: Hindmarsh 2005: 200-204.
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participants relate how they have given their “heart to Jesus.””>® Thus, the nar-
ratives emphasize the notion of the Christian Triune God as an engaged, lib-
erating, and personal deity.

Parallel to this community narrative of “a personal, engaged, and liberating
God” who delivers the converts from their personal crises is the broader Ira-
nian Christian community narrative of “the future divine liberation of Iran,”
in which some participants describe a belief that God has a specific plan for
the salvation of Iran and its people—something that has likewise been ob-
served in Romer’s research on the Iranian Christian diaspora.”*® In this narra-
tive there is a hope that God will deliver Iran and its people from the grasp of
the Islamic regime.

In a sense, this liberation is already taking shape in the efforts of Iranian
Christians to rediscover and reclaim their Persian heritage from Islam, and by
extension from the Islamic regime. In this congregation, there is a clear em-
phasis on and pride in their Persian heritage, language, and culture. My obser-
vations relating to the emphasis on a shared Persian cultural heritage in this
Iranian Lutheran Christian congregation have also been noted by other schol-
ars of Iranian Christianity. In his analysis of Farsi sermons from Iranian Chris-
tian churches in the diaspora and of Iranian Christian magazines, Romer calls
attention to the salience of national identity in relation to Iranian conversions
to Christianity.”*® Similarly, from his interviews with Iranian diasporic Chris-
tians, Miller convincingly argues that conversion to Christianity for these in-
dividuals is connected to a belief in reclaiming an authentic Persian heritage
from Arabic contamination. For Miller’s participants, Christianity is per-
ceived as an affirmation of “Persian-ness,” and Islam is presented “as a sort
of pollution that corrupts their otherwise great culture” that was imposed by
the Arabs.”®! What both scholars point to is that, for many Iranian Christians,
Christianity is presented as a more authentic Persian religion, and a way to
rediscover their Persian heritage, liberating it from the alleged corruption of
the Arabic invaders.” Thus, conversion to Christianity could be understood
for these Iranian Christians as both national and cultural liberation.

One would be hard pressed to argue, at least in relation to their accounts,
that conversion to Christianity for the participants of the Persian group is about
assimilation into Swedish society, even if officially they are converting to the
majority religion. Instead, Persian identity and ethnicity are central aspects in
the narratives of this group. Like the Lutheran Christians from a Muslim back-
ground in the previous chapter, conversion to Christianity is not presented as
conversion to assimilation or conformity. On the contrary, and even more so
in this group, it is presented as a form of rebellion—not necessarily against
Swedish society, but in relation to the Iranian regime. It is about reclaiming

758 “hjarta till Jesus.” Benjamin 11/06/2021. Reyyan 20/08/2021.
739 Romer 2024a: 147—166, Romer 2024b: 161-188.

760 Remer 2024a: 147—152. See also: Rémer 2024b: 189-193.
761 Miller 2016: 179.

762 Miller 2016: 178—179, 190-92, 203-204.
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an alternative Iranian Persian identity, not becoming Swedish.

In these accounts we can observe a clear tendency to present Christianity
as a religion of emancipation, on both the personal and the national level. This
connects these accounts to the moral meta-narrative of modernity. Through
this, these individual narratives also reflect and reproduce the connection be-
tween Christianity and moral modernity. However, the notion that modernity
and progress involve a return to the past problematizes the assumption that
modernity (and progress) unfolds along a linear path of advancement.
Through Christianity, this community narrative envisions a brighter future for
Iran, yet it is a vision of the future that simultaneously looks back to a pre-
Islamic past and reclaims what they present as their historical and cultural
heritage. For this group, emancipation and progress involves going back to the
past, a conception that both subverts and confirms the presentation of Christi-
anity as connected to modernity. Nevertheless, these Iranian Lutheran Chris-
tians from a Muslim background present themselves as turning to a Christian-
ity that offers liberation. In their conversion accounts, these converts present
themselves as converting to a religion that emancipates, delivers them from
their personal crises, and aims to liberate Iran from the Islamic regime.
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8. Islam as an Anti-Modern Religion

In the preceding two chapters, [ presented the conversion narratives of Lu-
theran Christians from a Muslim background interviewed in Sweden. I also
discussed how their narratives presented their conversion to Christianity and
how their stories intersected with broader social narratives, such as the moral
meta-narrative of modernity, albeit in slightly different ways. These individu-
als were divided into two groups, each discussed in a separate chapter. The
first group comprised individuals from mainline Church of Sweden congrega-
tions, while the second group consisted of individuals of Iranian origin, all
belonging a group that I labeled “the Persian congregation.”

While the previous chapters discussed how these individuals recounted
their conversion and how the presented Christianity in their narratives, this
chapter shifts the focus to how these individuals depict Islam.

Islam as Anti-Modern

In the narratives of Lutheran Christians from a Muslim background in Swe-
den, Islam is presented in diverse ways, shaped by individual experiences of
conversion. Some individuals are highly positive toward their former faith, yet
others are far more critical. Despite these differences, however, one could
speak of specific motifs in relation to the portrayal of Islam in their stories.
The most central is the tendency to present Islam as the anti-modern antithesis
(or opposite) to Christianity. As I demonstrate below, Islam, in short, is de-
picted as an anti-modern religion in two central and connected ways: 1) Islam
is spoken of as a regressive faith that is antagonistic toward modern society,
and 2) Islam is portrayed as a religion of constraint.

Islam as Regressive

In these narratives, a prominent theme in relation to the presentation of Islam
is the connection made between Islam and backwardness or regression. Alt-
hough not all of my participants conceptualize their conversion experiences in
this way, many of them portray Christianity as a movement toward progress,
self-actualization, and emancipation, while depicting Islam as the opposite to
these things.
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One of the ways in which Islam is portrayed as regressive is through its asso-
ciation with what is described as anti-modern views and the past. In Selina’s
account she stated that the reason she converted was that she felt more at home
in Christianity. Yet, for Selina, Christianity is not only a place where she feels
more at home: it is perhaps more importantly a faith that, in her view, has
come “further” than Islam:

Because I feel that in Islam we besmirch the Qur’an and the whole of Islam
and the whole [of it] to do horrible things. Oppress women, war. If God wants
this, or if God wants that. Even if that might not be what the Qur’an is actually
telling us. But we use it to do terrible things in my experience, and I do not
want to stand behind that. That does not mean that Christianity has never op-
pressed women. It has. But [ think that we have come a little further. That a
priest can wed two gay guys, an imam probably would not think about doing
that.”6

Islam, for these converts, is not just a former religion but also a symbol of the
(sometimes very distant) past. Similarly, Lina explained that one of the rea-
sons she became more committed to Christianity was her perception of Islam
as a religion oriented toward the past.”*

I felt that that Islam is a little more stuck in its time. That you think it was a
very holy time, and that is why you very much seek to go back to it. And also
that you in some way really like how you did things back then. Everything
from how meat was butchered to how women should cover themselves [...]. In
Protestantism, that it felt a lot more like, yes, a little that you were moving
forward with important theological questions within Christianity and built
upon them. That I did not want to feel that I was walking backwards. And it
felt a little like that when I was visiting the mosque, even if it felt very much
like home. It felt like I was going somewhere I did not want to be.”®

Lina’s statement reflects a recurring theme in the narratives, namely that
Christianity is associated with progress and advancement, whereas Islam is

763 “For jag kédnner att inom islam s& smutskastar vi vildigt mycket Koranen och hela islam och

hela baletten till att utfora forférliga saker. Trycka ner kvinnor, krig. Om Gud vill hit, om Gud
vill dit. Fast det ar inte kanske vad Koranen sdger till oss egentligen. Fast vi anvénder ju det till
att gora hemska saker i min upplevelse, och det vill inte jag std bakom. Det betyder inte att
kristendomen aldrig tryckte ner kvinnor heller. Det har den ju. Men jag tycker att vi har kommit
lite ldngre. Att en prést kan sta och viga tva bogkillar, en imam hade nog inte fatt for sig att
gora det.” Selina 11/10/2023. My emphasis.

764 “fast i sin tid”. Lina 27/11/2023.

765 “jag kiinde att just islam &r lite mer fast i sin tid. Att man tycker att det &r en viildigt helig tid
och det dr darfor man véldigt mycket strivar tillbaka till den. Och ocksé att man pa négot sétt
véldigt mycket tycker om hur man gjorde saker da. Allt fran hur kott ska slaktas till hur kvinnor
ska ticka sig [...]. [Inom] Protestantismen, att det kindes mycket mer som, ja, att man lite gick
vidare med viktiga teologiska frdgor inom kristendomen och byggde vidare pd dem. Att jag
ville inte kénna att jag gick bakat. Och det kindes lite som det nér jag besokte moskeén, trots att
det kéindes vildigt hemma. Det kdndes som att jag tog mig nagonstans jag inte ville vara.” Lina
27/11/2023.
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portrayed as remaining tied to the past. Instead of going forward, Islam (ac-
cording to Lina) wants to go back in time. The religious doctrines of Islam are
presented by Lina as a reflection of this backward striving. Thus, in both
Lina’s and Selina’s accounts there is a tendency to position Islam as regres-
sive, as a religion either stuck in the past or oriented toward the past—in stark
contrast to Christianity.

For a number of my participants, Islam is presented as a religion that is
antithetical to progress. Instead of facilitating progress, it actively prevents it:

And another thing, I know that a lot of Islamic countries, almost all of them
have big problems, and that is thanks to religion, and there is much mixing of
politics and religion. Sadly, most Muslim countries, almost all of them are third
world, and they have a hard time [...]. It was the same thing in Iran, and like it
is now it is stricter and stricter, and that is thanks to Islam being in power
there.”66

Here, Benjamin, a participant from the Persian congregation, underscores the
alleged association between Islam and a lack of progress. Muslim countries
are underdeveloped because of Islam, he argues. Moreover, Benjamin implic-
itly presents Islam as a faith tradition that conflates religion and politics,
thereby positioning it in contrast to western secular democracies, which are
generally understood to maintain a separation between the two. Benjamin con-
nects this to (what he perceives to be) the strict rules imposed on people, which
prevent them from living as they want. Rather than allowing individuals to
live according to their own convictions, Islamic countries that merge religion
and politics are presented as imposing religious rules on their citizens, thereby
restricting their agency. This, in turn, is seen as hindering societal progress.
From the perspective of some of those I interviewed, Islamic societies (be-
cause of Islam) are incapable of achieving modernity, and Islam is positioned
as the antithesis to modern secular western societies. Benjamin’s statements
about Islam are similar to how some other participants present Islam as in-
compatible with Swedish society. A similar attitude was expressed by Rahim,
who stated that Christianity is “enough for a human being in the modern age,”
describing Islam in contrast as against “human beings, human freedom.”?¢’
Rahim also explicitly stating in his narrative that “Sweden is a Christian sam-
hdille, society.”® A theme in Rahim’s conversion narrative is the intertwining

766 “QOch en annan sak, jag vet att islamiska linder néstan alla dem dér har stora problem, och
det &r tack vare religion, och det 4r mycket blandning politik och religion. Tyvirr, s& de flesta
muslimska lédnder néstan alla de &r tredje vdrlden och dem har ju s svért [...]. Det var samma
sak i Iran, och sa som det 4r nu det dr hardare och hardare, och det &r tack vare islam som sitter
pa makten dir.” Benjamin 11/06/2021.

767 In this interview, which was held in English, Rahim used the word “agonist”. The word is
not a common one, often used in physiology and pharmacology, but could also be defined as
someone engaged in a struggle or conflict against something. It is likely that he meant to say
“antagonist”, yet [ have refrained from altering the word. Rahim 22/06/2022.

768 Rahim 22/06/2022.
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of Swedish society with Christianity, positioning Islam as adversarial to both.
Rahim elaborated on this point when discussing the Qur’an:

A lot [of] verses agonist of you, of me. Agonist of human beings. So why
should I follow that? [...] Christian people are working for a good society in
the world, not only in Sweden. So, if you follow a book that [is an] agonist of
your society what should you do? What should I do? I should leave that.

For Rahim, Islam is represented as a religion that is antagonistic to progress
and modernity. Christianity, in contrast, is presented as better suited for mod-
ern society, and as a religion that is working to improve society in Sweden as
well as the rest of the world.

The positioning of Islam as adversarial to Swedish society links Rahim’s
account to a broader historical trend and public narrative. In the accounts of
my participants, one could catch glimpses of a public narrative of the incom-
patibility between Islam and modern Swedish society, a narrative that con-
structs Islam as an Other. Since the 2000s, surveys, academic studies, and
government reports have consistently shown that Islam and Muslims are
widely perceived as Other in Swedish society.” A part of this trend is a com-
mon inclination is to characterize Islam as incompatible with Swedish val-
ues.” [slam is also commonly portrayed as a threat to western society and as
a religion of “antimodern values.”””' These tendencies could be considered an
example of a prominent public narrative, which I categorize as “Islam as an
Other,” that becomes incorporated into these conversion narratives and that
emphasizes friction between Islam on the one hand and Swedish (or western)
society and modernity on the other.

769 A report from 2026, published by The Living History Forum, that analyzed the attitudes of
school students in relation to minorities found that students with a Swedish ethnic background
were more negative toward Muslims than those with a foreign background— a tendency that
has also been observed in earlier reports. Osterberg 2026: 8, 45-49, Groglopo, Ahmadi and
Munobwa 2025: 1-14. See also: Larsson 2006: 38-39, Kamali 2006: 52-58, Borell 2012: 25—
24, Axner 2015: 57, 17, 52, 57-60.

770 According to a report from the Swedish Integration Board released in 2005, two-thirds of
those surveyed felt that Islamic values were not compatible with the fundamental values of
Swedish society. One could aptly ask what is meant by “Swedish values” in this context. Re-
grettably, the reports themselves rarely go into much detail about exactly what these values
entail, or what the respondents consider Swedish values. It is worth noting that the term “Swe-
dish values” is commonly used in political discourse without any direct reference to exactly
what this encapsulates. However, we could speak of certain commonly cited characteristics. In
2016, a small survey conducted by the company Ipsos revealed that the three most cited values
were equality, western values (such as democracy, freedom, and human rights), and adherence
to Swedish norms and traditions. Integrationsbarometer 2004: En rapport om allmdnhetens
instdllning till integration, mdngfald och diskriminering 2003 och 2004 2005: 12. Koskinen
2020: 9—11, 193—195.“Vad betyder svenska virderingar for dig?” https://www.ipsos.com/sv-

se/vad-betyder-svenska-varderingar-dig (accessed 20/6 2026).
77 Axner 2015: 57, 17, 52, 57-60, Borell 2012: 25-24.
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The presentation of Islam as an Other can also be observed in Swedish
Christian media discourses, yet how Islam is presented differs between polit-
ical and theological leanings. Kristian Steiner’s analysis of Swedish media
discourse on Islam suggests that representations of Islam differ according to
the ideological orientation of the publication.””? This is also illustrated in
Christian media, where some Christian newspapers such Vdrlden idag (de-
scribed by Steinar as a “fundamentalist charismatic” newspaper) depict Islam
as threatening and a danger to democracy, whereas Dagen tends to not de-
scribe Muslims as a threat.””? The official channels of the Church of Sweden,
as previously discussed, have expressed an ambition to combat Islamophobia
in Swedish society and to promote tolerance and interreligious cooperation.”
However, there are also some voices in the Church of Sweden that believe that
the church should distance itself more clearly from Islam and safeguard “mod-
ern liberal values.”7””s

This public narrative or discourse in which Islam is constructed as the
Other is likewise reflected in studies of converts fo Islam in Sweden—in par-
ticular, when the converts described the reactions they faced from other
Swedes.”” For instance, in Madeleine Sultan Sjoqvist’s dissertation, she de-
scribes how Diana (one of her participants) recalled how her non-Muslim
Swedish friends said she looked like an “invandrarkdirring” (“immigrant
hag”) when she wore her hijab.”” This remark reflects a broader discourse in
which Muslim dress functions as a marker of Otherness that is considered in-
compatible with Swedish ethnic identity and culture; instead, it is associated
it with immigrants and foreigners. The fixation on Muslim female dress and
veiling is a prominent theme among my participants as well, whose narratives
connect it to constraint and confinement.

Islam as a Religion of Constraint

Connected to the tendency to present Islam as regressive and anti-modern, a
major theme among those I interviewed is the framing of Islam as associated
with constraint and confinement. This theme becomes especially visible in the
inclination of participants to portray Islam as a religion of gender inequality,
strict rules, and coercion.

A prominent motif in these narratives is the association of Islam with gen-
der inequality. This becomes particularly clear in how my participants discuss
the alleged treatment of women in Islam. Jakob stating during our interview
that it is written in the Qur’an that “women are animals,” presenting a view

772 Steiner 2015: 20.

773 Steiner 2015: 41.

774 See for example: Sandgren 2011.

775 Liljestrand 2015: 93, 87-100.

776 Sultan Sjoqvist 2006: 181-182, 190, Mansson McGinty 2006: 175-177.
777 Sultan Sjoqvist 2006: 182.
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that Islam is deeply un-egalitarian.”” Both Selina and Lina criticize in their
accounts what they consider to be the position of women in Islam.”” Addi-
tionally, in both of their narratives they present the perceived treatment of
women as a defining distinction between Christianity and Islam. Christianity
is portrayed as having progressed beyond its oppressive past, whereas Islam
is depicted as having failed to undergo a comparable development:

But what I thought felt far away was probably that you treated men and women
very differently, and did it in the text. And I know that it also occurred within
Christianity, but it was not as central. And I think that what I thought was very
troublesome with it was that if [ wanted to come into that context, I would need
to follow all these rules that I sort of fled from later. I don’t view the rituals as
nice rituals, but as more confining. That I felt that I needed to cover myself,
despite me not feeling a need for it. Or that you were to separate men and
women.”80

Both Selina and Lina mention that Christianity also has been a force against
gender equality, but that Christianity has come further (progressed) or that
these aspects are at least not as central in Christianity as they are in Islam.”®!
Selina stated that this “does not mean that Christianity has never oppressed
women. It has. But I think that we have come a little further.”’** Thus, among
those I interviewed there is a prominent tendency to associate Islam with gen-
der inequality. 783

Not only do participants present Islam as making distinctions between men
and women, but also to portray Islam as specially controlling of women.”®* It
was common, for instance, for participants to mention in their narratives how
Muslim women were expected, and sometimes forced, to cover their heads.”
This was prominent among participants from both the Persian congregation
and the mainline Church of Sweden congregations. However, in the Persian

778 “kvinnor &r djur.” Jakob 15/09/2021.

779 The acceptance of LGBTQ+ persons was also raised as a difference between Islam and
Christianity. Selina 11/10/2023, Lina 27/11/2023.

780 “Men det jag tyckte kindes 1angt bort var nog att man behandlade mén och kvinnor vildigt
olika, och sa gjorde det i skrift. Och jag vet att det ocksa forekom inom kristendomen, men det
var inte lika centralt. Och jag tror att jag tyckte att det var valdigt jobbigt med att om jag skulle
in i de sammanhangen, att jag skulle behdva fora mig efter alla dessa regler som jag lite rymde
ifran senare. Jag uppfattar inte ritualerna som trevliga ritualer, men mer som begrinsande. Att
jag kinde att jag behovde ticka mig, trots att jag inte kédnde nagot behov av det. Eller att man
skulle separera mén och kvinnor.” Lina 27/11/2023.

781 Selina 11/10/2023, Lina 27/11/2023.

782 “Det betyder inte att kristendomen aldrig tryckte ner kvinnor heller. Det har den ju. Men jag
tycker att vi har kommit lite langre.” Selina 11/10/2023.

783 To take another example: during our conversation, Adam noted that a positive thing about
the Church of Sweden was that women can become priests and have positions of leadership,
unlike Islam. He stated: “women could be priests here and such, it is not like that with the
others”; “att kvinnor kunde vara prést hdr och s, det &r inte sa [hos] dem andra.” Adam
29/09/2021.

784 Charlie 16/08/2021, Jakob 15/09/2021.

785 Selina 11/10/2023, Lina 27/11/2023, Reyyan 20/08/2021.
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congregation, it was more common for participants to contextualize this, often
specifically describing the situation in Iran:

From my own experience, I have lived in Iran where they force Islam, so |
know nothing good about Islam, because 1 was forced. But maybe in other
countries like Turkey, where you are not forced there are good things with
Islam. But in Iran most of it is just a religion for men. They are like: “Wow,
they are the best!” And women are pushed down in society, they have to wear
a headscarf.7%

The hijab and the practice of veiling become in these narratives symbols of
Islam’s constraining nature. The belief that Islam is a patriarchal religion that
restricts and oppresses women is a common stereotype in western presenta-
tions of Islam in media and political discourse.” In these contexts, veiling in
particular is construed as a symbol of oppression.’® In Europe, the subject of
Muslim women and girls wearing headscarves or other forms of Islamic fe-
male dress has been a hot political topic, with some countries banning, or pro-
posing to ban, face coverings in public spaces.”®” Thus, the portrayal of Islam
in the conversion narratives mirrors public narratives about the allegedly op-
pressive nature of Islam in regard to women.

In the account of Anna, this is connected to what she describes as the strict
and unforgiving nature of Islam:

We have to have hijab, if we show our hair God becomes angry [...]. If we
don’t pray every day he doesn’t forgive [us]. There is no forgiveness, no for-
giveness within Islam, and it is difficult.”®

None of the women I interviewed reported that their families had forced them
to follow Islamic customs, such as wearing a hijab. In the case of Iran, it was
the regime that was presented as forcing women to cover their hair. In relation
to other women participants, those who presented Islam as oppressive toward
women often spoke of the religion in a more general sense. In contrast, the
women [ interviewed tended to present their family as nominal Muslims who
did not personally care whether they wore a Aijab nor not. Moreover, many of
those I interviewed presented their families as largely accepting of their deci-
sion to convert.

786 “Av min egen erfarenhet, jag bott i Iran dir dem tvingar islam, s jag vet ingenting bra om
islam, for jag blev patvingad. Men kanske i andra lander som Turkiet, ddr man inte blir pa-
tvingad det finns goda grejer med islam. Men i Iran de mesta &r en religion bara for mén. Dem
4r sa hir: “Wow, dem 4r dem bista!” Och kvinnor blir nedsatta i samhillet, dem maste ha pa
sig sloja.” Reyyan 20/08/2021.

787 See for example: Abu-Lughod 2013, Otterbeck & Bevelander 2006.

788 Bjoernaas 2015: 79-87.

789 See for example: Marshall 2015, Andreassen 2013.

790 “Vi maste ha hijab, om vi visar hiret Gud blir arg [...]. Om vi inte ber varje dag han forliter
inte [o0ss]. Det finns ingen forlatelse, ingen forlatelse i islam, och det dr svart.” Anna
30/01/2022.
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The presentation of Islam as constraining is not only in connection to
women. Participants often portrayed Islam as confining in other ways that are
not limited to gender. In the narratives of those I interviewed in the Persian
congregation, Islam (and the regime) is presented as restricting both men and
women. In this regard they would also often explicitly mention the situation
in Iran:

There are horrible things that are happening and not only in Iran. [...] They
have such rules so that people cannot live the way that they want. [...] If you
are a Muslim you have no right to convert. You will get the death penalty,
simply put.”!

This association between coercion and Islam is not just restricted to individu-
als, as this theme can also be linked to a specific understanding of Iranian
history shared by the participants of the Persian congregation—a view in
which the Persians as a people are understood as having been forced to accept
Islam by Arabic invaders.”” In the narratives from the Persian congregation,
there is a clear tendency to intertwine the perceived decline of Iran with the
Islamic regime that governs it. Because the regime is closely associated with
Islam, the religion itself is often framed as the primary cause of Iran’s social,
political, and cultural deterioration. Within this interpretive framework, Chris-
tianity is presented as a path to liberation, on both an individual and a collec-
tive level, and is imagined as a means through which the Iranian people could
be freed from oppression.

This theme of being forced into Islam also exists in the narratives from the
mainline Church of Sweden participants. For example, Marcel—who grew up
in a Muslim majority country in the Middle East—explained that long ago his
family had been Christian, but that they had been persecuted because of their
Kurdish ethnic background and their religious identity:

Then we were Christian. So, in my home we were all Muslims, but from where
we come from you are only allowed to be a Muslim and nothing else. So you
learned, you opened your eyes, okay, we are not Muslims. You feel that you
are not, you hear it from family and relatives, but you are quiet. It is kept in-
doors. And my grandmother started telling us about her own grandmother, who
had a cross tattooed [he motions to his forehead]. With us you tattoo yourself.

71 “Det dr hemska saker som pagér och inte bara i Iran. [...] De har sidana regler si att folk
inte kan leva pé det séttet som de vill. [---] Om du dr muslim, du har ingen rétt att konvertera.
Du kommer fa dodsstraff helt enkelt.” Chandra 25/09/2021.

792 There are clear similarities between the attitudes expressed by my participants from the Per-
sian congregation in regard to Islam and those discussed by Romer in his analysis of Iranian
Christian media: for example, the tendency to present Islam as a form of Arabic corruption, and
Allah as a different deity than the Christian God. Romer 2024b: 137-160.
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[...] In the family you have your tattoo there and often you have a cross. But
the women during that time who were Kurds were hanged.”?

The theme of self-actualization through a return to the past is a red thread in
the narrative of Marcel that he shares with the Persian congregation. In both
cases, the converts look back to and reconnect with a Christian past as a way
to facilitate self-actualization. Marcel, like the converts from the Persian con-
gregation, describes feeling disillusioned with or alienated from Islam. Thus,
they look to the past to find a religion that better fits what they present as their
authentic inner self and/or their cultural heritage.

Violence—or the threat of violence—is often presented as a method to en-
sure individuals’ compliance with Islam and its perceived rules. Several par-
ticipants associate being “forced” into Islam with systems of punishment, in-
cluding both threatened and actual violence. This association is not only linked
to state power, as in the case of Iran, but is also connected to broader percep-
tions of Islamic law and social norms. Several converts describe Islam as le-
gitimizing violence against those who deviate from its religious norms, par-
ticularly in matters of apostasy.

[There are] things against women, or that you don’t have freedom. That it is
ok for someone to murder you if you change your religion and such, it is a little
harsh. [...] I believed in God then and I still believe. The belief in God, in some
creator is there. Nothing has changed that. But I don’t think that a creator would
be as harsh as it is written in Islam.”*

Beyond the threat of violence, converts also describe the threat of perdition
associated with Islam. Whereas hell is largely absent from discussions of
Christianity, damnation is described as an ever-present threat if one does not
follow the Islamic doctrines—an experience that Charlie described as deeply
stressful:

If you don’t fast you go to hell, if you don’t pray to God five times you go to
hell, if you drink you go to hell. The whole time. You have a bad conscience
all the time.”

793 “D4 var ju vi kristna. S8, hemma hos mig var vi alla muslimer, men vart vi kommer ifrén du
far bara vara muslim och ingenting annat. Sa man lédrde sig liksom, man 6ppnade 6gonen, okej,
vi dr inga muslimer. Man kénner att man &r inte det, man hor ju det liksom frén familj och slékt,
men man ar tyst. Det dr inomhus. Och min mormor bdrjade ju berdtta om sin egen mormor som
hade ett kors tatuerat [gestikulerar mot ansiktet]. Hos oss man tatuerar sig. [...] D4 har man i
familjen sin tatuering dir och ofta s& har man ett kors. Men dem kvinnorna pa den tiden som
var kurder da blev ju hdngda.” Marcel 27/11/2021.

794 “[Det finns] grejer mot kvinnor, eller att man inte har frihet. Det r okej for en annan att
morda dig nér du har bytt din religion och s&, det ar lite for hart. [...] Jag trodde pa Gud da och
jag tror fortfarande pa Gud. Sjélva tron pa Gud, pa nan skapare finns ju. Det dr inget som dndrats
pa det. Men jag tror att en skapare inte skulle sa hard som det stér i islam.” Adam 29/09/2021.
795 “Om du fastar inte du gér till helvete, om du ber inte Gud fem ginger du gér till helvete, om
du dricker du gar till helvete, hela tiden. Man fér daligt samvete hela tiden.” Charlie 13/10/2022.
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For some of those I interviewed, when they lived as Muslims they did not
follow religious laws out of their free will, but rather out of fear of violence,
perdition, or social stigmatization. Another aspect related to the theme of con-
straint is how some participants describe how, while living as Muslims, they
were not allowed to question their religion. “If I asked questions I became an
apostate, so why would I even risk that?”, Ali stated when he described how
he struggled in his home country with his lack of faith in Islam.”® Instead of
being able to determine for themselves which rules to follow, the laws of Islam
were perceived as being imposed on them. It is, as they present it, a religion
in which you “don’t have freedom.””

This coercive legalism associated with Islam is also positioned as some-
thing that belongs in the past. For instance, when discussing Sharia law in his
narrative, Adam argues that such laws are not necessary today:

I don’t think it needs to be so harsh, or at least that you don’t need it now. I
could think that maybe you needed it a thousand years ago, but not now.”®

His argument is that this way of controlling individuals might have been nec-
essary a thousand years ago, but in modern society one does not need such
rules. The underlying assumption is that, in modern society, individuals do not
need harsh rules to ensure that they act morally.

In some conversion accounts, there is a tendency to portray what they per-
ceive as Islam’s over-emphasis on religious rules and doctrine as destructive
or harmful. In Jacob’s narrative, he begins his story by recounting the reason
he first became disillusioned with Islam:

I don’t know what to say. My brother was praying and such. He was a Muslim,
and he was praying pretty fast you can say. And that evening, yes, my mother
was nagging him: “Why are you praying so quickly and fast?” And then in the
middle of the prayer my mother hit my brother’s face, and he ran out. And then
a day later we heard that he crashed with his car and he died. A truck, some-
thing like that. T lost him.”®

Jakob never explicitly says that his mother’s strict enforcement of what she
considered to be the proper way to pray was what killed his brother, but it is

796 “Det var forbjudet, det var som att neka Gud. Om jag stillde frigor sa blev jag en avfilling,
sa varfor ska jag ens riskera det?” Ali 8/09/2021.

797 “man inte har frihet.” Adam 29/09/2021.

798 “Det dr ju den domen och allt si. For det ir ganska hért i den domen ocksd, mycket saker
som man ska folja [...]. Tycker inte att det skulle vara sa hért, eller behdvs inte i alla fall nu.
Skulle tdnka [mig] att det skulle behdvas for ndgra tusen &r sen, men inte nu.” Adam
29/09/2021.

79 “Jag vet inte vad jag ska sdga. Min brorsa héller pa be och sint. Han var muslim, och han
bad ganska fort kan vi sdga. Och den kvéllen, ja, min mamma tjatade p& honom: ‘Varfor du ber
sa hér fort och snabbt?” Och sen i mitten av bénen min mamma slog min brorsa [i] ansiktet, och
han sprang ut. Och sen efter en dag vi horde [att] han krockade med bilen och han dog. En
lastbil, nagot sant. Jag forlorade honom.” Jakob 15/09/2021.
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heavily implied. The subtext is that, if his mother had not cared about how his
brother prayed, they would not have fought, and Jakob’s brother would not
have died.

Not all participants criticize the alleged legalism of Islam to the same ex-
tent. Nevertheless, in contrast, Christianity is presented as a much freer reli-
gion. Religious rules and doctrines are generally not mentioned in regard to
Christianity. Compared with the emphasis on religious law found in the par-
ticipants’ portrayals of Islam, Swedish Lutheran Christianity is portrayed as a
tradition in which one is free to practice one’s religiosity in the way one
wishes. The tendency to present Christianity as an un-confining religion could
be understood in relation to the post-Lutheran Swedish context. Erika Wil-
lander describes Swedish religiosity as characterized by low levels of engage-
ment in religious observance and participation.®® This trend is reflected in the
Church of Sweden, where few members regularly attend organized religious
activities.!

In the narrative of participants such as Selina, we could observe this motif
of individualism and freedom of practice in relation to Christianity:

But the more time has passed, the more I feel at home in the church. Like, I
can get the idea to go and sit in the church, light and a candle, and just be. Not
like, I have to read the Bible. I could be myself, anyone is allowed to come in
there, sort of. But it is not like that with mosques!3%?

Here she contrasts the church with her experiences of mosques. In the church,
Selina noted, she can just sit alone and be herself, and anyone is allowed in
that space. She does not feel like she has to “read the Bible”; she can worship
on her terms.®” In the church anyone is free to come in, but it is not like that
in the mosque, according to Selina.

The accounts of my participants mirror broader discourse about to Islam.
In western public discourse, Islam is often categorized as a religion of coer-
cion. As discussed by Chris Allen in Islamophobia, western discourse often
presents Islam as, among other things, an oppressive and legalistic system of
belief that is in conflict with western democratic societies.** Shahab Ahmed
likewise critiques this reductionist tendency, arguing that modern scholarship
has also tended to treat Islamic law as the essential core of Islam, thereby ob-
scuring the complexity of the Islamic tradition.®

800 Willander 2019: 81-82.

801 Willander 2019: 83, 85.

802 “Men ju mer tiden har gétt sd har jag ként mig hemma i kyrkan. Ass4, jag kan ju typ fa for
mig att g och sitta mig i kyrkan, tdnda ett ljus och bara vara. Inte, nu méste [jag] ldsa Bibeln
liksom. Jag kunde vara mig sjélv, vem som helst far komma in dér liksom. Men sé dr det inte
med moské!” Selina 11/10/2023.

803 “|3sa Bibeln.” Selina 11/10/2023.

804 Allen 2010: 86-92, 99-100, 101-120.

805 Ahmed 2016: 112-115, 117-129.
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The general framing of Islam in these narratives is as a religion that con-
strains individual freedom. In these accounts, Islam is associated with gender
inequality, strict rules, and coercion. Several participants describe Islam as an
inegalitarian religion that promotes the separation of men and women and that
enforces practices such as veiling.*® However, the allegedly constraining na-
ture of Islam is not limited to women. Islam is also depicted as a legalistic
religion of harsh rules, such as those against apostasy, with compliance en-
forced through punishment or the threat of punishment. While exceptions exist
(such as participants who emphasize gender equality in Islam), these accounts
collectively contribute to painting Islam as an oppressive and constraining
force. These themes are linked to a broader public narrative of Islam as ob-
structing individual emancipation and self-actualization, a narrative that | cat-
egorize as the public narrative of “Islam as a religion of constraint.”

Through this framing, Islam is constructed as a (sometimes threatening)
antagonist of modernity. As previously discussed, emancipation and self-ac-
tualization are two of the defining characteristics of the moral narrative of
modernity. However, Islam, as presented in these narratives, hinders individ-
uals from being able to actualize their inner self. Either through coercion or
through the fear of perdition, Islam is presented as impeding individual eman-
cipation and self-actualization. Thus, Islam is positioned as an anti-modern
Other not merely because it is associated with the past, but more fundamen-
tally because it is portrayed as a religion of constraint.

Islam as a Source of Familiarity

Although participants describe Islam as something they have left behind, it
continues to be regarded by several converts with a sense of familiarity and
nostalgia. This tendency appears particularly pronounced among those who
converted to mainline congregations of the Church of Sweden. Nowhere is
this more clearly illustrated than in the narrative of Shirin. During our inter-
view, it was made clear to me that Islam feels almost more familiar to Shirin
than Christianity, in particular when it comes to certain religious practices,
such as avoiding depictions of the divine. She described feeling uncomfortable
with anthropomorphic depictions of divine things, such as God and angels, a
view that she connects to her Muslim heritage. Out of all my participants,
Shirin, aside from being the most positive toward her former religion, is the
one exception to the tendency of presenting Islam as (in some way) regressive
and/or un-emancipatory.®”’ Instead, during our conversation she expressed the
view that Islam was fundamentally a liberatory religion:

806 This is not the only presentation. It should be mentioned that there are exceptions to this;
for example, Shirin emphasizes that Islam is fundamentally a religion that promotes gender
equality and the rights of women. Shirin 23/06/2023.

807 Shirin 23/06/2023.
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And I look at Islam as I do Christianity. As like [a] very similar religious phe-
nomenon. That I see them as very positive original movements with values that
I am very strongly for. Like liberation, because I am a liberation theologian.?%

Here we can observe how Shirin connects not only Islam to Christianity, but
also Islam to the moral narrative of modernity. Islam, Shirin argues, is funda-
mentally a religion of liberation, just like Christianity. For Shirin, Christianity
and Islam are essentially the same, even if there are some differences. Instead
of presenting a binary between Islam and Christianity in her narrative, she
paints a binary between conservative and progressive religious views. In her
mind, she has more in common with progressive Muslims than with conserva-
tive Christians.

Lina was another convert who illustrated a similar attitude, recounting that
she still followed some Islamic traditions, such as abstaining from pork and
celebrating Eid with her family.*” She noted that, in her interactions with Is-
lam, she was reminded of her childhood. Lina recalled in her account that she
“really liked the washing, and the way you wash yourself in Islam.”®'* She
added that it “was very similar to how we learned how to wash ourselves when
I was growing up.”®!! Like Shirin, Lina said that she found abstract symbols
of the divine more appealing.*'> Noting during our conversation that she did
not have any pictures of Jesus at home, unlike her orthodox Christian relatives,
whom she described as having pictures of saints and Jesus lining the walls of
their homes—even in the bathroom.*'* She thought that this custom was inter-
esting, but not something that she felt inclined to do herself.®'*

Even if Islam is regarded as familiar by some converts, it is not described
as a place where they feel at home. For Lina, while she connected Islam with
her cultural heritage, there were things she strongly disliked, such as the afore-
mentioned distinctions made between men and women.?"” So, even if she felt
comfortable when visiting a mosque, she also felt that she was going into a
space where she “did not want to be.”*'® Lina’s narrative account suggests that
she experienced Islam as a context in which she could not be truly herself. In
her narrative, she presents Islam as requiring her to conform to its norms,
whereas Christianity is portrayed as a tradition in which such compulsions are
not present to the same extent.

808 «Och jag ser pa islam som kristendomen. Vildigt lika som typ religiésa fenomen. Att jag ser
dem som vildigt positiva ursprungsrorelser med varderingar som jag ar vildigt starkt for. Men
sa hér frigorelse, for att jag ar liberalteolog.” Shirin 23/06/2023.

809 Lina 27/11/2023.

810 “tyckte vildigt mycket om tviittandet och sittet man tvittar sig inom islam.” Lina
27/11/2023.

811 ““yar vildigt likt hur vi fick lira oss att man ska tvitta sig nir jag viixte upp.” Lina 27/11/2023.
812 Lina 27/11/2023.

813 Lina 27/11/2023.

814 Lina 27/11/2023.

815 Lina 27/11/2023.

816 “inte ville vara.” Lina 27/11/2023.
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Concluding Remarks

How do these individuals present Islam in their conversion narratives? In
short, they position Islam as an anti-modern opposite of Christianity. Islam is
presented as regressive and constraining. In these individual narratives we can
observe the connection between the accounts of my participants and broader
social narratives on the public and meta-narrative levels. On the public level,
we can discern the connection between these individual accounts and public
narratives (“Islam as an Other,” and “Islam as a religion of constraint™) along-
side the moral meta-narrative of modernity. Islam is presented as antithetical
to progress, self-actualization, and emancipation, and thus antithetical to
moral modernity.

The individual narratives of these converts mirror prevalent public dis-
courses in relation to Islam. In these accounts, we can observe how Islam (re-
gardless of its alleged commonalities with Christianity) remains presented as
an unprogressive, un-emancipatory Other.*'’As discussed in Chapter Six, my
material reveals a tendency to associate Lutheran Christianity with the Swe-
dish majority culture, even though participants generally emphasized their
own non-Swedish backgrounds. By contrast, Islam is regularly positioned in
these narratives as incompatible with—or even directly opposed to—Swedish
society. In the narratives of these Lutheran Christians from a Muslim back-
ground, Islam is clearly positioned as an Other. While previous studies of con-
verts from Islam to Christianity do not generally focus on the presentation of
Islam, the attitudes toward Islam expressed in their conversion narratives are
not dissimilar to what other scholars have observed among those they have
interviewed. Jonathan Morgan also noted a tendency among his participants
to voice harsh criticisms of their former faith that reinforce western stereo-
types about Islam.®'® In this regard my findings concur with those of previous
research.

In these narratives, Islam and Christianity are commonly presented as op-
posites. It is unsurprising that these converts draw contrasts between their for-
mer and current religions, considering the particular genre of narrative under
examination. Conversion narratives as a genre serve to rationalize and explain
a change in religious affiliation. More intriguing is the ways in which these
narratives position Islam in relation to Christianity. Islam is regressive, Chris-
tianity is progressive; Islam oppresses, Christianity emancipates; [slam is con-
fining, and Christianity allows individuals to live and practice their religion as
they want. Of those I interviewed, there were individuals who nuanced their
portrayals, often emphasizing that the violent or coercive aspects associated

817 In this context, however, it is important to emphasize that these sentiments reflect the per-
sonal experiences of the individuals involved, some of whom have faced threats or lived in fear
because of their conversion. Numerous members of the Persian congregation lived under the
theocratic regime in Iran and endured an exceptionally oppressive form of Islam. It is unsur-
prising, therefore, that this would influence their perceptions of their former faith.

818 Morgan 2024a: 132, Morgan 2020: 42-43.
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with Islam are not the fault of the religion per se, but rather the fault of human
beings who use religion to further their own ends.®"” Nevertheless, there re-
mains a tendency to portray it as linked to regression. Even participants who
were more positively inclined toward Islam, or who in their narratives nuanced
their portrayal—such as Reyyan, who compared the situation in Iran with Tur-
key—still tended to present Islam as constraining—or, at least, more con-
straining than (Lutheran) Christianity.

By examining what converts depict themselves as turning from, we gain
insight into what they understand to be the central characteristics of their new
religion. Here, the narratives reveal the centrality of self-actualization and
emancipation in what they present as Christianity.*” Through this, they rein-
force the connection between Christianity and the moral narrative of moder-
nity, presenting their conversion to Christianity as not only a change in reli-
gious affiliation, but more fundamentally as a conversion from anti-modernity
to modernity.

819 For example, Selina. Selina 11/10/2023.
820 Keane 2007: 6.
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9. Narratives of Christian Modernity and its
Other

In this final chapter, I summarize the key findings of my study and outline the
avenues for future research to which they point. The central research questions
guiding my analysis of the conversion narratives of Lutheran Christians from
a Muslim background have been: 1) How do converts narrate their journey
toward Christianity, and what do they present themselves as converting to? 2)
How is Islam represented in these narratives, and what do the converts portray
themselves as converting from?

The title of this dissertation is Narratives of Power, Home, and Liberation,
and in large part, this is what these narratives have been about. Aside from
being stories of power, home, and liberation, they are fundamentally also sto-
ries of progress, self-actualization, and emancipation. They are narratives that
connect both conversion to Christianity (and Christianity) with the moral nar-
rative of modernity.®?' They also illustrate the differing ways in which converts
understand their process of religious change and look back on their previous
religious affiliation.

I show that, despite the differences between these contexts—and among
the Lutheran Christians from Muslim backgrounds whom I interviewed—
there is a shared tendency to frame conversion to Christianity as a conversion
to modernity. The “modernity” I refer to is not a diffuse or general notion, but
a specific form: the moral narrative of modernity, a teleological perspective
of modernity that frames progress, self-actualization, and emancipation as its
defining characteristics and moral ends.* These three motifs of progress,
self-actualization, and emancipation can be observed in the conversion narra-
tives of converts in both Tanzania and Sweden. However, the three groups I
have analyzed—Tanzanian Lutheran Christians, mainline Church of Sweden
Lutherans, and Lutherans from the Persian congregation—foreground differ-
ent aspects of this trinity.?® In these differing contexts, the emphasis on these
aspects of the moral narrative of modernity varies. In Tanzania, power and
progress are the central themes; in Sweden, the mainline Church of Sweden

821 Keane 2007: 6, 47-55.

822 Keane 2007: 6, 47-55.

823 In the Tanzanian material, emancipation from ailments and malevolent forces is also a cen-
tral part of the collected narratives. The focus on the capacity of individuals to attain their po-
tential and follow their desires also connects to self-actualization. In Sweden, freedom from
harsh rules and draconian regimes, and following a faith that is considered to be morally supe-
rior also could be understood as a form of progress.
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participants portray finding a home and self-actualization as central parts of
their conversion; while the Persian congregation stresses liberation and eman-
cipation. The presentation of Christianity between these three groups of par-
ticipants differ. Yet, through the emphasis they place on progress, self-actual-
ization, and emancipation, they all align with the moral meta-narrative of mo-
dernity.

Therefore, I argue that conversion to Lutheran Christianity, as presented
by my participants, could be understood as a conversion to a specific form of
modernity. That is an idea that, as Webb Keane suggests, does not necessarily
originate in Protestant thought, but one for which conversionary Protestant
movements have nonetheless proven to be a particularly effective vehicle.5
The narratives of my participants serve as a clear representative of this ten-
dency to connect Christianity with moral modernity.

The linking of Christian conversion and modernity has been raised by other
scholars of conversion. The contributors to the edited volume, Conversion to
Modernities: The Globalization of Christianity, discuss the “conversion to
modernity in the interplay between Europe and the colonized world” in differ-
ent cultural and national contexts.®?* Peter van der Veer posits in the introduc-
tory chapter to the anthology that Christian conversion is a “technology of the
self,” which “under modern conditions, produces a new subjecthood.”®?¢ Sim-
ilarly, Bruce Hindmarsh reasons that the conversion narrative as a form of
personal autobiographical account is a product of the modern period that is
connected to the rise of individualism.?’” Yet, what my participants demon-
strate is not how they become modern subjects through their conversion, but
rather how the moral meta-narrative of modernity is embedded in their indi-
vidual accounts of their conversion to Lutheran Christianity. Christianity be-
comes connected to modernity through its portrayal as a religion of progress,
self-actualization, and emancipation, and, through these associations, with the
moral narrative of modernity.®?® Thus, conversion to Christianity is presented
as a conversion to a particular vision of modernity, where (Lutheran) Christi-
anity is constructed as a medium for progress, self-actualization, and emanci-
pation. The narratives of my participants not only reflect and reproduce this
meta-narrative, but also the connection between Christianity and moral mo-
dernity.

This vision of modernity in the narratives is defined in opposition to the
participants’ previous religious affiliation. Islam is represented as an Other to
Christianity and, by proxy, to modernity. The tendency to present Islam as a
barrier or threat to modernity is another shared theme throughout my material.

824 Keane 2007: 39-40.

825 Van der Veer 1996: 4.

826 Van der Veer 1996: 19.

827 Hindmarsh 2005: 4-6, 19-22, 346-348.

828 put differently, the conversion narratives represent Christianity in ways that associate it with
progress, self-actualization, and emancipation. It is through these associations that Christianity
becomes connected, in the narratives, to what I categorize as the moral narrative of modernity.
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Among those | interviewed, in their narratives there is a clear inclination to
present Islam, in contrast to Christianity, as a religion that either fails to pro-
vide or actively hinders progress, self-actualization, and emancipation. In Tan-
zania, participants present Islam as failing to provide adherents with the same
success or protection offered by Christianity owing to its alleged connections
with malevolent spiritual forces and patriarchal structures. In Sweden, Islam
is presented as a regressive antagonist of modern society that forces both in-
dividuals and nations to adhere to it, limiting individual freedom and failing
to provide self-actualization. A shared critique of Islam in both contexts is
centered on its portrayal as particularly oppressive toward women—for in-
stance, through what my participants in Tanzania described as the acceptance
of polygamous marriage, and according to those I interviewed in Sweden, the
requirement for women to wear a head covering. Thus, in the conversion nar-
ratives of those I interviewed, Islam is commonly presented as an un-modern,
or anti-modern, opposite of Christianity. I would like to stress that, while
many participants expressed positive views of Islam and emphasized the com-
monalities shared between the two religions, Islam is nevertheless often por-
trayed as a religion more firmly rooted in the past and positioned as a binary
opposite to Christianity.

The conversion narratives also vary between the two contexts. A key dif-
ference is that participants in Tanzania tend to highlight concrete and tangible
improvements associated with their conversion, such as opportunities to pur-
sue higher education, an improved standard of living, or access to more effec-
tive protection against malevolent forces. Among those I interviewed in Swe-
den, there is a greater focus on introspection, emotions, and their mental states.
To put it simply, in Tanzania a convert is more likely to present their conver-
sion as a way in which their lives were materially improved, whereas in Swe-
den converts are more likely to present their conversion as a way in which
they find at-homeness and a religion that fits their authentic inner self, or as a
way in which they are liberated from personal crises through divine interven-
tion. In the mainline Church of Sweden narratives, God (with a few excep-
tions) is notably absent.

Another difference between the two contexts relates to the specific por-
trayal of Islam. In both contexts Islam is presented as an opposite of moder-
nity, but in the Swedish material there is more of an antagonistic shade to the
presentation. In Tanzania, Islam is not presented as in conflict with Tanzanian
society in the same way; Islam is most definitely Othered in the narratives of
converts, yet it is more commonly presented as simply not as powerful or suc-
cessful as Christianity. In Tanzania, I did not find the same critique of Islamic
doctrines as harsh or strict, nor do they tend to present Islam as overly legal-
istic in comparison with Christianity; on the contrary, participants would note
that they respected how seriously Muslims took their faith. In the Swedish
material, on a general level, it is more common to present Islam as violent,
oppressive, or threatening than in the Tanzanian accounts. Also, there is no
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mention of majini in the Swedish material, nor a tendency to depict Islam as
associated with witchcraft.

While there are not many studies on this particular subject matter, the re-
search that exists has noted similar tendencies among former Muslims. In re-
gard to the attitudes of former Muslims in relation to Islam, the closest study
to my own is that of Mohammad Khalil and Mucahit Bilici.* In their article,
“Conversion Out of Islam: A Study of Conversion Narratives of Former Mus-
lims” from 2007, they study the narratives of individuals leaving Islam. Some
of the narratives they examine are those of converts to Christianity, even if
conversion to Christianity is not their central focus.®* In the article, they in-
vestigate narratives from different regions and sources (including popular
books, websites, and a few interviews), and there are clear similarities between
their observations and my own.®' They highlight the alleged mistreatment of
women in Islam and the presentation of Islam as cruel, oppressive, and back-
ward as the two central motivations given by ex-Muslims for leaving Islam.33
They likewise state that these motivations appear to “mirror the commonly
known stereotypes about Islam,” and theorize that “former Muslims often fall
into tropes that have widespread acceptance or circulation.”* In these re-
spects there are clear commonalities between my findings and those of Khalil
and Bilici, especially in relation to the presentation of Islam by former Mus-
lims as oppressive to women and as backward, despite the studies having been
conducted more than a decade apart.

Some of the stereotypes and forms of Othering directed at Islam in the nar-
ratives could be interpreted as instances of orientalism, understood as a dis-
course historically linked to colonial forms of domination. However, this
framework may not fully account for what I observed in my data. In the nar-
ratives from Tanzania at least, while there is a clear tendency toward Othering,
Islam does not occupy the same kind of external or distant position that it often
does in Sweden. Rather, Islam in Tanzania constitutes an embedded religious
presence. The forms of Othering observed in these narratives should therefore,
I argue, be understood in relation to local interreligious dynamics and the rhe-
torical positioning inherent to the genre of the conversion narrative as an iden-
tity-forming practice, in which the narrative self is constructed in dialogue
with the Other.

Both the differences and the similarities between the two contexts, and
among those I interviewed in Tanzania and Sweden, illustrate how conversion
narratives are formed in dialogue with broader social narratives. As I have
demonstrated in my analysis of these individual conversion narratives, one
can observe clear connections between the accounts of my participants and

829 Khalil & Bilici 2007: 111-124.

830 Khalil & Bilici 2007: 111-124.

81 Khalil & Bilici 2007: 111-112, 117.
832 Khalil & Bilici 2007: 120.

833 Khalil & Bilici 2007: 120.
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surrounding narratives at the community, public, and meta-narrative levels,
which influence how Christianity and Islam are understood in each context.

In the theoretical chapter of this dissertation, I stated that a convert, through
their conversion, becomes socialized into a new universe of discourse and that
this is reflected in their “biographical reconstruction” of past events.®** As
demonstrated by Ines Jindra in her comparative study of the conversion pro-
cesses of different religious groups, the religious tradition will influence the
conversion narratives of a convert.**> As a convert is socialized into a specific
denominational culture, their conversion narrative becomes modeled after this
new paradigm.®*® At the very least, a convert must learn specific concepts in
order to articulate their experience in accordance with the religious tradition
of their new community. Therefore, religious traditions and denominational
cultures influence the ways in which converts understand and narrate their
process of religious change.

My findings do not contradict this. On the contrary, it is clear how these
converts have adopted a new religious vernacular. However, what previous
studies of conversion narratives have failed to examine is the significance and
impact of broader social narratives on the conversion narratives of the con-
verts. In this regard, my dissertation demonstrates how different dimensions
of narrative are woven into the conversion narratives of my participants.

To reiterate, here my understanding is influenced by Margaret Somers’
theory of narrativity.®” In this study I have discussed four distinct dimensions
of narrative. First, we have individual narratives, where we place individual
conversion narratives. Second are the community narratives; these are the nar-
ratives attached to a specific community or group, such as a particular congre-
gation or religious denomination. Third, we have the public narratives, which
could be described as larger societal narratives; these could be the narratives
of a particular region or nation. Last, we have the meta-narratives, which are
the greater overarching historical narratives in which we are embedded.

Drawing on Somers’ framework of narrativity, the findings could be un-
derstood as operating between four interconnected narrative dimensions. At
the individual level, participants articulated conversion narratives that gave
meaning to their process of religious change and aided them in constructing a
new religious identity.

These narratives were formed in dialogue with community narratives spe-
cific to their new religious context. In Tanzania, individual conversion narra-
tives intersected with the community narratives of “Christianity as a powerful
and successful religion,” “Christianity as a religion of healing,” “Islam as a
religion of majini,” and “Islam as a patriarchal religion.” In Sweden, converts’
accounts were shaped by community narratives, which differed between the
two groups of participants. In the mainline Church of Sweden congregations,

834 Snow & Machalek 1983: 259.

835 Jindra 2011: 287-300.

836 See: Beckford 1978: 249, Jindra 2011: 287-300, Jindra et al. 2012: 1-19.
837 Somers 1994.
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these concerned “the Church of Sweden as a welcoming folk church,” while
in the Persian congregation they concerned the community narratives of “a
personal, engaged, and liberating God” and “the future divine liberation of
Iran.”

Beyond the level of religious groups, these community narratives were sit-
uated within broader public narratives. In Tanzania, conversion narratives in-
teracted with the public narratives of “Christians and Muslims as ndugu,”
while in Sweden they engaged with narratives of “the secular Church of Swe-
den,” “Islam as an Other,” and “Islam as a religion of constraint.”

Last, we can observe how, in both contexts, these conversion narratives
intersect with the meta-narrative of the “moral narrative of modernity.”%$
Thus, my material and my analysis illustrate the dialogue between the differ-
ent levels of narrative in the conversion narratives of these Lutheran Christians
from a Muslim background.

As stated previously, this study is limited to Lutheran Christians from a
Muslim background in Tanzania and Sweden, and the analysis identifies
themes that characterize these particular conversion accounts in how they pre-
sent Christianity and Islam. That said, similar patterns and representations of
conversion may well be found in other Christian denominations and traditions,
Protestant or otherwise. However, given the specific focus on converts to Lu-
theran Christianity, this constitutes a limitation of the present study.

In this final chapter, there are three meta-themes I would like to discuss in
relation to the narrative presentations of Christianity and Islam in my material.
These are 1) the differences between my findings and previous studies on con-
version narratives, and the de-emphasis on sin and repentance; 2) gender; and
3) the lack of a pronounced Lutheran identity in these narratives.

A Different Morphology of Conversion

As discussed in previous chapters, the study of Christian conversion narratives
has focused largely on the narratives of born-again Christians, particularly
those belonging to evangelical or pentecostal denominations.®® The conven-
tions of the born-again genre of conversion narrative follow a pattern of move-
ment from suffering to salvation, mirroring the biblical narrative of human-
ity’s creation, fall from grace, suffering under the yoke of (original) sin, and
redemption through a new covenant in Christ.®* In Hindmarsh’s study of
evangelical conversion narratives during the 18" century Evangelical Revival,
he states that the personal story of the converts “replicated the biblical story
in miniature,” and this morphology of conversion was shaped by their theo-
logical understandings of law and gospel.®*! This pattern of a journey from sin

838 Keane 2007: 6.

839 For example: Brereton 1991, Stromberg 1993, Hindmarsh 2005.

840 Hindmarsh 2005: 345-349.

841 Hindmarsh also traces the origins of the genre. Hindmarsh 2005: 345, 284-285, 1-32, 33—
87.
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to salvation is also evident in the Puritan conversion narratives studied by Pa-
tricia Caldwell, and in the Pietist conversion narratives analyzed by Jonathan
Strom.** The prevalence and significance of sin is a common denominator in
these narratives, and this is a reflection of the theological understanding of
these groups. As discussed by Daniel Winchester, the “born-again” or “evan-
gelical” model of Christian conversion narratives is informed by particular
theological understandings of salvation, such as the soteriological doctrine of
total depravity—a view in which every part of the human being is permeated
by sin, and in which inherently sinful human beings can be saved only through
accepting Jesus Christ as their personal savior.® Radical personal transfor-
mation follows as a result of this turning from a life of sin to a life in Christ.
Sin thus becomes the locus of conversion in this classic morphology, which
has come to dominate not only the understanding of what constitutes a Chris-
tian conversion, but also the academic understanding of Christian conversion
narratives.

Even if some converts do mention sin in their accounts, unlike the individ-
uals examined by Virginia Brereton, Caldwell, Strom and Hindmarsh, my par-
ticipants do not present themselves as having suffered from a guilty con-
science over their sinful nature.*** The fear of hell was not mentioned in the
narratives of those I interviewed. On the contrary, the threat of hell and dam-
nation was more closely associated with Islam. A number of those I inter-
viewed expressed that they suffered from anxiety or depression prior to their
conversion, but they did not describe suffering from anguish over their past
sins or worry over the state of their immortal soul.?*

Brereton’s study of US Protestant women’s conversion narratives from the
18" through the 20" century identifies a development similar to what I have
observed, namely a gradual downplaying of sin and damnation as central
themes in accounts of conversion. While 19™ century narratives often fore-
grounded conviction of sin and repentance, 20" century accounts highlighted
individual agency as well as the narrator’s capacity to shape their own destiny
and to find salvation through surrender to God.*® Brereton states that this ig-
norance relating to the language of sin commonly characterized the narratives
of converts who had been raised outside of evangelical Christianity, but that
this de-emphasis could also be found among converts from evangelical back-
grounds—an observation she links to larger developments in US society.**’
My findings suggest a continuation of this trend. However, in my material,

842 However, in Caldwell’s study the North American Puritan narratives were characterized by
more uncertainty about the salvation of the convert, in contrast to the narratives of English
converts. Caldwell 1983:1-41, Strom 2018: 1-14, 28-49. See also: Jindra et al. 2012: 17-19.
843 Winchester 2015: 450.

844 Brereton 1991, Hindmarsh 2005, Caldwell 1983, Strom 2018.

845 Even if some do describe becoming more moral people after their conversion.

846 Brereton 1991: 123.

847 Brereton 1991: 49-54.
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explicit references to sin are not merely reduced but are, in many cases, almost
entirely absent from the conversion narratives.

The lack of emphasis on or mention of sin has also been observed by some
other scholars of Christianity and Christian conversion. The converts to Or-
thodox Christianity interviewed by Winchester do not present their conversion
as a radical break from their past sinful self, instead presenting it as a redis-
covery of their true self.*® Winchester links this to a different understanding
of salvation in Orthodox Christianity, where salvation is understood as a pro-
cess of “theosis,” centered on nurturing the latent image of God within one-
self; thus conversion is presented as a rediscovery of an inner self, rather than
as a radical break with one’s past.®** In her dissertation on faith-based activism
in Sweden and South Africa, Sofia Oreland similarly noted an absence of an
explicit discourse of sin and repentance among those she interviewed.? In
Paul Repstad’s project Gud pd Sorlandet, which spanned a 50-year period in
a region of southern Norway historically characterized by religious conserva-
tism, it was observed that, with regard to organized Christian life, God had
become “softer”—Iless an angry judge and more a close friend.®*' Christian
discourse was noted as having grown less polarizing, with a diminished em-
phasis on sin and perdition.®*> Moreover, Repstad and his fellow researchers
identified a shift from a focus on the theological and dogmatic dimensions of
Christianity toward an emphasis on “emotions and good experiences” along-
side a more positive view of human beings.*** Thus, my observations are in
line with their findings, and may indicate a shift in Christian discourse relating
to sin in some Christian communities.

Although sin has historically occupied a central place in Lutheran under-
standings of conversion and salvation, it played only a very marginal role in
the narratives analyzed here. Martin Luther understood the characterization of
human beings as fundamentally sinful, guilty, and condemned, drawing on
earlier theological formulations—such as those of Augustine of Hippo.*** This
is an understanding that is shared by many Protestant Christian groups, and
there are studies that illustrate how the language of sin is alive and well among
some Christian converts in the 20" century. In his anthropological study of the
Urapmin in Papua New Guinea in the early 1990s, Joel Robbins demonstrates
the centrality of sin in relation to the religious understandings of the Christian

848 Winchester 2015: 449-451.

849 Winchester 2015: 451.

850 Oreland 2026: 261.

851 Repstad 2016: 161, Repstad 2009: 126-130.

852 The scholars involved with the project studied Lutheran state-church congregations along-
side other Christian denominations in the region. Repstad 2016: 157—172, Repstad 2009: 126—
130, Repstad 2008: 17-30. See also: Levland, Repstad and Tennessen 2008.

853 Whereas greater emphasis had previously been placed on the sinful and helpless condition
of human beings. Repstad 2016: 163, 164—-166, 157-172.

854 Batka 2014: 233-253.
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Urapmin—a reality reflected in how they discuss their faith.’ As I have ar-
gued previously, culture and context shape the narratives of converts, and
there are Christian contexts in which sin is emphasized more; but it seems not
to be a vernacular that has been internalized among those Lutherans I inter-
viewed.

There could be multiple reasons why my participants do not put much
stress on sin. Traditional Islamic theology does not conceive of sin in the same
way as Christianity, and does not include a doctrine of original sin.®* There-
fore, it could be argued that the relative absence of sin in the narratives may
reflect the religious background of those I interviewed. Another possibility is
that the religious communities they have joined might not devote much atten-
tion to sin. However, these interpretations remain tentative, and analyzing the
reasons behind this pattern lies beyond the scope of this study.

That said, there are important differences between the material I have ex-
amined, and the narratives analyzed by Caldwell, Hindmarsh, and Strom.
Their studies focus on textual narratives, whereas mine is based on oral ac-
counts; and the groups they examine emerge from historical and cultural con-
texts different from those in my study. It stands to reason that written accounts
would differ from those that emerge in an interview situation, as the convert
would have more time to reflect on their process of religious change in a writ-
ten account. Moreover, the narrative accounts analyzed by the above-men-
tioned authors were often shared with the explicit goal of either joining a reli-
gious community—such as in the case of the Puritans—or facilitating the con-
version of others.®’ Despite these differences, I maintain that conversion nar-
ratives, regardless of what form they take, still serve as registers of the
prevailing theological norms within religious communities. Thus, even if
these accounts differ, this does not mean that the absence of the language of
sin is insignificant.

As there is a lack of scholarship on mainline Lutheran conversion narra-
tives, comparisons become difficult. Therefore, it is difficult to say whether
this de-emphasis on sin in the narratives is a product of the specific Lutheran
contexts [ am examining, or whether they are the result of a larger historical
development in Protestant Christianity. Whether the tendencies observed in
my material represent a mere anomaly or point toward a broader pattern is a
question that could serve as an avenue for future research.

Gender

With regard to the portrayal of Islam in these narratives, gender-based criti-
cism emerged as a prominent theme in both Tanzania and Sweden. While this
was raised by both the men and the women [ interviewed, it was particularly

855 Robbins 2004: 1-15. See also: Priest 2003.
856 Nasiri 2024: 22-23, 158-168, Shabana 2025: 105-146.
857 For example: Caldwell 1983: 1-8, Hindmarsh 2005: 127-129.
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common among women participants to present Islam as oppressive or non-
egalitarian. Christianity, in both the Tanzanian and the Swedish contexts, is
presented as a more equal religion that facilitates women’s agency and liber-
ation.

Religious conversion is experienced differently, depending on the position
of the person. Therefore, women converts will have a different experience
than men, and their narratives may or may not reflect this. Some studies of
gender and conversion narratives have pointed to differences in how men and
women narrate their conversion experiences.®® Yet, this does not seem to be
the case for all.¥ Even if gender is not a central analytical category in my
study, I consider it pertinent to discuss the topic of gender as it emerged in my
material. In my interviews, the topic of gender was commonly used by my
participants to distinguish Christianity from Islam. In the conversion narra-
tives | examined, the style of narrating was not particularly different between
women and men. For example, in all the accounts the narrator is the central
figure, and it is not more common for men to present themselves as more ad-
venturous than women.8 Nevertheless, there are clear differences in which
elements are raised by women participants. Compared with men’s narratives,
women’s conversion narratives more commonly focus on increased independ-
ence and on criticizing what they perceive to be gender inequality in regard to
their former faith. Generally, women participants (albeit to varying degrees)
present Islam as a religion that confines women, and their conversion narra-
tives are framed as a journey toward a more emancipatory religion.

A difference between the Tanzanian and Swedish material concerns the
specific gendered issues through which Islam is presented as a less egalitarian
religion. In the Tanzanian material, polygamous marriage is the most common
example used to portray Islam as unequal in its treatment of women and men.
In the Swedish material, by contrast, head covering (%ijab) is the most com-
mon example invoked by participants to illustrate what they perceive as the
non-egalitarian nature of Islam. Significantly, polygamy is not mentioned
once in the Swedish material, just as veiling does not emerge in the Tanzanian
narratives. In Tanzania it is also more common to present conversion to Chris-
tianity as a way for women to gain economic independence. Some themes
appear in both Tanzania and Sweden: participants refer to (and criticize) the
practice of men and women praying in separate areas of the mosque.

On the subject of gender and conversion, there are ample avenues for fur-
ther research. What my study indicates is that, in these conversion narratives

858 See for example: Knight, Woods and Jindra 2005, Lundin 2013, Brereton 1991.

859 In an article from 2012, Ines Jindra and others note that they observed no gender differences
in the conversion narratives of Christians they interviewed. They theorize that the overarching
meta-structure of the genre eclipsed gender differences in the narration of the participants. Jin-
dra et al. 2012: 17-19.

860 Unlike the converts interviewed by David Knight, Robert Woods, and Ines Jindra. Knight,
Woods and Jindra 2005: 113-130.
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of Lutheran Christians from a Muslim background, both women and men (al-
beit women to a greater extent) position Islam as non-egalitarian in contrast to
Christianity. In some narratives, this is also presented as a catalyst for the con-
version of women. Increased independence for women is a reoccurring theme
in both the Tanzanian and the Swedish material, which I consider related to
the connection made between Christianity and the modern narrative of moder-
nity. For future research, it would be of interest to examine whether this is a
shared pattern in conversion to other Christian traditions from non-Christian
backgrounds.

Lutheranism

Lutheranism is a diverse tradition, and what constitutes Lutheran identity is a
topic of reflection and discussion. The Lutheran World Federation (LWF)
document, We Believe in the Holy Spirit: Global Perspectives on Lutheran
Identities, was produced after a global consultation on the topic of Lutheran
identities, and in part as a response to the growing challenge posed by charis-
matic Christianity. It highlighted the need to articulate Lutheran identity in an
increasingly plural and dynamic Christian landscape.®' My own material re-
flects this complexity, yet explicit references to Lutheran identity are largely
absent in the narratives of the converts I studied.

For those I interviewed, there is little explicit reflection or discussion on
Lutheranism or Lutheran identity. The contrast between this grassroots reality
and the more self-conscious articulations of Lutheran identity at the institu-
tional level of the LWF is not unexpected, as there are differences between
what is discussed by theologians and church officials and what is expressed
on the grassroots level by members. As noted in Tomas Ray’s dissertation on
Lutheran communities in Malaysia, there are different degrees to which Lu-
therans reflect on their denominational identity.*** In my case, such reflections
are minimal, which may be explained by my methodological approach, as I
did not explicitly ask about Lutheran identity.

While these converts are members of Lutheran churches, it is rare for them
to emphasize their denominational identity. Most often, they simply refer to
themselves as “Christian.” In some cases, a participant will make reference to
different churches or different denominations in order to indicate a difference
between the Lutheran church and other churches, but this is not common. It is
rare for converts to present their conversion as being explicitly driven by an
attraction to Lutheran Christianity, or to describe in detail why they choose a
Lutheran church specifically.®®

861 Rimmer & Peterson 2021.

862 Ray 2025: 53-108.

863 One could argue that the converts implicitly express an affinity for Lutheranism, such as
when they mention being impressed by practices such as the ordination of women. Yet, tradi-
tional Lutheran theological doctrines such as justification by faith are not explicitly referenced.
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A number of these narratives clearly show influences from charismatic
Christianity, in both Tanzania and Sweden, albeit less in the mainline Church
of Sweden congregations. The Christianity presented by some of those I inter-
viewed in the ELCT, and in the Persian congregation, is in many ways more
similar to pentecostal and charismatic forms of Christianity. The influence of
charismatic Christianity on the ELCT has been discussed in the dissertations
of Johannes Habib Zeiler and Leita Ngoy.*** The presence of charismatic in-
fluences in the Persian congregation likewise aligns with what Benedikt
Romer describes as the “pentecostalization” of Iranian Christianity.*> This
suggests that charismatic expressions of Christianity may play a significant
role in shaping contemporary Lutheran-affiliated believers’ experiences, even
when they are not explicitly framed as such, where these theological frame-
works serve to eclipse Lutheranism.

In the individual narratives from the mainline congregations of the Church
of Sweden, there is limited evidence of charismatic Christian influence. Yet,
there is also little explicit emphasis on Lutheran doctrinal or confessional
identity. Instead, what seems to characterize the church of Sweden is that it is
a home. Lutheran Christianity is presented as a religion in which one can be
one’s authentic self, and where one can feel at home. In Andreas Holmberg’s
study of lived ecclesiology in the Church of Sweden, he similarly noted a lack
of emphasis on Lutheran identity in the local congregations he studied. What
emerged instead was a greater emphasis on Christian identity, and that the
church ought to be open and welcoming to all.*¢¢ Thus, the lack of emphasis
on an explicit Lutheran identity in the narratives of these converts is not
unique to them. Yet it also bears mentioning that, in the context of Swedish
Lutheranism, openness is understood as a central aspect of the Lutheran tradi-
tion.’” The prominence of openness in the converts’ narratives may likewise
be understood as reflecting the self-understanding of Lutheranism in the
Church of Sweden, where Lutheran Christianity is frequently articulated
through this ideal of openness.

The narratives [ have examined truly highlight the diversity of Lutheranism
in different parts of the world. In Sweden, there is what may be categorized as
an established church tradition (that of the folk church) alongside a pietistic
revivalist strand in the Church of Sweden, exemplified by the Swedish Evan-
gelical Mission (SEM). In Tanzania, similarly, the Lutheran context encom-
passes an established church tradition in conjunction with missionary and re-
vivalist influences. Both countries are also characterized by religious plural-
ism. While the challenges faced by the Lutheran church in Tanzania differ in
significant respects from those encountered by the Church of Sweden, a shared
concern lies in relating to other Christian denominations and adherents of

864 Habib Zeiler 2018: 138-158, Ngoy 2025: 1-11, 215-224.
865 Romer 2024b: 31, 31-34, 189-193.

866 Holmberg 2019: 358.

867 Helgesson Kjellin 2006: 230-234.

175



other faiths.®® The reality of being one church and one religious tradition
among many—and the complexities that accompany life in pluralistic socie-
ties—emerge in these narratives, even if they are expressed in contextually
distinct ways. Studying Lutheran identity among lay Lutheran Christians in
Tanzania and Sweden, or in another pluralist context, could be an area for
future research.

Conclusion

In the preceding chapters, we have examined the conversion narratives of Lu-
theran Christians from a Muslim background in both Tanzania and Sweden.
Throughout our investigation, we have explored how the individual narratives
of these converts become entwined with broader social narratives on the com-
munity, public, and meta-narrative levels. These examined accounts are far
more than simply explanations of why the person in question chooses to be-
come Christian. Instead—as I have argued in the theoretical chapter of this
thesis—they could be considered registers of theology, as they exemplify dif-
ferent views relating to Christianity, Islam, and the relationship between these
two Abrahamic faiths. In addition, they demonstrate the significant differ-
ences between these two contexts and the variety within Lutheranism.

How, then, do these Lutheran Christians from a Muslim background in
Tanzania and Sweden narrate their journey toward Christianity? What do
they present themselves as converting to? Conversion to Christianity is pre-
sented as a conversion to modernity, through the connection established be-
tween Christianity and the moral narrative of modernity, in which the journey
toward Christianity is framed as one of progress, self-actualization, and eman-
cipation. Conversion to Lutheran Christianity, as presented by those I inter-
viewed, could be understood both as both a radical break with the past and as
continuity. Some describe it as a radical change brought about by their con-
version, while others see continuity between their old faith and the new.

What do they present themselves as converting from? How do they repre-
sent Islam? Islam is frequently presented as an un-modern or anti-modern re-
ligion. In these narratives, Islam is constructed as an Other to Christianity and,
by extension, to modernity. Islam is portrayed as a religion that either fails to
provide or actively hinders progress, self-actualization, and emancipation. In
both Tanzania and Sweden, Islam is positioned as un-modern or anti-modern
in contrast to Christianity. Participants acknowledge certain commonalities
and express positive views of their former faith, yet Islam remains largely
framed as rooted in the past and as a binary opposite to Christianity.

While culturally and denominationally specific tropes or genre conven-
tions are common in Christian conversion narratives, I remain skeptical about

868 Holmberg 2019: 355-362, Habib Zeiler 2018: 138-158.
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the notion that there is a single normative Christian grand narrative—as de-
scribed by Jindra and others—that is, or ought to be, reflected in all conversion
accounts.®® Repentance may, as argued by Gordon Smith, be a common
theme in conversion narratives; yet as my findings demonstrate, clearly not all
Christians emphasize this motif in their conversions.$

If there is a Christian grand narrative, based on the interviews I conducted
with my participants, it is not one of fall and repentance; it is one of progress,
self-actualization, and emancipation. It is the moral narrative of modernity.

869 Jindra et al. 2012: 3, Knight, Woods and Jindra 2005: 115, 127-129.
870 Smith 2001: 135-141.
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List of Interviewees

Tanzania
Alexander
Baraka
Diamond
Dinah
Faith
Hosea
Hossein
Imani
Kathrine
Light
Manuela
Martina
Moreen
Nicholas
Patrick
Rachel

Simon
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Truth

Sweden

Mainline Church of Sweden Congregations

Adam
Ali
Charlie
Jakob
Lina
Rahim
Marcel
Selina

Shirin

Persian Congregation
Benjamin

Nima

Ebrahem

Reyyan

Chandra

Anna
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Interview Guide: Etikprovningsmyndigheten
(Swedish)

Detta forskningsprojekt &mnar anvénda sig av semi-strukturerade intervjuer
som sin centrala metod for att inforskaffa data. Syftet med intervjuerna ér att
i forsta hand f4 en redogorelse av en deltagares personliga konverteringsnar-
rativ, ett underliggande syfte utdver detta ar att forsdka fa en bild hur intervju-
personen ser tillbaka pé sin tidigare religidsa tillhorighet, och hur de ser pa
andra religioner, islam och muslimer, idag.

P& grund av forskningsprojektets intressen, vore det oldmpligt att i anvénda
sig av en strang lista med intervjufragor som deltagarna ska svara pa (eller att
redovisa en sadan i denna intervjuguide). I linje med semi-strukturerade inter-
vjuer som forskningsmetod, &r det viktigt for forskaren att ha mojlighet att
stélla foljdfrdgor, och da krévs ett visst utrymme for flexibilitet. Darfor kom-
mer denna intervjuguide att istdllet diskutera vissa specifika teman med delta-
garna under intervjuerna. Dessa teman kommer att beskrivas i mer detalj i
denna intervjuguide, genom att bland annat redogéra for ndgra exempel-fragor
i relation till dessa teman.

Tema Ett: Konverteringsnarrativ, narrativ av religios forindring och
forvandling

Detta tema &mnar behandla utvecklingen av en individs religiosa fordndring,
genom att be dem beritta sin personliga beréttelse om hur det kom sig att de
blev kristna, fran borjan till slut. En redogorelse av personens sé kallade kon-
verteringsnarrativ, helt enkelt. I férhallande till detta tema kan f6ljdfrédgor bli
nddvéndiga, men de kommer enbart att centrera kring personens konverte-
ringsnarrativ, och personliga beréttelse.

Exempelfragor:
e Fran borjan till slut, kan du berétta historien om hur du blev kristen?
e Hur kommer det sig att du valde att gd med kyrkan?
e Hur har din vég till kristendomen sett ut?

Tema Tva: Det religiosa Andra, och ens tidigare religiosa tillhorighet
Det andra temat relaterar till synen pé den religiosa Andra och hur deltagaren
ser tillbaka pa sin tidigare religiosa tillhorighet och tro. En viss betoning kom-
mer att vara pa hur de ser pa sina tidigare religiosa erfarenheter idag.
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Exempelfragor:
e Har din muslimska bakgrund péverkat dig, eller din tro? Om ja, kan
du ge ndgra exempel? Paverkar detta dig fortfarande &n idag?
Har du nagra vénner eller familjemedlemmar som &r muslimer?
e Vad tycker du ar bra med islam?
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Interview Guide: Etikprovningsmyndigheten
(English translation)

This research project aims to utilize semi-structured interviews as its
main data-gathering method. The aim of the interviews is first and foremost
to get a narrative account of the informants’ journey of religious transfor-
mation and change, and an additional objective is to gain an understanding
of what perceptions the informant has of other religious traditions, Islam and
Muslims, as well as how they look back on their previous religious commit-
ment.

Due to the interests of this research project, it would arguably be unwise to
use a strict list of questions that the informants are to answer. The researcher
in an interview situation (in line with semi-structured interview methodol-
ogy) needs to have the option of asking follow-up questions. Thus, there
needs to be some room for flexibility. This project will therefore instead aim
to discuss certain themes with the voluntary participants of this study. This
interview guide therefore aims to give a brief description of the themes that
will be brought up during the interviews and give some examples of what kind
of questions could be brought up in the interview in relation to men-
tioned themes.

Theme One: Conversion narrative, religious change and transfor-
mation.

This theme entails the process of religious change and transformation, and this
study will endeavor to ask the informants to describe their story of religious
change, for the researcher to collect an account of the informant’s conversion
narrative. In addition to the example questions, follow-up questions for clari-
fication may be necessary, but these will only center on the informant’s con-
version narrative and personal story.

Example questions:
¢ From beginning to end, how did you become a Christian?
e  Why did you decide to join the Church?
e How would you describe your journey to Christianity?
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Theme Two: The religious Other and previous faith.

The second theme relates to perceptions of the religious Other (other reli-
gions) and the informant’s views on their previous religious affiliation and be-
longing— with an emphasis on how the informant relates to their previous ex-
periences in the present.

Example questions:

e Has your Muslim background influenced you or your faith in any
way? If yes, then how? Could you give some examples? Does it still
influence you today?

¢ Do you have any Muslim friends or family?

e What do you think is good about Islam?
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Narratives from the Swahili Coast and the
Tanzanian Mainland

Alexander: Look for Another Way

Alexander is an older gentleman in his late 70s. I met him for an interview at
his office.

It started like this: in 1974. I was to stay somewhere in [name of area], and it
was in the month of Ramadan, then we were fasting. My second daughter was
born, then when she was very young, we woke up in the morning and we found
that all her hair [had] been shaved. Miraculously, nobody knew what hap-
pened. The mother said: “What happened?’. And everybody was amazed, what
happened? I asked if it was her. ‘No’. We have told you that you are staying in
a house, because it was a rented house, [they] said there are witches. I said:
‘How come we are talking about witches when it is in the month of Ramadan?
And according to our belief, all the demons are banned. [...] Who loosed them?
Who? And sent them to come and shave the hair of my daughter?” Then some-
thing struck my heart and said you should [not] continue believing in this way.
Look for another way. And my wife was a Muslim, and myself was a Muslim,
and we decided to rebel, and therefore when we shifted from the house to an-
other flat, we decided to go slowly slowly to the Church. We just want to go
to them, to the service. But we didn’t want to register, [for it] to be known that
we are going to the church.?”!

In 1980, Alexander and his wife decided to commit:

Therefore in 1980, we said ok. We have to be baptized, because this way, 1
would perish. Surely, it’s not religion because we saw the way things were
going and in fact [...], the Holy Spirit was speaking to us. And because Jesus
is alive. Jesus is alive, imagine. I was not working in the church, I was working
in a liquor company. So, you can see there were no human contribution to my
conversion. No. Not at all. Is thinking only. And this thinking must have been
guided by the Holy Spirit.

871 Alexander 7/03/2022.
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Their family members were, however, none too pleased. Alexander’s father-
in-law was “furious” since he “didn’t want his daughter to become a Chris-
tian,” saying he would “curse” them.? Yet, his father-in-law ended up even-
tually changing his mind.

He said, he said: “You are free, you are now free people. You are man and
woman, you are wife and husband. You can decide for your own things.’ [...]
When we were being baptized. And he was there, he was invited to the church.
Saw the way we worshipped, everything which was going on, and they blessed
it. But then slowly slowly as you can see in 1982, God touched me and took
me to another stage.®”

While Alexander and his wife both were baptized, and Alexander had soon
after his conversion been given the respectable position of a church elder, his
journey as a Christian was not yet over. His wife had become “born again”
and wanted her husband to accept Jesus as his personal Savior. He, however,
was hesitant; he worked at a liquor company, and liked to drink beer—some-
thing that he would have to change if he became “born again.”*"*

When I accepted Jesus as my personal Lord and Savior. And... it did not just
happen like that, my wife was first, she became saved. Then she told me: ‘My
husband, let me tell you. If you become born again. If you accept Jesus as your
personal Lord and Savior. Jesus will really be proud of you. Because you are
strong, you have zeal, you can preach, you don’t fear anybody. He will really
have a strong man [...]. To preach the Gospel.” I said: “You know, you see,
why should I be born again? Because I have seen born again, you don’t drink
beer, you don’t drink [...]. What do you want? I’'m giving you my salaries, and
everything. What’s the problem?’ She said: ‘No, no. All these things will end
here. You have to think of your eternity.’ I said: ‘Ok.” She said: ‘Now look
here, today, there is an open-air crusade, please attend the gospel campaign.’ |
said: ‘Ok, I will do.” She invited me, and in fact she carried the Bible for me,
she carried the Bible for me because I was afraid of carrying it [...].87

Alexander went with his wife to the open-air crusade.

Then the preacher, [he] was not preaching to anybody else except to me. Be-
cause he started saying: ‘You.’ Is only coincidence that he was pointing his
finger to where I was sitting. Every time. Saying that: “You are a church elder,
and people respect you in the Church, but God does not respect you at all.” ‘He
loves you because he loves sinners and he want them to be saved. If you accept
Jesus today, God will respect you, and God will continue to love you. So come
to Jesus.’ I faked that I didn’t know [...]. You are at a loss, with the secular
Christianity, you are at loss. Why don’t you go for it again? Then I said: ‘Ok

872 Alexander 7/03/2022.
873 Alexander 7/03/2022.
874 Alexander 7/03/2022.
875 Alexander 7/03/2022.
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fine. I have to think about it’. Then when he made an altar call I went to the
front, and that’s how it is, just like that.®7®

Yet, after his conversion, there remained one important and nerve-wracking
thing left to do: tell his mother.

You can imagine, my father died in 1950, and from this day and for that reason
I became last born. Up here my mother had already seven children. By 1950 1
became last born you see, the seventh. I became the seventh child. Now, and it
was during colonialism with all the oppressions of colonialism, unfairness and
all these things and she was a widow. That time there was no human rights. No
human rights. It’s good that the colonialist were British and they didn’t [...]
despise widows and all these things. But the natives, the locals, they had very
low opinion on women. You know it is our tradition. [...] So, but my mother
was able to bring up myself, pay for the school fees collect fees for me and...
When I became a Christian, I went to my mother’s house and knocked [on] her
door.¥”” ‘Mama.’ It was very early, 5 am in the morning. To us, we Africans,
to go to your mother’s house at 5 am, you must be having a very strong, very
very strong reason to do that. And my mother was so worried. [...] She was
trembling, that woman, she was trembling. ‘What is it? What’s the problem?’
I said: ‘Mama, 1 have come to you, mama, thank you very much, you did eve-
rything for me, you have given me good education, you paid for my school
fees and everything. Now mama, 1 have one thing I am asking.’878

“What is it!?” his mother had exclaimed, obviously worried that something
terrible had happened for her son to come knocking at her door at five in the
morning.

So, I said: ‘Mama look here, I want to become a Christian.” She said: ‘Is that
all? You doing all these things, look here. Why did I pay school fees for you?
I wanted you to become my eyes. I am a blind woman, you have my eyes.” ‘If
you have seen that this is the way... When dawn comes, [ will walk to the pastor
myself and tell him that I want to become a Christian. Don’t you worry, my
son.” I hugged her. I say, before sunrise, she was at the pastor’s house.?”

After finishing the story of his conversion, and the conversion of his mother,
Alexander took a moment to delve into the reasons why individuals like him
choose to embrace Christianity:

Mohammed, is a man, he is dead, how can he help me? When you start rea-
soning you see you cannot worship God leaving your brain somewhere. You
have to use your intellect, you have to use your brain. [...] There is power, very
special power that saves. I am telling you, you'd never have been able to speak
to me to accept Jesus as my personal Lord and Savior when I was working [at

876 Alexander 7/03/2022.
877 Alexander 7/03/2022.
878 Alexander 7/03/2022.
879 Alexander 7/03/2022.

189



a liquor company], never! You’d never. In my opinion I would say people are
getting saved because they are sick.®%

Diamond: For My Father, I Was Always a Christian

Diamond is a woman in her 40’s, and the daughter of an interfaith marriage;
her father was Christian and her mother was Muslim. We met in the pastor’s
office of her local Lutheran congregation.

Let’s say, in my father’s view [ was a Christian, but I started to love Christian-
ity when I was fifteen years old. That’s when I started to love Christianity. But
to completely change my religion, I changed in the year 2014, from Islam to
Christianity. I loved it myself, I was not forced, I just loved it myself. I loved
Christianity because, well, it was just in my heart, I just loved Christianity. My
father was a Christian, and my mother was a Muslim. So, I was attending
school, fasting during Ramadan, and praying in the Islamic way. My mother
was a Muslim, and I lived with her because my mother became pregnant but
couldn’t live with my father. So, I grew up in Islam until I came here and made
my own decision to convert to Christianity.®!

Her process of conversion began with her Christian neighbor who was a mem-
ber of an independent church:

In 2014, there was a neighbor of mine who used to go to church, but let’s not
assume it’s a Lutheran church, it’s another church. That church was called the
Siloam Church. So, when they went and came back, they would tell me about
it, suggesting we go together. They didn’t force me to change my religion, so
I started liking that situation. Eventually, I just felt like getting up and going
with them. When I got there, I really liked that Christian environment. I joined
the Siloam Church, got baptized there, and found myself becoming part of the
congregation and was taught the teachings there.®?

830 Alexander 7/03/2022.

881 “Tuseme kwa baba yangu mimi ni mkristo lakini mimi kuingi huko ukristo nilianza
kuupenda ukristo nikiwa na miaka 15 ndo. Nilianza kuupenda ukristo. Lakini kuja kubadili
kabisa dini nilibadili mwaka 2014, nikatoka uislamu nikaenda ukristo. Nilipenda mwenyewe,
sikulazimishwa, wala nilipenda mwenyewe tu. Niliupenda ukristo kutokana, yaani, ulikuwa
ndani ya moyo wangu tu, nilikuwa na penda ukristo. Baba yangu alikuwa mkristo na mama
yangu alikuwa mwislamu. Hivyo, nilikuwa nasoma chuo, na nilikuwa nikifunga ramadhani, na
nilikua nasali kiislamu. Mama yangu alikuwa mwislamu, na niliishi na mama maana mama
yangu alipata tu ujauzito lakini hakuweza kuishi na baba. Kwa hiyo, mimi nikakulia kwenye
uislamu mpaka nilipokuja huku nikapata akili zangu mwenyewe kuingia ukristo.” Diamond
25/02/2022.

882 “2014 kuna jirani yangu alikuwa anaenda kanisani, lakini tuchukulie si kanisa la kilutheri,
ni makanisa mengine lile kanisa. Linaitwa kanisa la siloamu. Kwa hiyo, akawa akienda akirudi
ananiambia vipi twende. Hawakulazimishi kubadilisha dini, hivyo nikawa napenda hiyo hali.
Mwisho wa siku nikasikia kuinuka tu na kwenda naye nilipofika pale nilipenda sana hali ile ya
ukristo. Nikajiunga na siloamu na nikabatizwa kule, nikajikuta nimejiunga kule na ndiko
nilikoanza na kufundishiwa kule mafundisho.” Diamond 25/02/2022.
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Yet she did not stay in the Siloam Church:

Lutheranism, I joined after getting married in 2015. We got married at Siloam,
but when we stopped going to Siloam my husband told me: ‘I don’t want to go
back to Siloam, I want to go to my church’. My husband is a pure Lutheran.
Absolutely, I said: ‘If that's the case, then I’ll go back to where you go, but |
request that we stick to one church and not move around again.” So, I returned
through my husband because I was told that he had been going back to his
church since 2015-2016. However, [our] children were baptized when I offi-
cially returned because they had not been baptized yet.5%

I asked what she thinks about having become Christian, and she responded
that in her view her life has changed drastically. Least of all in relation to her
protection against malevolent spiritual forces:

When Christianity stands firm [in you] you will experience joy, I mean you
will feel joy within your heart when you have Jesus Christ. Islam, well, even
standing firm in prayer is difficult. I don't know what to say. In Christianity,
prayers make you strong and you can stand firm. For example, if you tell me
to stand alone and pray, when I thank God, His presence descends, and I feel
peace. But in Islam, those prayers we used to recite, I mean, you recite those
prayers, when you finish, it's like there's no power. For example when I'm
sleeping, and something bad comes, when I call upon the blood of Jesus Christ,
that thing goes away. But in Islam, even if you recite the prayer, that thing will
continue to trouble you. It's like there's a sort of alliance between mapepo [ma-
levolent spirits] and Islam. This is my understanding, I myself have pondered
it, I've analyzed it, and I've seen that Islam is in a big partnership, it is like it's
intertwined with the majini. That is, they are close to majini [jinn]. While we
are released from any connections with majini when we enter Christianity.?4

883 “Kwenye Ulutheri, nilijiunga baada ya kufunga ndoa 2015. Tulifungia Siloamu, tulipofungia

Siloamu mume wangu akaniambia: ‘Mimi sitaki kurudi tena kule siloamu nataka kurudi
kanisani kwangu’. Mume wangu ni mlutheri pure. Kabisa, nikamwambia: ‘Sasa kama ni hivyo
basi na mimi narudi uliko wewe lakini naomba tusimame katika msimo wa kanisa moja tu na
tusitangetange tena’. Kwa hiyo, nilirudi kupitia mume wangu kwa sababu nililambiwa anarudi
kanisani kwa kuanzia tangu 2015-2016. Lakini, watoto walibatizwa wakati narudi rasmi kwa
sababu walikuwa bado hawajabatizwa.” Diamond 25/02/2022. Here it may have been that the
participant has mispoken. I belive that she meant to say “fulifunga Siloamu”, but 1 have kept

the transcript un-altered.

884 “ykristo ukisimama imara utaona furaha, yaani utasikia furaha ndani ya moyo ukiwa na

Yesu Kristo. Uislamu, yaani, hata vile kusimama kujitete katika maombi ni ngumu. Sijui yaani
nisemeje. Ukristo, maombi yanakufanya unakua imara na unaweza kusimama. Kwa mfano
kama, mimi ukiniambia nisimame mwenyewe niombe mimi, kama mimi namshukuru Mungu
anashuka, na ninakua na amani. Lakini uislamu zile dua tulizokua tukizisoma, yaani, unasoma
zile dua ukimaliza umemaliza, yaani zinakua kama hakuna nguvu. Fulani kwa mfano
ninapokuwa nimelala, kikaja kitu chochote kibaya, ninapoiita nguvu ya damu ya Yesu Kristo
kile kitu kinaondoka. Ila katika uislamu, hata kama ukasoma dua ya namna gani kile, kitu
kitaendelea kukusumbua. Ni kama kuna ushirikiano kwa namna fulani kati ya mapepo na
uislamu. Hii ni kwa ufahamu wangu, mimi kama mimi nimeishakaa, nikachuja, nikaona
uislamu ni ushirika mkubwa, ni kama unaingiliana na majini. Yaani, wako karibu na majini.
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Dinah: I Delivered My Baby Safely

Dinah is a soft-spoken woman in her mid 30s. I and my research assistant
managed to interview her while visiting a suburban church for a Sunday ser-
vice. She began her story like this:

I was a Muslim from my mother’s womb. I was a Muslim and I grew up living
as a Muslim. We were taught in madrasa, those Islamic practices, I lived like
that for a very long time. But one day in my adult life, as I got older, I faced a
challenge in my life. I had miscarriages, children dying in the womb, that sit-
uation tormented me a lot and people around me felt sorry for me. One person
told me to go to prayer and be prayed for, as this [the miscarriages] are not a
normal thing, and because I longed to be called a mother with a nursing
child.®®

So, Dinah, wanting to become a mother, took the person’s advice:

I believed that it was true, that if I go to prayer, I can be prayed for because we
really see people being prayed for and being healed as a result. So, I came to
this church for the first time while I was still a Muslim and I was prayed for. I
was untied from many bonds that I never knew had bound me in my life. I had
many many many things [that changed for me] after continuing with those
prayers.38¢

Dinah continued:

And after some time passed, I was freed and I conceived. When I conceived,
the pregnancy was not lost again, and I had a child. Now I have two children
and here I am pregnant again expecting to have a third child. But in continuing
to pray, I also came to know that there is something important in me that I
myself did not know or understand. As I continued to come to prayer to pray
and continue to obey God, God revealed many things to me in serving him.%’

Huku sisi tunatolewa kwenye kujitonect na majini pale unapoingia kwenye ukristo.” Diamond
25/02/2022.

885 “Mimi mwislamu toka tumboni mwa mama yangu. Nilikuwa mwislamu na nilikulia kwenye

maisha ya kislamu tulisomeshwa madrasa zile taratibu za kiisalmu nimeishi hivyo kwa muda
mrefu sana. Lakini siku moja kwenye maisha yangu haya ya utu uzima nimeisha kuwa mkubwa
kuna kitu nilikuwa napitia kwenye maisha yangu nilikutana na changamoto. Nilikuwa nikibeba
mimba zinaharibika watoto wanafia tumboni hiyo hali ilinitesa sana na baadhi ya watu
wanaonizunguka wakawa wananionea huruma. Mtu mmoja akaniambia nenda kwenye maombi
ukaombewe hiki siyo kitu cha kawaida kwa kuwa nilikuwa na uhitaji na mimi wa kuitwa mama
wa kunyonyesha.” Dinah 6/03/2022

886 “Niliamini kwamba ni kweli nikienda kwenye maombi naweza kuombewa kwa sababu
tunawaona kweli watu wakiombewa wanapona. Kwa hiyo, nikaja kwenye kanisa la mahali hapa
kwa mara ya kwanza nikiwa bado ni mwislamu nikaombewa. Nilifunguliwa vifungo vingi sana
ambavyo vingine sikuwahi kujua kama nilikuwa vimenifunga kwenye maisha yangu. Nilikuwa
na vitu vingi vingi vingi baada ya kuendelea na hayo maombi.” Dinah 6/03/2022.

887 “Na baada ya muda ulipozidi kwenda nilifunguliwa niliconcieve. Nilipoconcieve mimba
haikuharikiba tena nikapata mtoto. Sasa nina watoto wawili na hapa ni mjamzito tena
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“So, I love Jesus and I love him very much and I have seen him in my life and
he has become a blessing [for me],” Dinah concluded,® adding that she had a
“testimony,” about how God had blessed her with a Christian marriage, a first
for someone in her family.** The norm had been that one found someone to
have children with and perhaps lived with them, but did not get married. “I
have never regretted leaving where I came from.”s%

As she continued her story, she noted the differences between Christianity and
Islam:

You know, you can never understand the value of something unless you pass
through challenges in it. In my opinion, if only I knew since childhood about
this God that I worship today, I would have been much further along. This God
is honestly different from the God there because Mohammad was a human
being who died and never resurrected. Something different compared to what
happened with Jesus Christ. Praying through a human being is also absolutely
different from praying through God.®!

Nearing the end of our conversation, Dinah shared that her siblings, father,
and some of her friends continue to follow Islam. While she holds respect for
their decision, she also has a message that she wishes she could convey to
them:

Regarding Islam, I just want to say that Jesus heals, Jesus saves, different from
our faiths and religions, but let’s look at where we can get help quickly. Truly
with Jesus there is everything.%%?

natarajia kupata mtoto mwingine wa tatu. Ila katika kuendelea kusali, nilikuja kujua pia
kumbe kuna kitu ndani yangu cha muhimu ambacho mimi mwenyewe nilikuwa sijui wala
sifahamu. Lakini jinsi nilivyokuwa naendelea kuja kwenye maombi kuja kusali na kuendelea
kumlingana Mungu, Mungu alinifuniulia vitu vingi sana katika kumtumikia.” Dinah
6/03/2022.

888 “Kwa hiyo, nampenda Yesu na nampenda sana na nimemwona kwenye maisha yangu, na
amefanyika baraka.” Dinah 6/03/2022.

889 «“Ushududa.” Dinah 6/03/2022.

890 «Sijawahi kujuta kuipoteza kule nilikotoka.” Dinah 6/03/2022.

81 “Kwa kuwa huwezi kujua thamani ya kitu bila kukutana na changamoto pia ila. Kwa maoni
yangu na mtazamo wangu, laiti ningalimjua huyu Mungu ninayemuabudu toka nikiwa mdogo.
Ningekua mbali sana kwa kuwa ni Mungu wa kweli, ni tofauti na Mungu wa kule kwa kuwa
Mohamadi ni mtu alikufa lakini hakuwahi kufufuka. Ni tofauti na Yesu Kristo, kuna utofauti
mkubwa sana katika kuomba kupitia mwanadamu na kuomba kupitia Mungu.” Dinah
6/03/2022.

892 “Kwa uislamu, ni kwamba niwaambie tu kwamba Yesu anaponya, Yesu anaokoa, tofauti na
imani zetu na dini zetu, lakini tuangalie mahali ambapo tunaweza kupata msaada kwa haraka.
Kwa kweli kwa Yesu kuna kila kitu.” Dinah 6/03/2022.
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Faith: If I Am Not a Christian, Sister, I Would Not Even
Be Here

Faith is an older woman in her late 70’s. She is retired, but has previously
worked as a nurse and with various international NGOs. When I asked her
how she became a Christian, she told me this following story.

Of course, I come from the Muslim background, and then by then it was good
enough that my uncle was a Christian, but my mother was not really a Chris-
tian. Sometimes [she] could agree with what they say, Christians, and she
didn’t really know the Arabic, [but, she] was a Muslim. So, I was in school.
My father died very early, so I have to stay with my mother.?

Faith was a gifted student, and after passing her tests and finishing Standard
Four she wanted to continue onto middle school, but needed financial support
from her brothers in order to do so.

So, after finishing that I had to go to one of the region[s], which was a govern-
ment middle school [...]. My brothers were really Muslims. So, from the vil-
lages they told me to come to Dar es Salaam where they were working and I
told them I had passed and it [was] located [in] Mbeya [...]. They say: ‘No no
no no! You are a girl, you are Muslim girl. You are not supposed to go to
school, you stay here, when you are grown up then you are married’ [...]. ‘Ah,
is that so?’ [They] say: ‘Ah, go back home.’

So, Faith went back home:

So I left them in Dar es Salaam. I went home [...]. When I was there, one
evening [ met my teacher, Standard Four teacher, he was surprised. ‘Are you
still here?’. ‘Yes.” ‘Why? Weren't you going to [name of school] middle
school?’ I said: “Well, my brothers and my family is Muslim, they say that we
girls should not go anywhere.’ [...] “No no no, don't say like that.” [...] There
were these missionaries, a woman missionary. ‘Tomorrow,’ it was in the even-
ing, ‘tomorrow just go there, tell mama that you want to go to school, and if
she says you are Muslim say that, no, I want also to be a Christian. Tell her.
Ok?’ I said: ‘Ok.” The next day I left [...].

Faith took the teacher’s advice and visited the missionary:

She was called mama [ Annika], she was coming from Denmark, from Holland
or something like that, and in beginning, Shikamoo.*** [She] say: ‘Yes, what
can I do for you?’ I said I want to go to school. I want to go to school. ‘What
is your name?’ I said my name is [Fatima]. ‘[Fatima]? You a Muslim?’ “Yes’.
‘No, but our schools are for Christians, now you are Muslim, what are you
going to do?’. I said: “You know, I am ready to be a Christian.” “Who takes

893 Faith 29/02/2022.
894 Shikamoo is a traditional greeting in Swahili, and a way to signify great respect towards the
one who is being greeted. It is usually reserved for elders.

194



care of you? Your father alive?’ I said: “My father is not alive.” ‘Mother?’ "My
mother is alive.” [...] ‘Ok, go back tell your mother: yes, I want to go to school.
I will pay for you, but the school is not the one which you are admitted by the
government. You got to go to Christian schools.” I said: “No problem.” So, |
left her. I had to convince my mother.3%

Then Faith continued to narrate the conversation she had with her mother after
visiting the missionary.®

‘Mama, 1 got somebody to pay for me.” “Who is that?’ I said: ‘Mama [An-
nika]’. ‘Mama [Annika]? But aren’t you going to Mbeya? To those govern-
ment...?” ‘No! I’m not going to the government [school], I am going to Chris-
tian schools, so I have to be a Christian.” ‘Ahh, my daughter [...] your father
was a Muslim, your uncles, your sisters.” ‘Mama, I have to go, I have to go. |
will be a Christian, Christians they are good, they sing, they pray, they give me
money, that mama [Annika], so that she will pay for me. So I will go by bus,
by train, I will be [on] the train.” She said: ‘Oh you have go by train? ‘Yes! To
Moshi.’ [...] [My mother said]: Look here, we are very poor.” And that we
were really poor, we were sleeping sometimes without food. Even, we don’t
have underwear. You know. [...] The family was so bad, so bad, you can tell.
I said: ‘But if I go to school, if I am a Christian, you know those Christians?
How they dress, how they look like. So we will look like that.” [...] “We will
have money, we’ll build a house, I will give a house to you.” I was just con-
vincing, convincing. She said: ‘Ah, let me think.” I said: ‘No, the examination
is on Friday and this is Tuesday, so you got to give me the answer now.” ‘My
daughter, you have changed.’ [...] [I] said: ‘“Tomorrow we go to the govern-
ment office, mama [ Annika] told me that I go to the government office, so that
mother has agreed me to be a Christian.” So, we went there. She agreed, said:
‘But we have to go in evening, people should not see me.’ I said, ‘No problem.’
So, in the evening we convinced the government worker. [My mother told
him:] ‘I agree my daughter to go to [that] middle school, she can be baptized
there, mama [Annika] will pay for her. Because she wants to go, and I can’t,
tried to convince her not to change. [...] But she convinced me, let her go.” 87

The Muslim part of the family did not approve of her mother’s decision to
allow Faith to be baptized, so they shunned her (along with Faith’s younger
siblings, denying them economic support). After finishing middle school,
Faith continued her education, studied nursing, and eventually found employ-
ment. With the money from her work, she was able to support her mother and
her younger siblings fully, and even to build them a house.*® The Muslim side
of the family slowly came around when they saw how well Faith had been
doing for herself. “Because they see that, in Christianity, there is progress.”**’
However, there still remained some friction—for example, over the allega-
tions that Christians eat pork, which made them avoid visiting Faith’s home.

895 Faith 29/02/2022.
89 Faith 29/02/2022.
897 Faith 29/02/2022.
898 Faith 29/02/2022.
899 Faith 29/02/2022.
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Later in life Faith married a Muslim man, and this caused some small conflict,
as her new husband wanted her to come back to Islam:

But when we married, when he came and said: “You have to go back to Islam.’
I said: ‘Never.” I mean never. To go back to being a Muslim, forget about it. |
said: ‘Forget about it. I'm satisfied. You come back, you come back to
Christ.>%

Her husband responded that he would think about it, and Faith explained that
he eventually converted to Christianity.”” When her husband passed away
years later, this caused some controversy with his side of the family, as Faith
(according to the wishes of her late husband) wanted to bury him in a Christian
manner. She explained that her husband’s family accused her of leading her
husband astray, and they did not come to the funeral in protest.”*

Now, after a long career, she is enjoying her retirement. During our interview
she expressed pride about the fact that all her children, as well as some of her
siblings, had become Christian. She credits her conversion to Christianity for
her success in life:

If T am not a Christian, sister, I would not even be here. [...] I am how old? I
am 77 years. If I were a Muslim, I would not live. But now, I can eat, I can
[do] everything. I know how to pray, I know how to forgive, I know how to
care about others.®

Hosea: They Started Calling Me Pastor

My research assistant and [ met Hosea, a middle-aged man, in the pastor’s
office at a local Lutheran congregation, between Sunday services. His story as
a Christian began like this:

My name is [Hosea], this is a brief history of my conversion to Christianity. I
converted to Christianity in 2004, when I arrived in this region [...], I was
coming from Tanga. And the reality of the Tanga region is that it is dominated
by the Islamic faith, and in the family I come from, I am the first child of the
family of elder [Ali]. And before arriving here, | was an [ustadh], which is here
like an evangelist. I served for many years in the Islamic faith, I served for
many years.”*

900 Faith 29/02/2022.
901 Faith 29/02/2022.
902 Faith 29/02/2022.
903 Faith 29/02/2022.
904 “K wa jina naitwa [Hosea], historia yangu fupi ya kuingia kwenye ukristo. Niliingia kwenye
ukristo 2004, wakati nimefika katika mkoa huu [...], nilikuwa natokea Tanga. Na uhalisia wa
mkoa wa Tanga umetawala kwa dini ya Kiislamu, na mi katika familia niliyotoka ni mtoto wa
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Hosea clarified:

I used to go to madrasa after school. I continued with many madrasas, and in
Dar es Salaam, I went to madrasa as well. I also participated a lot in Islamic
conferences in Bagamoyo. And during all those years, when I arrived in [city]
in 2004, I met a friend named [Jessica] who told me something I can never in
my life forget, and it was the liberation of my life. In the verse of Matthew, if
I am not mistaken, 11:28, which says: ‘Come to me all you who are burdened
with burdens and I will give you rest.” Truly, I was very surprised and began
to ask myself questions. Come with a burden? But I don’t have any burden;
I’'m free, I don’t have any burden at all. I asked her what this burden was, and
she said: “You just believe that there is a burden of sin troubling you in your
life, and that has been bothering you for many years.” Because my friend and
I work together, I continued thinking about those words every day, pondering
in my head what significance they held for me.*%

Hosea reflected on what his friend had said:

We reached a point, about seven days in, when I began to reflect and thought
that maybe this God could be the true God who offers help to humans, as where
I was, I saw no help at all and was suffering greatly. I began to believe, and
later she told me that what I needed to do to be saved was to accept Christ.
After she led me in the prayer of repentance, I felt lighter than before because
I used to feel that my body was heavy. As we continued, she told me she prays
at TAG [Tanzania Assemblies of God] but then advised me to choose a place
where 1 felt it was suitable for me. I preferred to come and pray at KKKT
[Evangelical Lutheran Church in Tanzania].**®

kwanza katika familia ya mzee [Ali]. Na kabla ya kufika huku nilikuwa ustazi yaani huku ni
kama mwinjililisti. Nilitumika miaka mingi sana na katika dini ya uislamu, nilianza kutumika
kwa miaka mingi sana.” Hosea 12/02/2023.

905 “Nilikuwa natoka shuleni nikitoka shuleni naenda Madras. Pia nikaendalea na madrasa
nyingi nyingi na Dar es Salaam nilienda madrasa pia nimeshiriki sana kwenye makongamano
ya kiislamu na huko Bagamoyo. Na wakati nakaa miaka yote hiyo nilipofika [mji] mwaka 2004
nikakutana na rafiki yangu mmoja anaitwa [Jessica], akaniambia neno moja ambalo siwezi
kulisahau kwenye maisha yangu, na ndilo lililokuwa ukombozi katika maisha yangu mimi.
Katika mstari wa Mathayo, kama sikosei, 11:28 unaosema: ‘Jooni kwangu ninyi nyote
msumbukao na kulemewa na mizigo nami ntawapumzisha’. Kwa kaweli, nilimshangaa sana
nikaanza kujiuliza maswali. Nije na mzigo? Mbona mimi sina mzigo, niko free, tu sina mzigo
wowote. Nikamuuliza sasa huo mzigo unakuaje akasema: ‘Wewe amini tu uko mzigo wa
dhambi ambao unakutesa katika maisha yako, na miaka mingi unakusumbua sana’. Kwa sababu
rafiki yangu tunafanya wote kazi, nikaendelea kumfikilia yale maneno kila siku, nayafikilia
kichwani mwangu na kusema haya maneno yana muhimu gani kwangu.” Hosea 12/02/2023.
906 «“Tylifika fika hatua kama siku saba, ivi nikaanza kutafakari na kusema kuwa labda
inawezekana huyu Mungu atakuwa Mungu wa kweli anayetoa msaada kwa wanadamu, ambaye
huku niliko sioni msaada wowote nilikuwa nikiteseka sana. Nikaanza kuamini, baadae
akaniambia sasa cha kufanya kili ili ukae salama umpokee kristo. Baada ya kuniongoza sala ya
toba nikajiona mwepesi kuliko jinsi nilivyokuwa maana nilikuwa najiona mwili ni mzito.
Wakati naendalea akaniambia mimi nasali TAG lakini sasa chagua mahali unapoona panafaa.
Ndipo nikapendelea kuja kusali KKKT.” Hosea 12/02/2023.
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Hosea wanted to join the Lutheran church, so he recalled how he visited a
local Lutheran congregation to talk to a priest.

When I arrived [at the church], I said I wanted to be baptized, and [the pastor]
said: ‘Oooh, you were a Muslim and you want to be baptized? What did you
see?’ | remember it was a Wednesday, and he told me to think carefully and
then bring him an answer on Sunday. I told him I had decided to be baptized.
When Sunday came, I was baptized. After that, then I announced that I had
decided to become a Christian, telling my biological mother, she was surprised
at first and said that since I was of age and could choose what I wanted, it was
okay. But for my grandmother, it was a big battle because she knew the reality
of my life. It’s my maternal grandmother, because she was the one who raised
me from childhood, and I attended all of the madrasa under her care.’”’

Hosea emphasized that, since he was a former ustadh, he was well educated
in regard to Islam, and while comparing Islamic teachings with the Bible he
began to question a lot of what he had been taught as a Muslim.

Also, as I continued to learn from the Bible, I found a part where the Bible says
God created all things, visible and invisible. But on the other side, there’s this
saying that God created majini and people so they may worship Him, and I
realized that’s not true. Now, as I continued I was thinking, if He created majini
and Muslims say majini worship God, then in the Bible, what I know is that
Lucifer fell to earth and he brought his evil, so how can majini worship God?
And if you follow the history, when the devil fell from heaven in the Qur’an,
on a rock called Jabal al-Nour, and in Islamic history it says that is where the
Prophet used to rest while tending to his grandfather’s goats or sheep.®®®

He continued explaining that from his new understanding the Prophet Mo-

hammad was influenced by evil spirits, not God. Thus, Hosea believes that

Muslims do not worship God, instead they worship majini.””

907 “Sasa nilipofika nikasema naomba nibatizwe akasema: ‘Ooooh wewe ulikuwa mwislamu
unataka ubatizwe? Umeona nini?’ Nakumbuka ilikuwa siku ya jumatano, akaniambia fikiri
vizuri halafu uniletee majibu jumapili. Nikamwambia mimi nimeamua kuwa nibatizwe jumapili
ilipofika ndo nikabatizwa. Baada ya hapo sassa wakati natoa taarifa kuwa sasa mimi nimeamua
kuwa mkristo, wakati namwambia mama yangu mzazi, alishangaa kwanza na kusema kwa
kuwa umefika umri mkubwa na unaweza kuchangua unachokitaka, ni sawa. Lakini kwa upande
wa bibi ilikuwa ni vita kubwa sana maana aliju uhalisia wa maisha yangu. Ni bibi mzaa mama
maana yeye ndiye aliyenilea kuanzia mdogo, na madrasa yote nimesoma nikiwa mkononi
mwake.” Hosea 12/02/2023.

908 “Na pia kipindi naendelea kujifunza kwenye Biblia, nikakuta sehemu Biblia inasema Mungu
aliumba vitu vyote vinavyoonekana na visivyoonekana. Lakini kwa upande wa kule kuna haya
inasema Mungu aliumba majini na watu ili mwabudu nikao kuwa si kweli. Sasa wakati
naendelea huku nawaza sasa kama aliumba majini na waislamu wanasema majini
yanamwabudu Mungu, huku kwenye Biblia, ninachojua Rusifa alishuka duniani na ndiye
aliyeleta huu uovu, sasa ni kwa jinsi gani majini yamwabudu Mungu? Na ukifuata historia,
ibilisi aliposhuka kutoka mbinguni katika msaafu, katika jiwe moja linaitwa Jabal al-Nour, na
katika historia ya uislamu inasema hapo mtume ndipo alipokuwa akipunzika wakati akichunga
mbuzi au kondoo za babu yake.” Hosea 12/02/2023.

909 Hosea 12/02/2023.
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After thinking that way I then said, what’s the meaning of continuing to wor-
ship there when I know he worships majini, majini and God are two different
things, and majini don’t have a heaven to take us to. I decided to stay firmly
with Jesus, and I was no longer afraid of anything because with Jesus, there is
victory.’!?

As Hosea was coming to terms with his new beliefs, issues with Muslim fam-
ily members would continue to emerge, and at times he was excluded from
his family. This came to a head with a fight with one of his brothers after the
death of his grandfather. Yet, despite these conflicts, Hosea remained unde-
terred, and a particular incident would prove to change the attitudes of his
family drastically:

Now, last year, God wanted to demonstrate whether the God I serve is real or
not, my mother was ill for six months, paralyzed and bedridden. So, my rela-
tives were very troubled, going to local traditional healers, and they lost their
livestock trying to take care of her. They called me asking for money to take
her to the healers. I said I couldn’t give even ten shillings of mine, but if God
permits, the moment I arrive, she will stand up [improve].*!!

Hosea told his relatives that he would help his mother. He went to a local
Christian congregation, asking for some church elders to come and help him
pray for Hosea’s mother, and the elders said that they would meet him later at
her house.

The church elders arrived there around one o’clock at night, and all that time
before [they] arrived, I was asking my mother if she wanted to be healed. She
told me that she truly wished to be healed. As I was there, at one o’clock, the
church elders arrived, and we began to pray over my mother. So, we spent just
a short time, only about one hour, in prayer. When we prayed for her, mapepo
erupted [from her] saying: ‘We have been sent, we came to take her soul away.’
After that, I asked: “Who sent you to come and take her soul away?’ They said:
‘Humans have sent us because she works too much.’ After that, I said: ‘Now I
command you, by the authority of the name of Jesus, disperse, take all your
belongings from the belly, from every place you have settled, leave in the name
of Jesus.”12

910 “Baada ya kufikili vile sasa nikasema, ina maana gani ya kuendelea kuabudu kule na najua
anaabudu majini, na majini na Mungu ni vitu viwili tofauti, na majini hayana mbingu ya
kutupeleka. Nikaamua sasa kukaa kwa Yesu, kukaa imara na nilikuwa siogopi kitu chochote
tena kwa sababu kwa Yesu, kuna ushindi.” Hosea 12/02/2023.

911 “Sasa, kwa mwaka jana, sasa Mungu akataka kudhihilishia kuwa Mungu ninayemtumikia ni
halisi au si halisi, aliungua mama yangu mzazi miezi sita, alipararaizi upate huu. Basi, ndugu
zangu walihangahika sana kwa waganga wa kienyeji, walipoteza mifugo yako kwa ajili ya
kwenda kumuuguza. Wakanipigia simu wewe bwana tunaomba utupe fedha kwa ajili ya
kumpeleka huyu mama kwa waganga. Nikasema siwezi kutoa hata shilling kumi yangu, lakini
Mungu akinipa kibali, nitakapofika tu atasimama.” Hosea 12/02/2023.

912 “Wazee wa kanisa wakafika pale kama saa moja usiku na Muda wote huo kabla hajafika
nilikuwa namuuliza mama unataka kupona. Akaniambia kweli natamani kupona. Wakati
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He continued recounting the event:

After that, she fell down, vomited, and later stood up, stretched out her hand,
and said: ‘“Why do I feel fine?” She stood up, and I said: “Walk in the name of
Jesus.” She started walking, and up to this day as I speak, she is completely
healthy. Now, from that point on, God granted me respect, and they started
calling me ‘pastor, pastor,” and that’s how it is up to now, they acknowledge
that the religion I have is the true religion. Now they wonder: ‘What should we
do so we can also come there [to Christianity]?’ I told them: ‘It’s about surren-
dering by faith, come to Jesus, and you will be healed.” Now, you know they
hesitate because of the Sharia law, wondering, ‘How will they see me if [ come
over there?’ So, that’s how it is up to now, whenever I go back home, they call
me ‘pastor, pastor.” I am very grateful ®!3

Imani: I Wondered Why We Were Failing?

Imani is a pastor in his 50s who is in charge of an urban parish. I had met with
him once before, during an earlier trip I had taken to Tanzania a year and a
half earlier. Like the previous time, we met in his office, but this time I was
accompanied by my research assistant. [ had obtained the broad strokes of his
story from my previous visit, when his daughter had been kind enough to help
with translation; but now I was able to hear it in full. He began his story by
explaining his background, and how he came to be interested in Christianity:

I was born and raised into a Muslim family, and I was educated into the Muslim
faith. I understood that there is only one true religion, which is Islam, so all my
life I believed that there is no other religion besides Islam that is true. If there
were other religions, they existed, but they were not true religions, and those
others were considered by me and those I grew up with as pagan religions. The
true religion of God, I realized, is Islam. I lived in that faith following the
teachings and, because of the family culture, it means that religion was part of
our culture, and I couldn’t think of separating myself from the religion and

naendelea pale ndipo saa moja wazee wakanisa wakafika tukaanza maombi kumuhudumia
mama. Kwa hiyo, tulitumia muda wa masaa machache ilikuwa ni lisaa limoja tu.
Tulipomwombea yakalipuka mapepo yakaanza kusema: ‘Sisi tumetumwa tumekuja kuondoa
roho yake.” Baada ya hapo, nikauliza: ‘Nani aliyewatuma kuja kuondoa roho yake?’
Wakasema: ‘Wanadamu wametutuma kwa ajili anafanya kazi sana.” Baada ya hapo, nikasema:
‘Sasa nawaamuru, kwa mamlaka ya jina la Yesu, tawanyika, chukueni virago vyenu vyote
katika tumbo, katika kila mahali mlipoweka, ondokeni katika jina la Yesu’.” Hosea 12/02/2023.
913 “Baada ya hapo, akaanguka, akatapika, na baadaye akasimama, akanyosha mkono wake,
akasema: ‘Mbona niko vizuri?” Akasimama, nikasema: ‘Tembea katika jina la Yesu,” akaanza
kutembea, mpaka hivi leo ninaposema, ni mzima kabisa. Nikawa, sasa, mpaka hapo Mungu
akawa ameniheshimisha, wakawa wananiita ‘mchungaji, mchungaji.” Ndio hivyo, mpaka sasa,
huwa wananikubali kuwa dini uliyonayo ni dini ya ukweli. Sasa, wanawaza: ‘Tufanye nini ili
na sisi tuweze kuja huko?’ Nikawaambia: ‘Ni kujitoa kwa imani, ni kuja kwa Yesu, na
mtapona.’ Sasa, unajua wamesimama katika sheria, kwamba, ‘Nikija huku, watanionaje?’ Sasa,
ndio hivyo, mpaka sasa, naendelea, nikifika huko nyumbani, ‘mchungaji, mchungaji.’
Nashukuru sana.” Hosea 12/02/2023.
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culture because they were part of my life. But, one day I got the opportunity to
go with my fellow youth to a gospel meeting; we didn’t intend to listen to the
meeting, we had wanted to observe to see what was happening. And a young
woman who was attending madrasa, who we knew was possessed by mapepo
[malevolent spirits], went to that meeting, and when they prayed for the girl,
she received the grace of deliverance, the mapepo left. I wondered why we
were failing and how they could succeed? And this is what first caused me to
see that I needed to learn about that faith which is mine, me being weak of
faith.214

His decision was met with some opposition from his family:

So, when I wanted to learn I got a lot of opposition from my family. Especially
my father, because he had prepared me as an heir and had set me up as the
source of blessings in his house through faith [through training to become an
imam]. At that time, I had already been educated in that faith by studying the
entire book called Mus 'haf [a physical copy of the Qur’an], so I had already
been educated. That book has thirty sections, each section is called a juz, and
each juz has its own name. So, if you finish the thirtieth section, as if we were
discussing book by book, we would interpret it as the Book of Revelation, be-
ing called the thirtieth juz. Therefore, I was very much expected to take on the
role of leadership in [Muslim] places of worship. The places of worship [for
Muslims] are built within families, and our family had a worship building [a
mosque]. And when I announced that [for me] there is another faith, then I met
a great opposition.’'

914 “Nimezaliwa katika familia ya kiislamu nimelelewa katika familia ya kiislamu,
nimeelimishwa imani ya kiislamu. Nilifahamu dini ni moja tu iliyo ya kweli ni dini, ya kiislamu,
kwa hiyo maisha yangu yote nilitambua ya kwamba hakuna dini nyingine zaidi ya uislamu iliyo
ya kweli. Kama kulikuwepo na dini, nyingine zilikuwepo, lakini si dini za kweli, na hizo
nyingine zilihesabika kwangu na malezi yangu kama dini za kipagani. Ila dini ya kweli ya
Mungu, nilitambua, ni uislamu. Nimeishi katika imani hiyo kwa kufuata mafundisho na kwa
sababu ya utamaduni wa familia, inamaana dini ilikuwa ni sehemu ya utamaduni, na sikuweza
kufikiri kama ningeweza kuachana na dini na utamaduni kwa sababu ni vitu ambavyo vilikuwa
sehemu ya maisha. Lakini, siku moja nilipata nafasi ya kwenda na vijana wenzangu kwenye
mkutano wa injili, hatukua na lengo la kusikiliza mkutano, tulikuwa na lengo la kuangaliani
nini kinachofanyika. Na binti mmoja aliyekuwa anasoma madrasa, ambaye tulikuwa
tunafahamu ana mapepo, alikwenda katika huo mkutano na walipomwombea yule binti, alipata
neema ya kufunguka mapepo yaliondoka. Nikalinganisha kama sisi tulikuwa tunashindwa kwa
nini hawa wanaweza? Na hii ilikuwa sababisho la kwanza la kuona kwamba nahitaji nijifunze
katika imani hiyo amabayo ilikuwa kwangu, mimi kama imani dhaifu.” Imani 25/02/2022.

915 “Kwa hiyo, wakati natamani kujifunza nikapata upinzani mkubwa kutoka ndani ya familia.
Hasa hasa baba yangu kwa kuwa alikuwa ameniandaa kama mtoto mrithi na alikuwa
ameniandaa kama ndiye sababisho la baraka katika nyumba yake kupitia imani. Kipindi hicho
nimeisha elimishwa katika hiyo imani kwa kusoma kitabu kizima kinachoitwa Mus'haf, kwa
hiyo nilikuwa nimeisha elimishwa. Kile kitabu kina milango 30, kila mlango mmoja unaitwa
juzu na hizo juzu kila juzu moja ina jina lake. Kwa hiyo ukimaliza ile ya 30 kama tungekuwa
tunazungumzia kitabu kwa kitabu kwa kitabu tungetafsiri kama kitabu cha ufunuo kinaitwa
juzu ya 30. Kwa hiyo, nilikuwa nategemewa sana kwamba ningeweza kushika uongozi kwenye
nyumba za ibada na kwa vile imani. Ile nyumba za ibada zinajengwa katika familia na familia
yetu ilikuwa na jengo la ibada. Na nilipotangaza ya kwamba kuna imani nyingine, ndipo
nilikutana na upinzani mkubwa.” Imani 25/02/2022.
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Imani found himself ostracized.

And it wasn’t easy, I had to separate myself [from my family], to part ways
with my father especially, and flee to my uncles. My uncles were Christian, so
I thought that it was a safe place for me to start a new life. So, I lost everything.
I lost my inheritance, I lost my right to be considered a son, I lost all my prop-
erty. But, I started a new life and it wasn’t easy, because the community also
ostracized me. Therefore, I found myself living a very unique life, and some-
times I was forced to do hard work for little pay. Which I had never imagined
I would do in my life, including farm work. But during that time I continued
to believe and learn from the Bible. And because the faith I had was one of
memorization, I also had the ability to read the Bible at a very advanced level.
So, within four months, I had finished the entire Bible, from Genesis to Reve-
lation, and it gave me the opportunity to go back and read it over and over
again. Because the approach was to read the scriptures by memorization, it was
challenging with the Bible, since the books within it are a bit difficult. So,
that’s where my Christian life began.”'®

Later, Imani started a career as a preacher, and became quite successful. Some
of his followers were Lutheran, and encouraged him to conduct his services
in a Lutheran manner. His success drew the attention of the assistant bishop
of his local diocese who, after visiting Imani’s congregation a few times (and
answering Imani’s many questions), convinced him to join the Lutheran
church, after which Imani was officially baptized and later undertook theolog-
ical studies. He eventually became a pastor, despite Imani’s initial hesitance,
as he had experiences of not being welcomed by pastors in the past.”!”

During our interview, it became clear that Imani still held a deep respect for
Islam, and he saw it as being of the same spirit as Christianity, even if some
Muslims may misuse its teachings or fall short of its moral guidelines.

The first time I read it and understood it I realized that Islam was the same as
the ‘Fruit of the Spirit’ spoken of by Paul the apostle in the book of Galatians.

916 “Na haikua rahisi, ikanilazimu nitengwe, nitengane na baba yangu haswa na kupata nafasi
ya kukimbilia kwa wajomba zangu. Wajomba zangu wao wana asili ya ukristo, kwa hiyo
nilidhani ni mahali salama kwangu kuanza maisha hayo. Kwa hiyo nilipoteza kila kitu.
Nilipoteza haki ya kirithi nilipoteza haki ya kuwa mtoto nilipoteza mali nilipoteza. Lakini
nilianza maisha mapya na hayakuwa maisha rahisi kwa sababu jamii nayo pia ilinitenga. Kwa
hiyo, nikajikuta kwamba ninaishi maisha ya kipekee sana, na wakati mwingine nililazimika
kufanya kazi ngumu kwa ujira mdogo ambazo. Sikuwahi kuzifikiri katika maisha yangu kama
ningeweza kuzifanya, ikiwa ni pamoja na kufanya kazi za mashamba. Lakini wakati huo pia
nilikuwa nimeendelea kuamini na kujifunza kutoka Biblia. Na kwa sababu imani niliyokuwa
nayo ilikuwa ni imani ya kukariri kwa hiyo nilikuwa na uwezo pia wa kusoma Biblia kwa
kiwango cha juu sana. Kwa hiyo ndani ya miezi minne, nilikuwa nimemaliza Biblia yote,
Mwanzo mpaka Ufunuo, na ikanipa nafasi nzuri ya kurudia tena na kurudia tena na kurudia
tena. Kwa sababu fikra zilikuwa unasoma maandiko kwa kukariri, sasa kwenye Biblia ilikuwa
ni ngumu, kwa sababu vitabu vya Bibliani vigumu kidogo. Kwa hiyo hapo ndipo yalipoonza
maisha yangu ya ukristo.” Imani 25/02/2022.

917 Imani 25/02/2022.
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Islam means peace, humility, love, joy, kindness, patience et cetera. Basically,
Islamic faith in its own is not bad. That is why people stick with it.*!3

Yet, despite this respect for his former faith, he had no desire to return:

So, when we discuss what I think, firstly, I cannot return because of my per-
sonal viewpoint, not the church’s or from an educational perspective, but my
own. What drove me away, and why should I return if, since childhood, I was
raised, grew up, and reached this level thinking that I was not right. Why
should I now be considered right? It’s not because of being a pastor, but be-
cause | see that my personal faith does not allow me to return there. But the
second point, which I say, the way people live out Islam, are those things that
were instilled after leaving, you don’t see happiness, you don’t see love, you
see ostracization, you see rejection. Therefore, you wouldn’t desire to return to
aplace like that, even if later you recognize that Muslims have something good
that Christians don’t, for example, their worship, they put a lot of effort into
worship, praying five times a day, unlike Christians who meet once on Sunday.
So, if you talk about the spirit of worship, our counterparts have a greater spirit
of worship than Christians do. However, discussing the power I’ve seen in
Christianity, in prayer and intercession, makes me think that Christianity is
better than Islam.’"?

918 “Kwanza nilivyosoma na kuutambua wakati wote nilitambua ya kwamba ndivyo ukweli
uislamu ni sawa na lile ‘tunda la Roho’ analozungumza mtume Paulo kwa Wagalatia. Uislamu
ni amani unyenyekevu, upendo, furaha, kujali uvumilivu utii nk. Yaani kimsingi imani kama
imani ya kiislamu haina shida na ndio maana watu wanabakia.” Imani 25/02/2022.

919 “Kwa hiyo tunapozungumzia kwamba unafikirije, moja, siwezi kurudi kwa sababu ya
mtazamo wangu binafsi, si mtazamo wa kanisa wala elimu, ni mtazamo wangu binafsi.
Kilichonitoa ni nini, na kwa nini nirudi, kama tangia utoto, nililelewa, nikakua, nikafikia
kiwango hiki nilidhania ya kwamba sikua sahihi. Kwa nini sasa leo niwe sahihi? Siyo kwa
sababu ya kuwa mchungaji, ila ni kwa sababu ya kuona kuwa imani yangu binafsi haiwezi
kunipa nafasi ya kurudi huko. Lakini la pili, ambalo nasema, watu wawauishi uislamu ni vile
vitu vilivyopandikizwa baada ya kuondoka, huoni furaha, huoni upendo, unaona kutengwa,
unaona kukataliwa. Kwa hiyo, huwezi kutamani kurudi mahali kama hapo, hata kama baadae
unatambua kuwa kuna kitu kizuri wanacho waislamu kuliko walichonacho wakristo, mfano
ibada zao, wanajitihada sana kwenye ibada, wanasali mara tano kwa siku, tofauti na wakristo
ambao wanakutana jumapili mara moja. Kwa hiyo, ukizungumzia moyo wa ibada, wenzetu
wana moyo mkubwa wa ibada kuliko ambavyo walivyo wakristo. Lakini ukizungumzia nguvu
niliyoiona katika ukristo, maombi, maombezi, inanifanya nifikiri kwamba ukristo ni better zaidi
kuliko uislamu.” Imani 25/02/2022.
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Light: If You Start to Compare, You See the Power of
Jesus

Light is a man in his 40s who now works as an evangelist at his local Lutheran
parish. Like many of my participants, he started by describing his name and
his family.

Now, I am [Light], and I have seven children and three grandchildren. But I
have four children as a Christian and three children as a Muslim. At that time
I was called [Ibrahim], because [Ibrahim] exists in both Christianity and Islam,
like Jacob in Islam is called Yakubo, and Isak is called Isyaaka. And I was
saved in 2007 when I had my first child named [Bahira], we later baptized her
and she was called [Violet]. The second one was called [Aisha], we baptized
her and she was named [Sara]. The third, [Eliyah], but we let that [name] be,
although we had baptized him because we saw there was no problem.??’

Light recounted that he had previously been a learned Muslim, an ustadh, and
had a thorough understanding of Islam, and during his studies had also read
parts of the Bible.

I have gone to madrasa, and a college course on jisad. I studied and I under-
stood the teachings of Islam, as I came to know Islam, because I knew how to
read, I knew how they worship. How I understood the way they worship. But,
fortunately we were also studying the Bible and reading the Bible there. It was
about the contradictions, like the death of Jesus, like the life and preaching of
Jesus. Because, Paul says, in 1 Corinthians 15:15, he explains about the news
of the dying, he explains, that we are but looking for the news. He speaks as if
it’s us he is speaking to: “Yes, we have been seen as false witnesses of God;
for we testified to God that he raised Christ whom he did not raise, if the dead
are not raised,” and if Christ did not die, we are poorer than all the people of
the world.??!

He continued:

920 “Kwa sasa naitwa [Light], na nina watoto saba (7) nina wajukuu watatu (3). Lakini watoto
wanne nimepata nikwa mkristo na watoto watatu nikiwa mwislamu. Wakti huo niliitwa Yusufu,
kwa vile Yusufu kwenye ukristo lipo na kwenye uislamu lipo, na kama ilivyo Yakobo kwenye
uislamu inaitwa Yakubu, Isaka inaitwa Isyaaka. Na nimeokoka mwaka 2007 nikiwa na mtoto
wa kwanza anaitwa [Bahira] baada tukabatizwa anaitwa [Violet]. Wa pili anaitwa [Aisha],
tukambatiza akaitwa [Sara]. Watatu, [Eliyah], lakini hilo tukaliacha ila tukambatiza maana
tuliona halina shida.” Light 9/02/2023.

921 “Mimi nimesoma madrasa na chuo cha Jihad course moja. Nimesoma nikajua habari za
uislamu na nilivyojua uislamu, kwa vile nikajua kusoma, nikajua jinsi wanavyoabudu.
Nilivyojua wanavyoabudu. Lakini, bahati nzuri kule tulikuwa tunasoma na Biblia na kusoma
Biblia. Ni kwa maneno yaliyo kinyume, kama kufa kwa Yesu, kama maisha ya kuhubiri kwa
Yesu. Maana, Paulo anasema, kwenye 1 Wakoritho 15:15, anaeleza kuhusu habari ya kufa,
anaeleza, lakini sasa sisi tulikuwa tunatafuta habari. Anasema kama sisi anasema: “Naam, sisi
tumeonekana kuwa mashahidi wa uongo wa Mungu; kwa maana tulimshuhudia Mungu ya
kuwa alimfufua Kristo ambaye hakumfufua, ikiwa wafu hawafufuliwi” na kama Kristo hakufa
sisi tu maskini kuliko watu wote katika ulimwengu.” Light 9/02/2023.
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So, he tells you the one who was crucified was not Jesus Christ, the one who
was crucified was Simon the Cretan who was forced to carry the cross to Gol-
gotha. Therefore, he stands up and tells you that Jesus did not die, the one who
died and was crucified was Simon the Cretan. And in Galatians 3:1 he says:
“Galatians, who are you without sense? Who bewitched you that Jesus was
[not] crucified.” Therefore, among other things, we were looking for those
[things] that contradict the Qur’an.???

Light recalled that, when he was reading the Bible, he was comparing it with
the writings of the Qur’an, and even if the purpose was as an apologetics for
Islam, it made an impact on him. One point of contention he noticed between
the Bible and the Qur’an pertains to the teachings about spirits, specifically
majini. In Islam, majini are seen as creatures that can be God-fearing and be-
nevolent. In Islam, according to Light, it is allowed for people to invoke their
help, although such practices are generally discouraged.””® But there were
other differences as well, referencing Biblical passages.

Light recounted that when he compared the differences between the two texts,
and the differences between the Prophet Mohammad and Jesus, the salvific
significance and power of Jesus became apparent:

I then came to read in Mark 9:35 during the baptism of Jesus, a voice came
out saying: ‘This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased, listen to him.’
Prophet Muhammad said he is the awaited one of the Almighty God, listen to
him. But in John 10:16 he begins by saying: “I am the good shepherd.” [In
verse] 16 he said: ‘I have other sheep that are not of this flock, I must shepherd
them also’. So, if you start to compare, you can see the power of Jesus. On
miracles, Mohammed made a little food become plentiful, which Jesus also
did. However, when [Mohammed], prayed for the sick, he prayed using a cup.
You put in water, you put in dawa [medicine], then people drink. But he also
looked at the stars, using a board [to predict the seasons]. But Jesus did not use
those, he spoke with the Word.”**

922 “Kwa hiyo, anakwambia aliyesulubiwa si Yesu Kristo, aliyesulubiwa ni Simon Mkrene
ambaye alishurutishwa kubeba msalaba mpaka Golgatha. Kwa hiyo, anasimama anakwambia
Yesu hakufa, aliyekufa na kusulubiwa ni Simon Mkrene. Na kwenye Wagalatia 3:1 anasema:
“enyi wagalatia, msio na akili nani aliyewaloga ninyi kuwa Yesu alisulubiwa”. Kwa hiyo, na
mambo mengine, mengi tulikuwa tunatafuta yanayopingana na Kuruani.” Light 9/02/2023

923 Light 9/02/2023.

924 “Nikaja kusoma katika Marko 9:35 wakati wa kubatizwa kwa Yesu, ikatoka sauti: ‘Huyu
ni mwanangu mpendwa ninayependezwa naye, msikieni yeye’. Mtume Muhamad alisema yeye
ni mjawa wa mwenyezi Mungu, msikieni yeye. Lakini na Yohana 10:16 huko juu anaanza kwa
kusema mimi ndiye mchungaji mwema. 16, akasema: ‘Kondoo wengine si wazizi, hili
imenipasa kuchunga.” Kwa hiyo, ukianza kutofautisha huku, unaona nguvu ya Yesu. Kwenye
miujiza, Mohamad alifanya chakula kidogo kuwa kingi, ambacho na Yesu alifanya. Ila yeye
aliomba kuombea wagonjwa, aliombea kwa kombe. Unaweka maji, unaweka dawa, halafu watu
wanakunywa. lakini alitazama bao na nyakati kwa kutumia nyota. Lakini Yesu hakutumia hayo,
alisema kwa neno.” Light 9/02/2023.
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After converting, he underwent an ecumenical theological education program,
and later became a teacher and evangelist, working in predominantly Muslim
areas—having previously worked as a butcher.”” As a former ustadh, he en-
countered especially intense opposition from other Muslims. This, according
to him, was owing to the fact that he had a thorough understanding of Islamic
teachings and they considered him a threat because of this.

As Light continued to tell his story, he mentioned that he was unbaptized but
had originally come from a Christian family. However, as a child, he had lived
with Muslim families and had therefore been raised as a Muslim. As a Muslim
he had married a Christian woman, and they would talk about their religions
to one another.”?® Things were peaceful at first, yet when his Islamic studies
took a militant turn, he found it hard to accept these teachings.

Therefore, what brought fear was the lesson of jikad, because the lesson of
Jihad is to kill, which was new to me. [...] Therefore, I started having trouble
thinking whether I should start killing, blowing myself up, or self-immolating.
So, I started having trouble. The problem is that few study the subject of jihad,
it pained the soul.®”’

Light stopped attending mosque for this reason. Following this, his wife asked
him if she could baptize their children, as he no longer was going to the
mosque. Light had seen no problem with this and followed suit himself a year
later.””®

Nearing the end of our interview, I asked him how he feels now as a Christian,
and he replied that it had a significant impact on his life, not least in relation
to his attitude toward witchcraft (uchawi) and magic (uganga). Before he had
been fearful of such things, but now he is no longer anxious:

Now I am burning witchcraft, burning magic. And in the month of December
witchcraft fell and it was a big shock. Witchcraft and magic, [that] I was able
to burn. [---] But after I got saved, I went to burn the magic at the elder’s place,
and the locals here know, and the sick are [now] freed and recovering. So, I
view Christianity as very good.’?

925 Light 9/02/2023.

926 They later married as Christians, but their first marriage had been a Muslim one, as Light
had not been baptized. Light 9/02/2023.

927 “Kwa hiyo, kilicholeta hofu ni soma la jihad, maana somo la jihad ni kuua, wakati kwa kozi
yangu ya kwanza. [...] Kwa hiyo, nikaanza kupata shida kwamba, ivi, ntaanza kuua, kujilipua,
au kijiteketeza. Kwa hiyo, nikaanza kupata shida. Shida ni kwamba, kusoma masomo ya jihad
ni wachache, kwa hiyo roho ikawa inauma.” Light 9/02/2023

928 Light 9/02/2023.

929 “Ivi nachoma uchawi, nachoma uganga. Na mwezi 12 wa ulianguka, uchawi na ukawa ni
shoti kubwa. Uchawi na uganga, nikaweza kuchoma. [---] Lakini nilivyookoka, nilienda ku-
choma uganga pale kwa mzee, na wenyeji wa hapa wanajua, na wagonjwa wanafunguka
wanapona. Kwa hiyo naona ukristo ni mzuri sana.” Light 9/02/2023.
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Nicholas: In Different Ways We Are Together

Nicholas is around 60 years of age, and works as a pastor in a large urban
parish. He began his narrative by explaining: “Yeah, ok, [ was born in a Mus-
lim family.”*® He continued by narrating that when he was 15 he lived in a
“hostel” (similar to a boys’ dormitory) run by the Lutheran church for children
of low-income families when attending school in the city, as his family lived
in a rural area.”!

The care he received from the Christian staff (regardless of the fact that he
was not a Christian himself) impressed him:

Then from the caring, the help given us, then I was convinced. I was convinced
to be Christian after attending the Lutheran teachings from the level of the
confirmation classes. Then I was impressed that this is the right faith, so I was
baptized [...].%%

This hostel was not restricted to Christian children, but was open to all “re-
gardless of their faith.”"*

Then from there because I had a light conflict with my parents, why I have
changed. But the relationship became very smooth, very attractive with my
parents, after knowing that I am doing very well in the studies. In that time, I
was in private school. And not only that but my behavior was very fine, so they
were interested, they were impressed that my decision was not bad. So, from
there I continued, after the baptism, after the completing of Standard Seven |
joined the Lutheran seminar in Morogoro. Morogoro [name of the seminar], so
I was there and of course [...] the love and the desire to become Christian
grows day after day week after week and month after month and year after year

[.]. %

Later, Nicholas was ordained as a Lutheran pastor and completed his
doctoral studies. At this point the relationship with his parents and his
extended family had improved, and today his conversion is no longer
an issue at all.”*

So, I didn’t regret that I changed from Muslim, Muslim to Christian. So briefly
that is my journey, of course I had some conflicts especially, for example, the
visitors. When visitors are coming here and my wife prepares food for them
usually she used to pray, and of course by praying those people were offended.
They didn’t like to share the food, to eat the food, because they prayed in the
name of Jesus Christ.

930 Nicholas 29/10/2021.
931 Nicholas 29/10/2021.
932 Nicholas 29/10/2021.
933 Nicholas 4/03/2022.

934 Nicholas 29/10/2021.
935 Nicholas 29/10/2021.
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Especially for those who were Muslims. So, to me it was minor light conflicts.
I didn’t go through the big conflicts. Yeah. Of course, sometimes difficulty in
relationship with the other families, especially the Muslim neighbors and
friends. They didn’t accept my decision.”®

When I asked if this still was the case, he responded: “No, no, no”:%’

I have continued the bachelor’s degree, then masters, then the doctorate. So,
even family-wise, I’'m advanced [...] so I think they don’t see any bad thing in
Christianity through me. And of course sometimes I’m helping them, to coun-
sel, to help with financial [things] sometimes. And of course, in different ways
we are together. So of course, now, because I have taken the theological stud-
ies, now I know thoroughly the meaning of Christianity. And also, I know thor-
oughly the meaning of Islam, so when I compare we have common things, for
example about love, the reverence to God. I mean common things, love your
neighbor, that is common thing, of course we differ, [...] but most of the issues
we are together and some of the common things are putting us together. Some
of the common things between Christianity and Islam are putting us together.
So far with my family members, we don’t have the enmity between us.’*

Patrick: Indeed, This Is the Way!

I met Patrick, a man roughly 70 years of age, in his home. Patrick is now
retired, but he had previously worked as a missionary on Zanzibar. His story
starts in a Lutheran mission school in the coastal region, when he started First
Grade.

I will be happy to say that I think in the year 1957, I started First Grade at a
school that was opened by the [Lutheran] church at that time, which was called
a bush school. [...] So we entered the First Grade, and after entering the First
Grade we were brought by an evangelist named [Tom]. So the entire class was
taught a Christian education, even though we were Muslims. So, after receiv-
ing the teachings well, many of us began to ask ourselves questions. Now,
where do we stand if Jesus Christ is the one who will come to save humanity,
and we are on the other side?**°

936 Nicholas 29/10/2021.

937 Nicholas 29/10/2021.

938 Nicholas 29/10/2021.

939 “Ntafurahi kama ntasema nafikiri katika mwaka 1957, nikaanza shule darasa la kwanza shule
ile ilifunguliwa na kanisa wakati, ule iliitwa Bush school. [...] Basi tukaingia darasa la kwanza,
na baada ya kuingia darasa la kwanza tukaletewa mwinjilisti [Tom]. Basi tulikuwa
tunafundishwa wote darasa zima tulikuwa tunafundishwa elimu ya kikristo, hata kama sisi
tulikuwa waislamu. Basi baada ya kupata mafundisho vizuri, wengi wetu tukaanza kujiuliza
maswali. Sasa sisi tuko wapi kama Yesu kristo ndiye yeye atakayekuja kuokoa wanadamu na
sisi tuko upande mwingine?” Patrick 29/02/2022.
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Patrick, along with some of his classmates, decided that they wanted to be
baptized, and began taking baptismal classes. When he was eventually bap-
tized in 1965, it was by “the last missionary, Hemple, from Germany.””* Pat-
rick continued with his theological education, and later started working as first
a teacher and then as a pastor.

In relation to his family, some of the Muslim members of his family were
critical of his decision to convert.

Truly, that was somewhat of a challenge later on, especially in terms of
relationships. As you can see, many of my Muslim relatives are afraid to come
here for one reason, maybe because of pigs. So, anyone who hears that some-
one is a Christian thinks of them as those who eat pigs. Therefore, in one way
or another, they do not have a very close relationship [with me], which is some-
thing to be very thankful for, especially since my parents and my father didn’t
have much of a problem.**!

Patrick’s father had a brother whose children had converted to Christianity
years earlier, so he did not consider it a strange thing. However, Patrick men-
tioned that some of his classmates were not so lucky, and that he had family
members who had been threatened that they would be cursed if they con-
verted.*

As a child, Patrick remembered that Christianity had appealed to him in vari-
ous ways, which were essential to his decision to convert.

One thing was that, in our village, the introduction of Christian education en-
ticed us as we regarded it to be some new religion. We didn’t regularly get the
chance to learn about another religion. Another thing that really fascinated me
was the life of the evangelist who was teaching us. It seemed to be a life full
of love. Just as you see how he teaches and the way he lives his life, so it’s like
a life full of love. For example, that this is indeed the right way. That is, after
the teaching and after learning to read and such, reading the Bible, you come
and see that, indeed, this is the way!**

940 “mmisionary wa mwisho Hemple kutoka ujerumani”. Patrick 29/02/2022.

941 “Kwa kweli, hiyo ndo ilikuwa kidogo changamoto baadaye kwa kweli katika mahusihano

kidogo yalikuwaa kama. Unavyoona wengi ndugu zangu waislamu wanaogopa kuja hapa kwa

jambo moja, tu pengine ni nguruwe. Kwa hiyo yeyote atakaye msikia kuwa ni mkristo ni wale

wanaokula ngurwe. Kwa hiyo, kwa njia moja au nyingine hawana uhusihano wa karibu sana,

jambo ambalo ni la kushukuru sana kwa sana mzazi baba yeye hakuna tatizo sana.” Patrick

29/02/2022.

942 Patrick 29/02/2022.

943 g L

tukaona ni dini kama dini mpya. Hatukapata nafasi ya kuingiziwa na dini nyingine. Halafu kitu

kingine ambacho nilivutiwa sana maisha ya mwinjilisti yale aliyokuwa anatufundisha.

Yalionesha ni maisha ya upendo. Kama vile unaona kama jinsi anavyokufundisha na yeye jinsi

maisha ambayo anavyoishi, kwa hiyo kama ni maisha ya upendo. Kwa mfano kwamba sasa

kweli huku ndiko. Yaani hiyo baada ya kufundisha na baada ya kujua kusoma na nini, kusoma

Biblia, unaona kwamba, kwa kweli, huku ndiko!” Patrick 29/02/2022.
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Rachel: I Thank God Again

I met Rachel, a young woman, at her home. My research assistant and I were
invited to sit in her living room for our interview. She began:

I’ll start by introducing myself, my name is [Rachel], we are five children in
our family, but my mother was from a Christian family, but she married my
father who is a Muslim and changed her religion. We were raised in the Islamic
religion because my father was a pure Muslim. When I reached the diploma
level, my father had money problems. And as we know, as Muslims we don’t
have the practice of praying independently for ourselves, so I really wanted to
proceed to the next level, which is the degree level, [but] we had no money and
I really wanted to study.’**

After finishing high school, Rachel had wanted to continue her education, but
her family’s financial situation did not allow it. Yet, while listening to the
radio, she heard something that could help:

At that time I was in Dar es Salaam, I was listening to mama Rwakatale [a
Tanzanian Assemblies of God pastor] on Praise Power Radio, and I was told
that there is a God who helps people reach where they want to be and need to
be. It’s true, I went and from there I got into the habit of [listening] more fre-
quently. At the end of the day, we began fasting and praying and I asked for a
sponsor for my degree studies. At the end of the day, I fasted for three days,
and I saw God during those three days. I had a dream that I got an education
loan at [a university]. After three months, the results came and my name ap-
peared on [the list of those who had been granted] the loans. And indeed [it
was] the same college I had been shown, I was amazed at what God had done.
So, from then on I decided then that I would not go back to Islam and my
journey [as a Christian] began there **

944 “Nianze kwanza kwa kujitambulisha, jina langu ni [Rachel], katika familia yetu tulizaliwa
watoto watano lakini mama yangu alitokea katika familia ya Kikristo, lakini aliolewa na baba
yangu ambaye ni mwislamu akabadili dini. Tulilelewa katika mazingira ya dini ya kiislamu
kwa sababu baba yangu alikuwa ni mwislamu pure. Lakini nilipofika diploma, baba yangu
alipata shida ya kifedha. Na tunavyojua kama waislamu kuwa hawana ile ya kujisimamia
wenyewe kuomba, kwa hiyo nikwa nataka kuingia level nyingine, ambayo ni ya digrii, tukawa
hatuna fedha na nilikuwa natamani sana kusoma.” Rachel 11/02/2023.

945 “Kipindi hicho niko Dar es Salaam, nikawa nasikiliza Praise Power Radio ya mama
Rwakatale nikawa naambiwa kuwa kule kuna Mungu anawasaidia kufika kule wanapotaka na
Mungu anawafikisha kule wanahitaji kufika. Ni kweli, nilienda na kuanzi hapo sasa nikawa na
desturi ya kwenda mara kwa mara. Mwisho wa siku, tukaingia kwenye maombi ya mfungo na
niliingia kwenye maombi ya mfungo kwa ajili ya kuomba mdhamini wa kunisomesha masomo
yangu ya digrii. Mwisho wa siku, nilifunga siku tatu kavu, kiukweli nilimuona Mungu na katika
siku hiyo tatu. Niliota kuwa nimepata mkopo wa chuo kikuu na chuo ambacho naenda
nilioneshwa [university]. Baada sasa ya miezi mitatu, matokeo yakatoka jina langu likatokea
kwenye mikopo. Napia chuo kile kile nilichooneshwa kwa kweli. Nilimshangaa sana Mungu.
Kwa hiyo, kuanzia hapo nikasema sasa sirudi tena kwenye uislamu ndo safari yangu ikaanzi
hapo.” Rachel 11/02/2023.
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Rachel continued living as a Christian and continued praying:

After I finished college, I came to [town] where I continued my habit of pray-
ing, and even when I came to [town], I was praying to God to give me a job
for the sake of my younger siblings. And God also answered my prayers and
gave me a job, and now I have been able to cater for the education of my
younger siblings, three of them, both girls and boys.**

Rachel is very thankful that her financial stability has allowed her to support
her siblings, which she credits to God answering her prayers.

I thank God again. My younger siblings were Muslims. My younger [brother],
who is closest to me in age, changed his religion, and now he is also a Christian.
And he truly enjoys being a Christian. There’s one sibling left, for whom I am
also praying that they will eventually change their religion as well. I think that
is the end of my brief life history.”*

I asked Rachel how her family reacted to her choice to convert, and she re-
counted that her father initially took it the hardest. She responded:

My father was very disheartened because I was his first child, so he was indeed
very confused. [...] I told him: ‘Okay, I know the Qur’an well, I also understand
the Bible well, but I see that this is where the truth stands.’ I also told him that
we were also raised on the foundations of religion, but we are not taught to
understand, that is, we do things by gestures without knowing what they mean.
You bow down, you stand up, but you don’t know what it means because you
are reading the Qur’an. Eventually, he came to accept this reality, and he fully
agreed two years ago, in 2021, when he became mentally unwell. My younger
brother and I prayed earnestly and entered into a period of fasting for him. At
the end of this period, he was healed. Now, even when he calls me on Sundays,
he asks if I have gone to church.*®

946 “Nikamaliza chuo, nikaja [mji] na nikaendelea na desturi hiyo hiyo ya kuomba, na hata hivyo
nilivyokuja [mji] nikawa namwomba Mungu anipe kazi kwa ajili ya wadogo zangu. Na Mungu
pia akasikia maombi yangu akanipa kazi, na mpaka sasa nasomesha wadogo zangu, watatu wa
kike na kiume.” Rachel 11/02/2023.

947 “Namshukuru tena Mungu tena. Wadogo zangu walikuwa waislamu. Mdogo wangu [a
kiume] tunayefatana naye akabadili dini, na sasa ni mkristo pia. Na kiukweli anafurahi sana
kuwa Mkristo. Nimebakiwa na huyo mmoja ambaye naye, ninamwombea itafika hatua
atabadilisha dini pia. Nadhani hapo ndo nimemaliza historia fupi.” Rachel 11/02/2023.

948 Kwa upande wa baba yangu alikuwa mnyonge sana na kwa sababu nilikuwa mtoto wa
kwanza kwake, kwa hiyo yaani alichanganyikiwa. [...] Nilimwambia: ‘Sawa Kuruani naifahamu
vizuri, pia nafahamu Biblia vizuri, lakini naona huku ndo wanakosimama kweli’. Pia
nikamwambia pia ni sawa tumelelewa katika misingi ya dini lakini hatufundishwi kusema yaani
tunafanya vitu kwa ishara kusema. Unainama, unainuka ila hujui maana yake ni nini maana
wanasoma Kuruani. Mwisho wa siku akaja kukubaliana na hiyo hali na alikuja kukubaliana
kabisa ilikuwa mwaka juzi 2021, aliumwa yaani aliumwa kama akili. Mimi na mdogo wangu
tuliomba sana na tuliingia kwenye mfungo pia mwisho wa siku. Akapona na hata akinipigia
jumapili ananiuliza umekwenda kanisani.” Rachel 11/02/2023.
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While Rachel does wish that the remainder of her family would also choose
to convert to Christianity, and she does see large differences between the two
religions, she stressed that both faiths emphasize the importance of venerating
God and helping the poor.”* In regard to her conversion, Rachel emphasized
the benefits she has experienced after becoming Christian.

Another aspect I have seen is being independent, meaning I do not depend on
a mganga [a traditional healer] or prophets to solve my problems. I am able to
stand on my own without depending on anyone. [...] In essence, God has trans-
formed my life completely. Because when we were Muslims, we heavily de-
pended on our relatives, since our father was not well-off, but ever since I con-
verted to Christianity, I see myself growing and my family changing [for the
better].>°

Truth: My Father Told Me to Change from Muslim to
Christianity Because of Education

I met Truth, a woman in her early 30s, at a caf¢, and she recounted the story
of how she became a Christian.

I was born from a Muslim background. I come from a Muslim family, and my
former name was [Amina]. Of course, and now, I am a Christian from the Lu-
theran church.”!

Truth informed me that she serves as a pastor in the Lutheran church, in an-
other diocese. She continued her account thus:

I am the first born from my mom. My father had four wives. My mom was the
first wife. The reason why I became a Christian, it was my father. After I com-
pleted my primary school, my father told me to join to the seminary secondary
school. At that time, it was not easy for a Muslim or a student who is not a
Christian to join in that school. You have to change your religion. My father
told me to change from Muslim to Christianity because of education. He be-
lieved that in the seminary school, they have a good and better education for
people. It was not easy for me to accept that, but he told me: ‘Okay, you have
to go there. After that, you will come back to your religion’. We went to the
church and baptized. At that time, I didn’t understand anything, even after bap-
tism.*>

949 Rachel 11/02/2023.

930 “Kingine nimekiona ni katika kujitegemea binafsi, yaani sitegemei kwenda kwa mganga wa
kienyeji au kwa hawa wanaoagua kwa ajili ya kutatu matatizo yangu. Naweza kusimama mimi
kama mimi bila kutegemea mtu yeyote. [...] Yaani Mungu kabadilisha maisha yangu kwa
ujumla. Kwa sababu wakati tupo waislamu tulikuwa tunawategemea sana ndugu zetu baba yetu
hakua na uwezo, lakini tangu nimeingia sasa kwenye ukristo, naona ninakua na familia yangu
ina mabadiliko.” Rachel 11/02/2023.

91 Truth 3/02/2023.

932 Truth 3/02/2023.
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Having been baptized, she started attending a Christian school. She described
her time there as “not easy,” as among other things the school sometimes
served pork.%

At the school, Truth had no interest in learning anything about Christianity. It
got to a point where the headteacher threatened to send her home if her attitude
did not improve.*>* Truth, who did not want to disappoint her father, eventually
joined a confirmation class. However, she was still adamant that she would
return to Islam:

Because my father told me after that, I will go back to my religion again. In
the midnight, I used to confess Islamic faith, in the morning, Christian faith,
but it is not from my heart. [...] After confirmation class, things began to
change because of the teachings, day after day, in the confirmation class. One
of the subjects that made me change totally, it was about Christianity and other
faiths. There, my evangelist taught me about what is Christianity, and what is
Islam. The difference and the similarity. I was reflecting on my life, the way
me and my father and my mother and others’ mothers [lived]. I reflected and
tried to compare between Islam and Christianity. Then I said: “Wow. I see there
is a difference.”*

The confirmation class teachings made Truth start to reflect on her faith and
life, she recalled.

My faith is growing, growing, growing. When I went for the holiday, I lied to
my father. I told him: “You know what? In our seminary, they have told us to
go to the church.” Because during holiday. My father is [saying]: ‘No, don’t go
to the church. You don’t need to go there.’ I lied to him and said: ‘No, the
school told us to go to the church to meet our pastors and then you will get the
certificate, like you were there, when you come back to school.” I lied because
I wanted to know more about Christianity and reflected [upon] my life. There,
I was totally changed from Muslim to Christian.?>

So, over time Truth’s faith began to shift to the point where she no longer
considered herself a Muslim, and felt no desire to return to Islam.

After I completed my secondary school, my father told me: ‘Okay. Now, you
have completed your school, then, confess again to Muslim.” I said: ‘No. I
cannot do this.” “Why?’ I said: “No. I cannot go back to Muslim again.” It was
not easy, and he left me no help.

To say her father was displeased was an understatement, yet Truth remained
firm.

933 Truth 3/02/2023.
95 Truth 3/02/2023.
935 Truth 3/02/2023.
936 Truth 3/02/2023.
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Then I continue. He didn’t care about me, but my mom was a Muslim, also,
she was together with me. You see? ‘It’s okay. If you don’t want to send me
to high school and universities or whatever, I will stay at home and cook for
you, but I will never go back to Muslim.”%’

Truth’s mother, who was still a Muslim at this time, supported her daughter,
and Faith continued to go to church.”®

I used to go to the church, I joined choir. Then I felt like God called me. I went
to my priest and said: ‘Is it okay for me to be like you?’ He said: ‘Yes. No,
don't worry.’ [...] They said ‘Okay. Now, we don’t have any problem, so you
can join. We have our theological college.” Then I went to [a local] university
for diploma in theology. After four years, they ordained me as a priest, and I
started to work in the parish, as a parish pastor.”>°

Truth continued, explaining that she chose to convert because she felt she
could not continue living a life that, in her view, lacked love, equality, and
hope:

I didn’t see love the way we lived. Yes. I didn’t see love. Mostly, I see pain in
my life. ’'m the firstborn, and I see my father had four wives. His children, we
didn’t have much time to be with our father because he used to stay here three
days, to visit my mother three days. You see, four women, when he comes to
your mom, it’s [been] 13 or 14 days. Christianity is only one wife. Christianity,
they can stay with their mother and father together. Everything is for their fam-
ily, and Muslim, they’re allowed to have more than one wife. To me, I see
[what] it’s like there. It’s not fair, especially for the kids. I see it’s your pleas-
ure. How about children? Sometime you cannot even afford a life [...]. [ don’t
know, but to me, it was like living in a painful and stressful life.

Truth had seen how her mother has struggled, and did not want to live such a
life.

Then there is hope in Christianity. There is life after death, there is another
hope, another new life you can live apart. I didn’t see hope in Muslim [life].
Hope in general, spiritual, physically, even socially. Because when I went to
my aunt’s home, it is allowed for a Muslim to have four wives. You have to
love each other, love your mom. Sometimes you see [how] they treated each
other different. To me, it was not easy [...]. I don’t see equality in Muslim life.
I don’t see it. [...] No, I cannot live that life again. I was worried maybe I’ll
get married with someone, [who] had another wife, and experience the same
life. Even though now, I have seen even Christians, they’re cheating. [But] you
cannot see a real Christian having four wives around.®®

957 Truth 3/02/2023.

958 While her father had initially been displeased with his daughter’s conversion, the two of
them eventually reconciled. Faith 29/02/2022.

959 Truth 3/02/2023.

960 Truth 3/02/2023.
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Today, Faith describes how some of her family members have been impressed
with her academic success, and have chosen to convert as well. According to
her, it is for the same reason that she and many others became drawn to Chris-
tianity: because “there is hope in Christianity.”'

%! Faith 29/02/2022.
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Narratives from the Iranian Diaspora
in Sweden

Anna: This Is Not Your Life

Anna is a woman in her 40’s. She first learned about Christianity on meeting
the man who is now her husband while living in Iran; yet she starts her story
years before first meeting her husband.

I was born a Muslim in Iran. [...] My family were not religious people. [...].
But they believed in Mohammed and Islam, they thought it was right. They
[knew] only way to God, that was Mohammed. And I was a quiet daughter, I
was calm and such, but I felt that I was thirsty for love. I needed it when I was
young, that I remember, I felt that I needed people to give me love. And my
family did that, but I needed more, something more. [...] Within, I was always
searching for God.**

She recounted that, although she might not have understood it that way at the
time, she was searching for God.’** As Anna grew up, she searched for happi-
ness and fulfillment through education and employment:

I thought that I needed to go to university and get a high education [to] feel
happy with my life. I got that, I went to university and studied [...]. It was
interesting, but after that it got boring. It became boring, meaningless. Then I
thought, I have to find a job with high pay [...]. And I got it, a good job with
good pay and such. I bought my own car, that was fun. But after a few [years]
it became meaningless. But I had this darkness within me [...]. I wanted to get
married, and I thought that after I get married and have children and family, I
will be happy and I will be pleased. I thought so, but the depression became

962 “Jag &r fodd som muslim i Iran. [...] Min familj, dem var inte religiésa manniskor [...]. Men
dem trodde pd Mohammed, och islam, de trodde det &r rdtt. Den enda vég till Gud, det 4r Mo-
hammed. Och jag var en tyst dotter, jag var lugn och sé, men jag kénde jag var torstig for kérlek.
Jag behovde det nér jag var liten, det kommer jag ihag, jag kidnde jag behovde att ménniskor
ger mig kérlek. Och min familj dem gor det, men jag behdvde mer, ndgonting mer. [...] Pa
insidan jag hela tiden sokte efter Gud.” Anna 30/01/2022.

963 This search led her down some unorthodox paths. As a teenager, Anna and her friends had
attempted to get in touch with the spirits of the dead, in a misguided attempt at spiritual explo-
ration. Anna 30/01/2022.
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greater. It got worse and I couldn’t work. It got a lot worse, and I couldn’t do
anything.”**

She was stuck in a negative spiral, and her situation worsened, and she found
herself without the energy to do anything.

I was living with my mother and father, and they were very concerned about
me [...]. And every day I prayed to God, I don’t dare [to] commit suicide, I
want to die. [...] Yes, it was the only way in front of me. The only way. God,
I just want to die.®

Anna had considered death the only way out of her situation, that of a life
confined to a room in her parent’s house. Yet, in that room she would have an
encounter that changed her life:

Someone came. [...] It was thoughts and feelings that embraced me and said:
‘I love you, you are my child, and this is not your life. I have a plan for you.’
[...]1 will never be able to forget it. And I got hope.”*°

“It was not a dream.””®” Anna remembered feeling deeply loved, joyful, and
secure during her experience. In what can be described as a vision, the pres-
ence had told her, “I am close,” and “I shall free you.”"®

Soon after this event, she met the man who is now her husband. On meeting
him for the first time, he described himself as a Christian. After marrying him
she learned more about Christianity, and developed an interest in it.

Later, the two of them moved to Sweden. There they met a few other Iranians
who recommended they go to a specific congregation that had services in Per-
sian, since they were interested in Christianity.*® Anna and her husband went
to the church, met with the priest, and took part in the service. She recounted:

964 “Jag tiinkte jag maste g4 till universitet och f4 hdg utbildning, kiinna mig ndjd med livet. Jag
fick det, jag gick till universitetet och utbildade mig [...]. Det var intressant, men efter det blev
trakigt, meningslost. Sen jag tinkte, jag maste hitta ett jobb, med hog 16n. [...] Och jag fick det,
jag fick bra jobb i [arbete], med bra 16n och sant. [...] Jag kdpte en egen bil, det var kul. Men
efter nagra [ar] det blev meningslost. Men jag hade det hdr morkret inom mig [...]. Jag ville
gifta mig och jag tidnkte efter jag gifter mig och jag far barn, och familj, jag blir glad och jag
blir ngjd. Jag tinkte s&, men depressionen blev vérre. Det blev vérre och jag kunde inte jobba.
Det blev vildigt [mycket] vérre, och jag kunde inte gora ndgonting.” Anna 30/01/2022.

965 “Jag bodde med min mamma och pappa, och dem blev vildigt bekymrad dver mig [...]. Och
varje dag bad jag till Gud, jag véga inte [begd] sjdlvmord, jag vill do. [...] Ja, det var enda vigen
framfor mig. Enda végen. Gud, jag vill bara d6.” Anna 30/01/2022.

96 »Det kom nagon. [...] Det var tankar och kinslor inom mig som kramade mig och sa att:
‘Jag dlskar dig, du dr mitt barn, och detta 4r inte ditt liv. Jag har en plan for dig’ [...]. Jag aldrig
kan glémma det. Och jag fick hopp.” Anna 30/01/2022.

%7 “Det var inte drém.” Anna 30/01/2022.

968 “jag dr ndra,” “jag ska fria dig.” Anna 30/01/2022.

969 Anna 30/01/2022.
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“We started praying and there came feelings,” and she heard a voice that said:
“It was I, Jesus Christ, who met you that day, in the room when you were
[living] with your parents.”®’® Anna described that at that moment she realized
“with all my heart, it is the truth.” °’' After this experience Anna and her hus-
band were baptized, and have since then continued to live as Christians in
Sweden.

During our conversation, she detailed why she had lost her faith in Islam be-
fore becoming Christian:

I lost faith because when I read the Qur’an, there came no salvation. No paths
are opened. There is no power. On the contrary, I felt worse, and worse, and
worse. It just got worse and worse. There is no power in it, no good feelings.
Eventually I looked [at] my family, relatives, no one was content with their
lives, they had problems with everything. That is why I thought, no, this is
wrong. I read some books and I realized, yes, there is something wrong with
Islam, it is not the truth.’

As a Muslim, Anna stressed that she was always scared that God would “pun-
ish” them, and that it was a God who always was “angry.”®”® This is wholly
different from the God she worships today, according to her:

Big difference. There is a God of darkness and there is a God of truth and light,
a God who forgives, who understands, who will hug you. [...] But for Muslims,
there is no such love. We have to have Aijab, if we show our hair God becomes
angry [...]. If we don’t pray every day he doesn’t forgive [us]. There is no
forgiveness, no forgiveness within Islam, and it is difficult. God is not like that,
Jesus says that God is Father [...]. There is a great difference. Yes, I know that
they are different gods. [...] Now I know that this is the one hundred percent
truth and I try to live with God [...]. There is power, there is great power when
you live with Word and with Holy Spirit.*”*

970 «“yi bdrjade be och det kom kinslor,” “Det &r jag Jesus Kristus som triffade dig den dir
dagen, i rummet nér du var hos dina foréldrar.” Anna 30/01/2022.

971 “Imed] hela mitt hjirta, det dr sanningen.” Anna 30/01/2022.

972 “Jag tappa tro for nir jag liste Koran, det kommer ingenting, ingen frilsning. Inga vigar
Oppnas. Det finns ingen makt. Men tvirtom jag médde daligare och vérre och virre. Det bara
blev virre och virre. Det fanns ingen makt i det, inga bra kénslor. Smaningom jag tittade [pa]
min familj, sléktingar, ingen trivs med livet, dem hade problem med allt. Dérfor jag ténkte, nej,
det &r fel. Jag ldste ndgra bocker och jag mérkte, ja, det &r fel pa islam, det &r inte sanningen.”
Anna 30/01/2022.

973 “straffa,” arg.” Anna 30/01/2022.

974 “Stor skillnad. Det dr gud av morkret och det dr Gud [av] sanningen och ljuset, som forlater,
som forstar, som ska krama dig. [...] Men muslimer, det finns ingen sadan kérlek. Vi méste ha
hijab, om vi visar haret Gud blir arg [...]. Om vi inte ber varje dag han forldter inte [oss]. Det
finns ingen forlatelse, ingen forlatelse i islam, och det &r svart. Gud ar inte sa, Jesus sédger Gud
ar Fader [...]. Det dr stor skillnad. Ja, jag vet det &r olika gudar. [...] Nu jag vet att det dr hundra
procent sanningen och jag forsoker att leva med Gud [...]. Det finns makt, det finns stor makt
ndr man lever med Ord och med Helig Ande.” Anna 30/01/2022.
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Benjamin: I Was Actually a Bit of a Believer

Benjamin is a middle-aged man who was born in Iran but moved to Sweden
with his family when he was a small child. I managed to interview him after a
service, while the congregation was having the traditional post-service coffee.
He began his narrative account by explaining that, in essence, he had always
been searching for something:

I was actually a bit of a believer, but I was also in church before I was baptized.
But then I was always interested, but I was not so particularly religious within
Islam. Of course, I come from a family that were Muslim, but I was always
curious and such about Christianity. And then this interest became greater and
greater. I also have a friend of mine who also wanted to make it so that I be-
come baptized and become Christian. He is Swedish. But then, because of him,
more and more, this interest started.’”

He would later come into contact with a congregation that was “especially for
those who were Persian-speakers,” and after conversations with the priest he
decided to become Christian.””

Always within me, it hasn’t been me. Even my mother, father, my parents who
are Muslim always think Jesus was a great prophet. But it is more like a
prophet, not the Son of God. But for me there was also this thing that I wanted
to know more about Christianity. And there within Christianity there is so
much forgiveness, and I thought that was so good, and so terribly important
and beautiful. And then I thought, why not? This is something I would really
want [...]. I have peace, I can sort of feel peace.””’

He mentioned that he had gone to the mosque a few times when he was
younger “when [ was in the home country,” but never felt any strong attraction
to it.”® Instead, he felt “welcome” in Christianity, and recalled that the empha-
sis placed on forgiveness resonated strongly with him.’”® This differentiated
Christianity from Islam, according to him:

975 “Jag var faktiskt pa sitt och vis ganska troende, men jag var ocksd i kyrkan innan jag blev
dopt. Men sen jag var intresserad, men jag var inte speciellt religiés inom islam. Och jag kom-
mer sd klart fran en familj som var muslimer, men sé alltid varit nyfiken och sé pé kristendomen.
Men sen det hér intresset blev mer och mer. Jag har ocksa en kompis till mig som ocksa han
vill se till att jag blir dopt och blir kristen. Han 4r svensk. Men sen, tack vare honom, mer och
mer, det hér intresset borja.” Benjamin 11/06/2021.

976 “speciellt for dem som var persisk-talande.” Benjamin 11/06/2021.

977 «Alltid inom mig, det har inte varit jag. Till och med min mamma, pappa, mina forildrar
som var muslimer alltid sa tycket att Jesus [&r] som en stor profet. Men det &r mer som en profet,
inte som Guds son. Men for mig fanns ocksa det dér att jag vill 1dra kdinna mer om kristendomen.
Och dir i kristendomen sa finns det s mycket forlatelse, och det tyckte jag var sa bra och sé
fruktansvért viktigt och fint. Och da tyckte jag, varfor inte? Det hér dr ndgonting som jag skulle
verkligen vilja [...]. Jag har frid, jag kan liksom kénna mig [ha] frid.” Benjamin 11/06/2021.
978 “nir jag var i hemlandet.” Benjamin 11/06/2021.

979 “kénner mig vilkommen.” Benjamin 11/06/2021.
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This thing with Islam, I think that, now that I understand more about Christi-
anity. Wow! I think that there is a big difference. [...] I feel that when I came
to Christianity, I felt a lot more relieved. Yes! A lot more relieved, and feel
more at peace in some way. And another thing, I know that a lot of Islamic
countries, almost all of them have big problems, and that is thanks to religion,
and there is much mixing of politics and religion. Sadly, most Muslim coun-
tries, almost all of them are third world, and they have a hard time [...]. It was
the same thing in Iran, and like it is now it is stricter and stricter, and that is
thanks to Islam being in power there. [...] If you ask me, you yourself should
be allowed to choose what you believe in. *%°

Nearing the end of our interview, Benjamin reiterated that his journey toward
Christianity was a drawn-out process:

First, I started to go to church by myself, but every now and then. I even went
and prayed, but in my own way. And then I was not even a Christian. But I felt
very close, I had given my heart to Jesus and wanted to get closer to him.%®!

Chandra: It Originally Started When I Lost My Sister

Chandra is a young woman who first came to Sweden for university studies.’®*
After finishing her degree, she obtained employment in her field and contin-
ued living in Sweden. Because of the pandemic, we were not able to meet in
person, but instead had our interview through Zoom. When I asked her during
our interview if she could tell me how it was that she became a Christian, she
recounted: “It originally started when I lost my sister, because my sister took
her life.”® While Chandra had been living by herself in Sweden, her sister
had visited her. During her visit, Chandra’s sister had wanted to go to a nearby

980 “Det hir med islam, s tycker jag, nu nér jag forstdr mer och mer [av] kristendomen. Oj! D4
tycker jag det &r stor skillnad. [...] Men jag kdnner mig nér jag kom till kristendomen, jag
kénner mycket mer léttad. Ja! Mycket mer littad och kénner mig tillfreds pa nagot sétt. Och en
annan sak, jag vet att islamiska ldnder néstan alla dem dér har stora problem, och det &r tack
vare religion, och det &r mycket blandning politik och religion. Tyvirr, sa de flesta muslimska
lander néstan alla de r tredje vdrlden och dem har ju sé svért [...]. Det var samma sak i Iran,
och sa som det dr nu det dr hardare och hardare, och det &r tack vare islam som sitter pa makten
dar. [...] Om du fragar [om] min asikt [4r det] att man ska sjdlv fa vilja vad man ska tro pa.”
Benjamin 11/06/2021.

Bl “Forst jag gér till sjélv till kyrkan, fast lite d& och da. Jag gér och ber till och med, fast det
var pa mitt sitt. Och dé var jag inte ens kristen. Men jag kdnner mig véldigt néra, att jag har
gett mitt hjérta till Jesus och jag vill komma ndrmare honom.” Benjamin 11/06/2021.

982 Something she commented on later in the interview as having mostly been against the wishes
of her family. They were worried about her traveling to a foreign country by herself as a young
woman. This, she commented, was considered brave in Iran for a girl her age, as in Iran “women
do not have the same rights as women in Sweden,” and are often suppressed by men and male
relatives. But she was grateful that her mother supported her decision to study abroad. “Kvinnor
har inte samma ritt som kvinnor i Sverige.” Chandra 25/09/2021.

983 »Det officiellt borjade nir jag forlorade min syster, for min syster tog sitt liv.” Chandra
25/09/2021.
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cathedral and light a candle, which they did. Afterwards, she made a request
of Chandra:

She was no Christian but... It was interesting that before she died, we had a
conversation, and she asked me to go to church and light a candle for her. Be-
cause she had huge problems.®

Her sister went back to Iran, and later Chandra learned that her sister had died
by suicide. The sister had problems in her marriage, which Chandra knew
about, but she never could have anticipated that her sister would choose to
take her life. The news shook her. She had a friend who advised her to go to a
church to talk to someone to help with her grief.

I did not listen much at that time because I had no faith. I had faith in neither
Islam nor any other religion. Because you know, in Iran it is not voluntary, like
you can choose your religion. You are forced. You are forced to be Muslim at
birth, like as soon as you are born. So, there are many who don’t believe in it.
[...]Thad a very big depression because I lost [her]. I could not return to Iran
at that time. [...] So, it was a tough situation and I was alone and stuff. My
family is in Iran.%®

She recounted how she fell into what she describes as a form of “depres-
sion.”?®® However, in the middle of her mourning, aid would come from an
unexpected source: a dream of her sister:

Okay, then I had a dream that eventually took me to church. I had a dream
about her. It was on a Sunday, and before 11 o’clock, because I know that most
church services are 11 o’clock on a Sunday. At that time, I was living in [a
suburb of a large urban city], I remember. And then she came to my dream and
she said that: ‘If you want to meet me, then you go to the church, there you can
meet me.” And I will never forget that dream, it is still in my memory.®’

984 “Hon var ingen kristen men...det var intressant att innan hon dog vi hade ett samtal och hon
bad mig att ga till kyrkan och tdnda ett ljus for henne. For hon hade jatteproblem.” Chandra
25/09/2021.

985 “Jag lyssnade inte s& mycket i datiden for jag hade ingen tro. Alltsd jag hade ingen tro pd
varken islam eller ndgon annan religion. For du vet i Iran, det ar inte sa hér frivilligt att man
kan vilja religionen. Utan det ar pa tvang. Man ar tvungen att bli muslim [vid] fodelsen, liksom
redan [nédr] man fods. Sé det dr s manga som inte tror pa den. [...] Hade en véldigt stor de-
pression pa grund av att jag forlorade [henne]. Jag kunde inte atervinda till Iran just da. [...] S&
det var en tuff situation och jag var ensam och sént. Min familj &r i Iran.” Chandra 25/09/2021.
986 “depression.” Chandra 25/09/2021.

987 “Okej, d& hade jag en drom som eventuellt tog mig till kyrkan. Jag hade en drom om henne.
Det var pa en séndag, och innan klockan elva. For jag vet att de flesta gudstjénster dr klockan
elva pa en sondag. Just d& bodde jag i [forort i storre stad], kommer jag ihdg. Och da kom hon
till min drdm och hon sa: ‘Vill du tréffa mig, sa for du till kyrkan, dir kan du triffa mig’. Och
jag kommer aldrig glémma bort den dér drdmmen, for att det star fortfarande i mitt minne.”
Chandra 25/09/2021.
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Chandra described how she woke up like “crazy people,” put on her clothes
in a hurry, and rushed out the door,’® taking public transport to a close-by
church. On arriving at the church, she was surprised to see that it was closed.
Undeterred, she looked for another church.

So, I ran to [a nearby church] afterwards. There was a service going on, I was
a little late because it was after eleven, and then I walked towards the altar. So
many priests who prayed. And I just cried. I mean I have just had this dream
about my sister and such. He prayed for me. And I became interested and vis-
ited the church because of this dream. So, when I visited [a local priest] for the
first time with my friend, I told her: ‘I have no faith, I don’t believe in anything.
I am just here because my sister wanted me to be here, kind of.”*%

Chandra then began frequenting the Farsi-speaking services held at the
church, and described how she “slowly became more familiar with Christian-
ity”.990

Then I got to learn, sort of, how you can find peace, and how you can feel calm.
Because it was a lot. It was not the same in Islam, because Islam is a religion
which forces people a lot. That you have to do this, or you go to like Hell, or
if you do that, God will sort of punish you and such. But in Christianity, it is
mostly about being generous, being kind. At the same time, I did not just want
to be a person that says: ‘I am a believer, [or] I believe in Jesus.” I wanted to
research Christianity as well and see what’s inside of it.**!

While she liked that in Christianity, one was “accepted no matter what,” and
did not need to act in a certain way, “unlike Islam.”? She explained that it
was important for her to do her research before committing to Christianity.
Her family had put a great emphasis on science and higher education, and
were not particularly devout Muslims.*

988 “crazy people.” Chandra 25/09/2021.

989 «“Q4 jag sprang till [en nirliggande kyrka] sedan. Dir var det gudstjinst p& ging, jag var lite
for sen for att [det] var efter elva, och sen jag gick fram till altaret. S& manga préster som bad.
Och jag bara grit. Jag menar jag har haft den hir drommen om min syster och sant. Han bad
for mig. Sen blev jag intresserad och besokte kyrkan just pa grund av den hédr drdmmen. S& nir
jag besokte [en prist] for forsta gangen med min vén, da sade jag till henne: ‘Némen, horni. Jag
har ingen tro, jag tror inte pa nagonting. Jag ar bara hér for att min syster ville ha mig hér,
liksom’.” Chandra 25/09/2021.

990 Chandra 25/09/2021.

91 “Sedan fick jag ldra kénna, liksom, hur kan man f3 liksom ro, och hur man kan kéinna sig
lugn. For det var mycket. Det &r inte lika i islam, utan islam &r en religion dér den tvingar
manniskor jattemycket. Att du maste gora sa, annars gar du till liksom Hell, om du gor sa, sa
Gud kommer att liksom bestraffa dig och sa. Men i kristendomen det handlar mest om att vara
generds, att vara snéll. Men samtidigt jag vill inte bara vara en person som sédger: ‘Namen, jag
ar troende, jag tror pa Jesus.” Jag vill forska igenom kristendomen ocksé, och se vad som finns
dérinne.” Chandra 25/09/2021.

992 “accepterad no matter what,” “unlike Islam.” Chandra 25/09/2021.

993 During our interview she recalled that her mother had no issues as such with her conversion;
but she wanted Chandra to do her research and make sure that this was what she wanted.
Chandra 25/09/2021.
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So, for us science is very important, but some of the things that I have gotten
from [the church], they have nothing to do with science. Because there are
people who only trust in science and technology and such things. But I believe
that there is something in between as well that has nothing to do with those
things. It has something to do with how to be a real human.***

After becoming more involved with the congregation, she was eventually bap-
tized.””” Chandra believed that this was done in accordance with the wishes of
her deceased sister, and that her sister “wanted me in the church.”®¢ She still
finds herself struggling with the loss of her sister:

But I am grateful, because it was through her that I got to know, like, such a
great thing. Christianity. If it hadn’t been for her dream I never would have
come to church.*’

Nearing the end of our conversation, | asked her what she thought today about
her former religion. She responded:

There are many who think that it is the same God in all religions. It is not like
that. We don’t believe in the same God that Muslims believe in. Because they
believe in something called Allah, and Allah is not something that Christians
believe. We believe in a Father. We believe that God is our Father and Jesus is
his son. [...] [ am born and raised in a Muslim country so I know that there are
things that are just fake, you can say that. They say: ‘No, but this is religion.’
But the people in question, even those within the religion, for example imams
and such, they do not believe in it, they sin. [...] I think there is a difference in
the humility that exists among Christian people. That does not exist among
Muslims. If you sin in Islam, then you can even be punished by death. [...] If
there is a person who is, for example, homosexual, they can be stoned to death.
There are horrible things that are happening and not only in Iran. [...] They
have such rules so that people cannot live the way that they want. [...] That is
why so many do not believe in what is in the country, in the religion that is
there, because Iran was also not a Muslim country to begin with. We were
forced to accept Islam.*®®

994 «“S3 for oss vetenskap betyder jittemycket, men vissa saker som jag har ftt fran [kyrkan] de
har ingenting med vetenskap att gora. For att det 4r méanniskor som bara litar pa vetenskap och
science och teknologi och sddana saker. Men jag tror att det finns ndgonting mitt emellan ocksé
som har ingenting att géra med det. Utan det har nadgonting att géra med hur man ar en real
human.” Chandra 25/09/2021.

995 Chandra 25/09/2021.

9% “Hon ville ha mig till kyrkan.” Chandra 25/09/2021.

997 “Men jag dr tacksam for att genom henne fick jag ldra kiinna, liksom, en s stor grej. Kris-
tendom. Hade det inte varit [f6r] hennes drom hade jag aldrig kommit till kyrkan [...].” Chandra
25/09/2021.

998 “Det [4r] ménga som tror att det &r samma Gud i alla religioner. Sa dr det inte. Vi tror inte
pa samma Gud som muslimer tror pa. Fér dem tror pa ndgonting som heter Allah, och Allah dr
inte nadgonting som kristna tror pa. Vi tror pa en Fader. Vi tror att Gud &r var Fader och Jesus
ar hans son. [...] Jag ar f6dd och uppvaxt i ett muslimskt land sé jag vet att det finns manga
saker som bara dr fejk, det kan man séga alltsa. Dem séger: ‘Nej, men det hér &r religion.” Men
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Chandra added that this was just one of many issues with the country, as there
is a lot of “corruption” and “pressure” on the part of the regime—with people
living in fear of the “moral police.”*” This, in turn, has created large social
problems and made the youth of the country especially disillusioned. “It
makes it so that you hate the religion, simply put.”'*”

Ebrahem: God, I Cannot Accept This Life

Ebrahem moved to Sweden from Iran when he was an adult. He had been a
Christian for years in Iran, but had not had the opportunity to be baptized until
he came to Sweden years later. He began his story thus:

When [ worked at [a hospital] [ met a lot of people who were angry and fighting
with each other. I was always sad. [...] And I say it: ‘God in Islam, God, |
cannot accept this life. This life is not from you, I cannot accept life, all these
inconsolable people, and all these people angry with one another.” And then I
found Jesus 27 years ago. I found and I heard the Word from Jesus Christ
through the Nejat channel in satellite tv [...]. Nejat in Persian means ‘salva-
tion.” And then I felt the truth. And Jesus says: ‘I am the way, and life, and
truth.” 100!

Ebrahem described that the realities and human suffering he saw while work-
ing at a hospital in Iran caused him much distress, and he was regularly meet-
ing with a psychiatrist.

Before when I was living in Iran, I was depressed. Not well. I took medicines,
but after I heard the Word, the Bible, I felt better and better. And then when I

sjdlva personerna, dven dem som &r inom religionen, till exempel imamer och sant, de tror inte
pa det, dem syndar. [...] Jag tycker det finns skillnad i den dér 6dmjukheten som finns bland
kristna ménniskor. Sa finns det inte bland muslimer. Om du syndar i islam, sa kan du dven
bestraffas med dod. [...] Om de 4r en person som ér till exempel homosexuell, dem kan bli
stoned to death. Det dr hemska saker som pagér och inte bara i Iran. [...] De har sddana regler
sa att folk inte kan leva pa det séttet som de vill. [...] Det dr dérfor s4 méanga tror inte pa det
som finns i landet, pa den religionen som finns, for Iran var ocksé inte ett muslimskt land fran
borjan. Vi var tvungna ta emot islam.” Chandra 25/09/2021.

999 “korruption,” “tvang,” “moral police.” Chandra 25/09/2021.

1000 “Det skapar att man hatar religionen, helt enkelt.” Chandra 25/09/2021.

1001 “Ngr [jag] jobbade pa [ett sjukhus] jag triffade minga ménniskor [som var] arga och slass
med varandra. Jag var alltid ledsen. [...] Och [jag] séger det: ‘Gud i Islam, Gud, jag kan inte
acceptera det hér livet. Det livet 4r inte fran dig, jag kan inte acceptera livet, alla ménniskor
[som é&r] trostlosa, och alla médnniskor arga med varandra.” Och sen hittade jag Jesus for 27 &r
sedan. Jag hitta och jag lyssnade, jag horde Ordet fran Jesus Kristus via Nejar-kanalen i tv,
satellit. [...] Nejat [pa] persiska betyder ‘salvation.” Och sen jag kdnner sanningen. Och Jesus
sdger: ‘Jag dr védgen, och livet och sanningen’.” Ebrahem 30/01/2022.
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met my psychiatrist, when they examined me, they said: “You are well and can
stop taking the medicine.’!%%

Ebrahem emphasized during his account that his recovery was fully thanks to
Jesus, as he put it: “I had no medicine,” “just heard the Word,” and “I felt
salvation.”!00

In regard to his Islamic background and his life before conversion, Ebrahem
described Islam as a “dark religion,” that has “no Holy Spirit.”!**

My heart was always angry and scared. Worry, stress, anxiety. Always. |
prayed to Islam in the mosque and in my home as well. I felt no peace, noth-

ing.IOOS

Reyyan: I Gave My Heart to Jesus

The following narrative is provided by Reyyan, an individual in her early
twenties who has lived in Sweden since childhood. Her story begins thus:

I became Christian because my [relative] first became Christian. She started
talking about Jesus and she started saying that he is the real God. Because we
believed in Islam. That is to say, we believed in another religion and another
God that they called Allah. [...] So, [she] started talking about Jesus, she
started talking about her experiences in church and all sorts of things, and I
started to get interested. Like this, wanting to feel this feeling that she had felt.
So, I went to the church, I took part in the first service, and it was really like
this kind of feeling. And then the first day I went and I participated in the ser-
vice I gave my heart to Jesus as well.?%

However, despite having had a strong experience in church, Reyyan recounted
that she distanced herself because of being distracted by her studies. It was

1002 “Fgrut nér jag bodde i Iran, jag var deprimerad. Inte bra. Jag tog mediciner, men efter jag
horde Ordet, Bibeln, jag kidnner [mig] béttre och béttre. Och sen jag hade ett méte med min
psykolog nér [de] undersdkte mig han sade: ‘Du mér bra och kan stoppa [med] medicin’.” Ebra-
hem 30/01/2022.

1003 <jag hade ingen medicin,” “horde Ordet bara,” “jag kéinner frélsning.” Ebrahem 30/01/2022.
1004 “mgrk religion,” “ingen helig Ande.” Ebrahem 30/01/2022.

1005 «Mitt hjérta alltid arg och ridd. Oro, stress, dngest. Alltid. Jag [bad] till islam i moskén och
i [mitt] hem ocksa. Inte kénner ro, ingenting.” Ebrahem 30/01/2022.

1006 «“Jag blev kristen for att min [slikting] blev forst kristen. Hon borjade prata om Jesus och
hon borja sdga han &r den riktiga Gud. For vi trodde pa islam. Alltsd vi trodde pa en annan
religion och en annan gud, som dem kallade Allah. [...] Sa [hon] borjade s& hir prata om Jessus,
hon borjade prata om sina upplevelser i kyrkan och allt mdjligt, och jag borjade sadér blir in-
tresserad. Att sd har kidnna kénslan hon har ként. Sa jag kom till kyrkan, jag var med forsta
gudstjansten, och alltsd det var verkligen sa hir en kénsla. Och dé forsta dagen jag kom och jag
var med i gudstjansten jag gav mitt hjarta till Jesus ocksa.” Reyyan 20/08/2021.
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likely that it would have continued in this way until the tragic and unexpected
death of two of her close friends in an accident:

And they died of course. And then I felt like this, I feel terrible, I need to find
something that will make me feel good. So, I went to church. I really felt like,
how do you say? I felt calmer than before and I felt that there is a God that
really sees to it that that all their children feel good and have the best. And I
started to become more interested in Christianity, because I feel this feeling
when I had lost my friends, like best friends, they really were angels, so I feel
like this, really, Jesus is my salvation.'®”

Thus, after the death of her friends, Reyyan returned to the church.

Yes, so I became more interested in Christianity [...]. I started reading the Bi-
ble, it is very different from the Qur’an, because the Qur’an is in Arabic, and I
understand Persian, I can’t understand Arabic. So, you just learn it by heart,
the Qur’an, but you can’t understand it. And I was forced to learn the Qur’an
by heart in Iran, it is obligatory that you are able to read the Qur’an. So, I never
had that feeling when I was learning about Islam. But in Christianity when |
read the Bible, then I felt like this, this is really something wholly different.
And I can’t even explain it, because I really understood what was written there.
[...] And then that really helped. It is a long process, I started to, like, take
steps to get to know Jesus.!%%®

While learning more about Christianity, she felt that her newfound faith had
begun to changed her as a person, and she came to know “the real God.”'*"
“[1t is] really like what they say, the Holy Spirit comes and changes you as a
person, he makes you into a better person, and that really happened to me,”
Reyyan emphasized.'”'® She was baptized later, following a camp with the
congregation, where she participated in confirmation classes and other activi-
ties.

1007 «“Och dem dog séklart. Och d& kiinde jag mig sa hir: Jag mar jéttedligt, jag méste hitta
ndgot som kan fa mig att ma bra. Sa jag kom till kyrkan, jag kidnde verkligen sa hér, hur sdger
man? Jag kénner mig mer lugnare &n forut och jag kénner att det finns en Gud dér som verkligen
ser till att alla sina barn mar bra och har det bésta. Och jag borjade sahar bli lite mer intresserad
av kristendomen eftersom jag kdnner den dér kénslan nér jag forlorat tva av mina vénner, alltsa
bésta vénner, de var verkligen dnglar, sa jag kénner sa hér, verkligen Jesus dr min salvation.”
Reyyan 20/08/2021.

1008 »S4 jag borjade bli mer intresserad av kristendomen [...]. Jag borjade lisa Bibeln, den skil-
jer sig mycket fran Koranen, for Koranen dr pa arabiska och jag forstar persiska, jag kan inte
forsta arabiska. S man bara lar sig utantill, Koranen, men man kan inte forsta den. Och jag var
tvungen att lara mig Koranen utantill i Iran, alltsé det &r obligatoriskt att man ska kunna lésa
Koranen. Sé jag hade aldrig den dér kénslan nér jag lar [mig] om islam. Men i kristendomen
nér jag laste Bibeln dé kidnde jag mig sé hér, det dir dr verkligen ndgonting helt annat. Och jag
kan inte ens beskriva det, for jag verkligen forstod vad som stod dér. [...] Och sen det dér
verkligen hjélpte. Det &r sa hir en lang process, jag borjade ta sahér steg for att ldra kédnna
Jesus.” Reyyan 20/08/2021.

1009 ““den riktiga Gud.” Reyyan 20/08/2021.

1010 «“Det [4r] verkligen s hir som de séger, Heliga Ande kommer och dndrar dig som person,
han gor dig som en béttre méanniska, och det hiande mig verkligen.” Reyyan 20/08/2021.
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As she continued her story, she noted that, as a small child in Sweden, she was
struck by how commonplace churches were—a stark contrast to what she
knew from Iran.

I didn’t know anyone who believed in Jesus or such. I was forced to be Muslim,
but I was not a believer. So, in my passport it says that I am a Muslim, but I
have never like fasted or, how do you say? Ramadan and such things. I have
never done that.!o!!

I asked about her family, whether her siblings or parents were still Muslims.
She explained that the majority of her family living in Sweden have also con-
verted to Christianity, apart from her father.

My dad, he works a lot, so he has never had the opportunity to come to church
[...]- But we talk about Jesus every day. We read the Bible for him, we put on
Christian movies [...]. And he says like this: ‘I want to become Christian, but
I am worried for when I travel to Iran.’!%12

Reyyan elaborated that, since they have family in Iran, she understood her fa-
ther’s fear, as he could put his family in danger if he converted.'** While Rey-
yan was firm in her decision to become a Christian, despite the possible dan-
gers posed by the Iranian government, she understood her father’s anxiety.
“So, you are always scared of something happening.”'0'4

Continuing our conversation, Reyyan recalled how her experiences with Islam
has darkened her view of her former faith:

From my own experience, I live in Iran, where they force Islam, so I know
nothing good about Islam, because I was forced. But maybe in other countries
like Turkey, where you are not forced, there are good things with Islam. But in
Iran most of it is just a religion for men. They are like: “Wow, they are the
best!” And women are pushed down in society, they have to wear a headscarf.
[...] There are many really nice girls and guys that are Muslim and I really
respect them. But Islam as a religion, no.!!

1011 “Jag kinde ingen som trodde pé Jesus eller sd. Jag var tvungen att vara Muslim, men jag
var inte en troende. Sa i mitt pass det star att jag 4r Muslim men jag har aldrig sa har fastat eller,
vad sidger man? Ramadan och sant. Jag har aldrig gjort det dar.” Reyyan 20/08/2021.

1012 “Min pappa han jobbar mycket s& han har aldrig haft den dér mojligheten att komma till
kyrkan [...]. Men vi pratar om Jesus varje dag. Vi liser sd hér Bibeln for honom, vi sétter pa
sahér kristna filmer [...]. Och han séger sahér att: ‘Jag vill bli kristen, men jag &r orolig for nér
jag ska éka till Iran’.” Reyyan 20/08/2021.

1013 “riidsla.” “han kan siitta hans familj i risk.” Reyyan 20/08/2021.

1014 «S& man &r alltid riddd for att ndgonting ska hinda.” Reyyan 20/08/2021.

1015 “Ay min egen erfarenhet, jag bott i Iran dir dem tvingar islam, s jag vet ingenting bra om
islam, for jag blev patvingad. Men kanske i andra ldnder som Turkiet, ddr man inte blir pa-
tvingad det finns goda grejer med islam. Men i Iran de mesta &r en religion bara for mén. Dem
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Nearing the end of our interview, she explained that she believed that God has
a specific plan for Iran:

They talk a lot about Iran in the Bible and what the Iranian King Cyrus has
done. I really believe that Jesus is focusing specifically on Iran [...]. But we
have a lot of problems in Iran, and people really need help, and they really need
to know the real God who is Jesus. So, I cannot answer, only God knows. But
I also believe that many Iranians have become tired of Islam, and they have
then found another religion. I don’t know exactly, but I think only God knows.
I believe that us Iranians need a lot of help. We do, so I believe that God is
focusing on our country [...]. Yes, it is like this with, Iran that he will have his
Kingdom in Iran, Elam. [...] Freedom shall come to the country and such. But
we never know when. I don’t know exactly, but he has promised the people
that he will have his Kingdom in Iran, like he had in Israel.!?!¢

Reyyan concluded her account by stressing:

I think we all can get to know Jesus in different ways, and we all have different
stories that we need to witness about. But I have heard many stories, and I think
that they are totally impressive, and they really help me grow in faith. And then
I just feel that within Christianity, I always believed in God, so I wasn’t an
atheist. I believed in God, but I had never felt God. Like, I could never hear his
voice and feel that he is in my life. It was just like, there is a God, he is there,
and such. But in Christianity I really got that feeling that he is sitting next to
me and he is there. He is there and I have been able to talk to him. [...] But in
Islam I just thought that it was me talking, and I couldn’t hear him.!?"”

dr sa hir: “Wow, dem ar dem bésta!” Och kvinnor blir nedsatta i samhaillet, dem maste ha pa sig
sl6ja. [...] Det finns jattemanga fina tjejer och killar som &r muslimer och jag verkligen respek-
terar dem. Men islam som religion, nej.” Reyyan 20/08/2021.

1016 “Dem berittar mycket om Iran i Bibeln och vad Irans kung Cyrus har gjort. Jag tror verkli-
gen Jesus fokuserar just pa Iran [...]. Men vi har jatteménga problem i Iran och ménniskor
behdver verkligen hjilp, och dem behdver verkligen kidnna den riktiga Guden som &r Jesus. Sa,
det ar inget jag kan svara pa, det dr bara Gud som vet. Men jag tror ocksa att det &r for att manga
iranier har blivit sa hér trétta pa islam, och dem har sé hér hittat en annan religion. Jag vet inte
exakt, men jag tror det dr bara Gud som vet. Men jag tror att vi iranier behdver mycket hjélp.
Det gor vi, sé jag tror att Gud fokuserar pa vart land [...]. Ja, det &r sddir med Iran att Han ska
ha sitt Kingdom i Iran, Elam. [...] Freedom skall komma i landet och s& dér. Men vi vet aldrig
nér. Jag vet inte exakt, men han har lovat folket att han ska ha sitt Kingdom i Iran, som han hade
i Israel.” Reyyan 20/08/2021.

1017 “Jag tror att vi alla [kan] ldra kiinna Jesus p4 olika sétt, och vi alla har olika historier som
vi maste vittna om. Men jag har hort mangas historier, och jag tycker att dem &r s& hér fett
imponerande och dem hjélper mig verkligen att grow in faith. Och sen jag kénner sa hér att
inom kristendomen, jag trodde alltid pa Gud, sé jag var verkligen ingen ateist. Jag trodde pa
Gud, men jag hade aldrig ként pd Gud. Assé jag kunde aldrig hora hans rdst och kénna att han
finns i mitt liv. Det var bara sa hir, men det finns en Gud, han finns dir, och si. Men inom
kristendomen jag verkligen fick den dér kénslan att han sitter bredvid mig och han finns dér.
Han &r dér och jag har s har kunnat prata med honom. [...] Men inom islam jag trodde bara
det var jag som prata, och jag kunde inte hora honom.” Reyyan 20/08/2021.
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Narratives from the Church of Sweden

Adam: It Was Mostly out of Curiosity

It was mostly out of curiosity from the beginning. When we came here in the
beginning, I think it was 2011, it was, yes. At the time I was living in [a suburb]
with a relative, and like I said, I went to school here, so I used to take the bus
here. I walked by the church every day on my way through the center and, well,
one just got curious. To see how it looked, how it works, how another religion
looks, and that. Because you don’t have so much access to other [religions], to
look and compare, in the home country.'?'8

That is how Adam—a young man originally from the Middle East, who had
moved to Sweden as a teenager—began his narrative. He continued:

So, like I said, it was more out of curiosity in the beginning. How does it look,
how it works, and such. And then there was a summer when the church had a
sort of cooperation with some cultural association down there in [the suburb].
And there I met [a priest] actually, so he was a little part of this from the be-
ginning. So yes, we talked about how it is, he explained. And I was better at
the language then, than in the beginning, like I said. [...] But then I knew [the
language] better so we talked about how it is, [...] explained how it is in the
church and things like that. What they do, what the difference is between them
and other religions, and things. But like I said, it was more out of curiosity, and
to find calm. Something which feels more like my personality, you can say,
calm and stuff. So then I got interested, went more to church. I was a part of
the confirmation and things like that, and later [ was eventually baptized.!?'

1018 «“Det var mest av nyfikenhet egentligen frin borjan. Nir vi kom hit dé i borjan. Tror det var
2011, var det, ja. Da bodde jag i [forort] hos en sldkting, och som sagt jag har ju pluggat hér, sa
jag brukade ta bussen hit. Jag gick ju forbi kyrkan varje dag pa vdgen genom centrum och,
jamen, man blev bara nyfiken. Se hur det ser ut, hur funkar det, hur en annan religion ser ut,
och sa. Eftersom man inte har sa mycket tillgdnglighet till andra [religioner], och kunna se och
jdmfora i hemlandet.” Adam 29/09/2021.

1019 “D3 som sagt det var mer av nyfikenhet i borjan. Hur det ser ut, hur det funkar och s&. Och
sen var det ndgon sommar som kyrkan hade nigot samarbete men ndgon kulturférening dar
nere i [fororten]. Och dér traffade jag [présten] faktiskt. S& han var lite delaktig i det hér fran
borjan. S4 ja, vi pratade vi lite om hur det 4r, han forklarade. Och jag var bittre pa spraket da
an i borjan, som sagt. [...] Men da kunde jag [spraket] béttre s& da pratade vi om hur det ér,
[...] forklarade hur det ar och sant i kyrkan. Vad dem gor, vad kan vara skillnaden mellan dem
och de andra religionerna och sént. Men som sagt, det var mer av nyfikenhet och till att finna
ett lugn. Négonting som kénns lite mer som min personlighet, kan man sédga, lugn och sant. Sa
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Adam recalled that a thing that initially drew him to Christianity was the sense
of calm he found when participating in church activities or visiting the church.

When I was participating in church services and partially when I was reading
the Bible, the New Testament [...]. When I read them, it felt nice how Jesus
acted, the origin of everything. It looked nice and, like I said, that was when I
found this calm, that felt right.!%%

Adam labeled his process of conversion a slow one, in which he “slowly but
surely” came to Christianity; he described it later as a “good transition.”'%*!
He explained that he had been a Sunni Muslim, but had lived in a Shia-domi-
nant country. His doubts relating to Islam, he recalled, did not arise when he
was living back home, but some time after he had moved to Sweden.

So, I went more to church and read. That is when there started to come more
[questions], how does it look here? How did it look there? Should it be that
way? Should it not be that way? It is something new, so you become mixed in
two different worlds. Then understand, you try to find who you really are. And
how are you to find yourself in this? And do you dare break with the old? Do
you dare trust the new? There are many questions in your brain.!%%2

Today, Adam recounted, he had no ill-feelings toward Islam. “Now when |
am a little older, I think well of it.”'%» He continued, explaining:

I have made the right decision, nothing I regret. Yes, I have also looked at
others, Judaism, which I have compared with. I have found more of myself
here. That is why I have not been interested in changing again. But when I look
back, it feels like maybe I have not seen real Islam. That Islam and to be a
Muslim, that is a little different also. I have read more of the Qur’an and read
more books. I don’t know, I feel that I have not really seen the true Islam where

jag blev intresserad, gick mer i kyrkan. Jag var med konfirmationen och sana dér saker, och till
slut blev jag dopt.” Adam 29/09/2021.

1020 “Njir jag var pa gudstjinster och dels nir jag lidste Bibeln dd, Nya Testamentet [...]. Dem
nér jag laste, det kdnns fint hur Jesus gjorde, grunden till allt. Det sig fint ut och som sagt det
var da jag hittade det dér lugnet, som kéndes ratt.” Adam 29/09/2021.

1021' Adam also mentioned during this part of his narrative that his parents had not been partic-
ularly devout Muslims, so had not cared about his conversion. His mother, who also was living
in Sweden, had even come to his baptism. “Sakta men sdkert,” “bra Overgédng.” Adam
29/09/2021.

1022 «S3 gick mer i kyrkan och léste. Det ér dér det borjade komma mer [frdgor], hur det ser ut
hér? Hur det sag ut ddr? Skulle det vara sa? Skulle det inte vara sa? Det &r ndgot nytt ju, man
blir blandad i tvé olika vérldar. Da forsta, forsoker man hitta vilken dr man egentligen. Och hur
ska man hitta sig sjédlv i det har? Och vagar man bryta mot de gamla? Vagar man lita pa det
nya? Det blir manga fragor i hjarnan.” Adam 29/09/2021.

1023 “Nu nér jag dr lite dldre sd jag ténker bra om det.” Adam 29/09/2021.
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I was, at least in regard to the Muslims that were there. But it is nothing that
interests me either.!%?*

I asked Adam whether he could clarify what he meant by not having seen the
true Islam. He explained:

What you do in practice, and what is written, there is a big difference in many
things. Some just follow the things that work for them and they turn a blind
eye to other things. Yes, for example, that you should not drink in Islam, many
do it. [...] This with drinking or lying, or tricking each other economically in
some way, there [are] many that did that. You used to say that those who go to
Mecca in Saudi Arabia, they become more dangerous than they were before.
They tend to try to trick [people] more.!9%

He continued: “It was like a joke, but there was some truth to it.””'20 While he
appreciated the parts of Islam that stressed the importance of helping others,
there were things he did not find appealing:

There are nice things, but [there are] things against women, or that you don’t
have freedom. That it is ok for someone to murder you if you change your
religion and such, it is a little harsh. [...] I believed in God then and I still be-
lieve. The belief in God, in some creator is there. Nothing has changed that.
But I don’t think that a creator would be as harsh as it is written in Islam.!'%%

I asked him to clarify, and he responded:

It is the judgment and everything like that. Because it is pretty harsh in that
judgment also, there are many things you need to follow [...]. I don’t think it

1024 “Att jag tagit ritt beslut, inget som jag skulle dngra. Ja, jag har dven kollat p4 andra, juden-
domen, som jag jamfort med. Har jag hittat mer av mig sjilv. Det dr dirfor jag inte varit intres-
serad av att dndra igen. Men nér jag tittar tillbaka, d4 kdnns det som jag kanske inte har sett
riktig islam egentligen. Att islam och att vara muslim det &r lite annorlunda ocksa. Jag har last
mer [av] Koran och ldst mer bocker. Jag vet inte, jag kdnner att jag inte sett riktiga islam dir
jag var, i alla fall runt de muslimer som var dir. Men det ar inget som intresserar mig heller.”
Adam 29/09/2021.

1025 “Det som man gor i praktiken, och det som stér, det dr mycket skillnad p& ménga olika
saker. Vissa foljer bara just den delen som &r bra for dem och blundar pa det andra. Ja, men till
exempel som att inte dricka i islam, jéttemanga som gor det [...]. Men det hér att dricka, eller
ljuga, eller att lura varandra pa ekonomisk sétt pad nagot sitt, det fanns ju ménga som gjorde.
Man brukar siga att dem som gér till Mecka, till Saudi Arabien, dem blir farligare &n dem var
innan. De brukar lura [folk] mer.” Adam 29/09/2021.

1026 “Det blir som ett skimt, men det fanns nigon sanning i det.” Adam 29/09/2021.

1027 “Det finns fina grejer, men [det finns] grejer mot kvinnor, eller att man inte har frihet. Det
ar okej for en annan att moérda dig nér du har bytt din religion och s4, det ar lite for hart. [...]
Jag trodde p& Gud dé och jag tror fortfarande pa Gud. Sjdlva tron pd Gud, pa nan skapare finns
ju. Det &r inget som dndrats pa det. Men jag tror att en skapare inte skulle sa hard som det star
iislam.” Adam 29/09/2021.
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needs to be so harsh, or at least that you don’t need it now. I could think that
maybe you needed it a thousand years ago, but not now.'%28

Near the end of our interview, Adam reiterated what drew him to seek out
Christianity. He described the first time he walked into the church out of cu-
riosity, saying that he remembered seeing a beautiful wooden picture of Jesus
by the altar, and how he was drawn by “music and the psalms,” as well as the
sense of “calm” he felt there.'**

It is also good that in the church [...] everyone is welcome in our church at
least, other religion, you are homosexual, or something. Everyone is welcome
there. [...] Like I said, women can be priests, homosexuality is nothing, you
can be there. There are many that participate in our mass in [congregation] that
wear a veil. [...] Completely ok. [...] The sense of community, that you are
sitting together, it is nice.!%3

Ali: Something Was Missing

“Yes, it is actually a long story, but I will try my best.” So Ali—a young man
in his 20s—began his account.'®!

I was born in a Muslim household. I learnt to pray [five] times a day, go to the
mosque, from my father and family, and everything. But yes, I always had a
feeling that something was missing in this, and what I found out later in life
was that... yes, it was actually a belief. It was not like I believed in Islam. It
was like a habit for me, so it was no faith. And then I thought that was
strange.!032

He described having been raised as a Muslim by his family, with all that it
entailed. Yet, something was missing:

1028 “Det r ju den domen och allt sa. For det ér ganska hért i den domen ocksé, mycket saker
som man ska folja [...]. Tycker inte att det skulle vara sa hért, eller behdvs inte i alla fall nu.
Skulle tdnka [mig] att det skulle behdvas for ndgra tusen ar sen, men inte nu.” Adam
29/09/2021.

1029 “musiken och psalmerna,” “lugn.” Adam 29/09/2021.

1030 “Det &r bra ocksé i kyrkan att alla &r vilkomna i vdran kyrka, i alla fall, annan religion, har
man homosexualitet, eller ndgot. Alla &r vilkomna dit. [...] Men som sagt, kvinnor de kan vara
prést, att homosexualitet &r inget, man kan vara dir. Det 4&r manga som ar pa var méssa [i for-
samlingen] som har sldjan pa sig. [...] Helt okej. [...] Gemenskapen, att man sitter tillsammans,
det dr fint.” Adam 29/09/2021.

1031 “Ja, det &r faktisk en 14ng historia, men jag forsdker mitt bésta.” Ali 8/09/2021.

1032 “Jag 4r fodd i ett muslimskt hushall. Jag har l4rt mig att be [fem] ginger om dagen, g4 till
moské, fran min pappa och familjen, och allting. Men ja, jag har alltid haft en kénsla av att
ndgonting fattas i det hér, och det jag tog reda pa senare i mitt liv var att... Ja, det var faktiskt
en tro. Det var inte som att jag trodde pé islam. Det var som en vana for mig da, sa det var ingen
tro. Och sen det tyckte jag var konstigt.” Ali 8/09/2021.
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I had thoughts even in the home country and everything. But I never got an-
swers to any of them in any way. Or, yes, | was not allowed to ask. I was not
allowed to ask, because it was so, how can you say it? It was haram.'%3

“It was forbidden, it was like denying God,” Ali explained. “If I asked ques-
tions I become an apostate, so why would I even risk that?!%**

It was not until he came to Sweden as a refugee that Ali first came into contact
with Christianity.

I had a clear picture of Islam then, that I knew how it looks like within Islam.
What you believed in and what I had had been taught was that Islam and Chris-
tianity are the same. But now, but now I know that they are not at all the same.
There are many differences between them, and what triggered this was actually
a teacher at school.!0%

After arriving in Sweden, Ali had started school and “somehow” he had
started attending a “pentecostal school.”'*® Ali described the teacher in ques-
tion as a theologian who would talk about theology, and with this Ali’s interest
began to “grow and grow.”'®” As Ali had a friend who was attending a local
Lutheran church, Ali opted to go with his friend to this church in order to learn
more about Christianity.

I thought then, yes, this is what was missing in Islam. I had like the concept of
God. Allah was something. I did not understand it actually. [...] Yes, that God
is harsh against humans. And that if you don’t behave you go directly to hell,
and there is no forgiveness. And here in the church I got to know Jesus, who is
the son of God. [...] This thing in Islam that God is something far away, you
cannot reach God, but in Christianity it is the opposite. [...] It was actually
strange for me in the beginning that you sang psalms and everything here. It
was something I had not seen before, and I thought it was very beautiful, very
beautiful. I got hooked on it actually. [...] The psalms, that you sang, that you
could join in. Nobody said anything. No one said that I could not join in. Eve-
ryone said welcome.!%38

1033 “Jag hade ju tankar dven i hemlandet och allting. Men jag fick aldrig svar pd dem pé nigot
sitt. Eller, ja, jag fick inte ens fraga. Jag fick inte ens fraga, for det var sa, hur ska man séga?
Det var haram.” Ali 8/09/2021.

1034 “Det var forbjudet, det var som att neka Gud. Om jag stéllde frigor s& blev jag en avfilling,
sé varfor ska jag ens riskera det?” Ali 8/09/2021.

1035 “Jag hade ju en klar bild av islam da, att jag visste hur det ser ut inom islam. Vad man
trodde pé och det jag hade lart mig var att islam och kristendom ar samma. Men nu, men nu vet
jag [att] de inte alls [4r] samma. Det dr mycket skillnad mellan dem, och det som triggar i gang
[detta] det var faktiskt en ldrare pa skolan.” Ali 8/09/2021.

1036 “p3 ndgot sitt,” “pingstskola.” Ali 8/09/2021.

1037 “intresset,” “viixa och vixa.” Ali 8/09/2021.

1038 «Jag tinkte da, ja, det hér [ir] det som fattades i islam. Jag hade ju konceptet av Gud. Allah
var nagonting. Jag forstod det inte faktiskt. [...] Ja, att Gud 4r hard mot ménniskan. Och om
man inte skoter sig s& hamnar man i helvetet direkt, och det finns ingen forlatelse. Och hér i
kyrkan fick jag kdnna Jesus som &r Guds son. [...] Det hiar med att [i] islam dr Gud nagonting
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Jakob: That Time I Felt Empty

Jakob and I had our conversation in a café on a weekday afternoon, after he
had finished work. I had met Jakob, a young man in his 20s, a few times pre-
viously while visiting a nearby congregation that he frequented. He began his
account by recounting the events that led to his decision to leave Islam:

I can say that something happened in my life, that I lost my brother, because
of a wrong that my mom and dad did. I have not told this to anyone, you are...
you can say the second. I told the Migration authority why I left Islam.!%%

In his own words, he “grew up in a religious family.”'** His grandfather had
even been a respected religious authority. This led to him and his brother hav-
ing a rather strict upbringing, which one day would have disastrous conse-
quences:

I don’t know what to say. My brother was praying and such. He was a Muslim,
and he was praying pretty fast, you can say. And that evening, yes, my mother
was nagging him: “Why are you praying so quickly and fast?’ And then in the
middle of the prayer my mother hit my brother’s face, and he ran out. And then
a day later we heard that he crashed with his car and he died. A truck, some-
thing like that. I lost him.!04!

At this time Jakob recalls that he was around 15 years of age. The death of his
brother hit him hard, and during the years following the incident he “got some
anxiety and such.”'*

Throughout his teenage years, Jakob developed a great interest in music, and
started listening to one Iranian artist in particular. This musician happened to
be an outspoken atheist, and this served to increase his interest in atheism. “In
a way he opened my brain.”'**

borta, du kan inte nd Gud, men i kristendomen ar det tvartom. [...] Det var faktiskt konstigt for
mig i bdrjan att man sjong psalmer och allting hér. Det var nagot jag inte sett forut, och jag
tyckte det mycket vackert, mycket vackert. Jag fastnade for det faktiskt. [...] Psalmerna, att
man sjong, att man fick vara med. Ingen sa inget. Ingen sa att jag inte fick vara med. Alla sa
vialkommen.” Ali 8/09/2021.

1039 “Jag kan siga att héint nigonting I mitt liv, som jag forlorade min brorsa, p& grund av ndgon-
ting fel [som gjordes av] min pappa och mamma. Jag har inte sagt detta till ndgon, du 4r... man
kan sdga den andra. Jag har sagt en géng till Migrationsverket varfor jag har ldmnat islam.”
Jakob 15/09/2021.

1040 “yyuxit upp i en religids familj.” Jakob 15/09/2021.

1041 “Jag vet inte vad jag ska séga. Min brorsa héller p& be och sint. Han var muslim, och han
bad ganska fort kan vi siga. Och den kvillen, ja, min mamma tjatade p& honom: ‘Varfor du ber
sd hir fort och snabbt?’ Och sen i mitten av bonen min mamma slog min brorsa [i] ansiktet, och
han sprang ut. Och sen efter en dag vi horde [att] han krockade med bilen och han dog. En
lastbil, nagot sant. Jag forlorade honom.” Jakob 15/09/2021.

1042 “Jag fick lite &ngest och sant.” Jakob 15/09/2021.

1043 «p3 nigot vis han dppnade min hjirna.” Jakob 15/09/2021.
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I invested so much in it, [atheism]. [...] But that was not my problem at that
time. I felt empty, you could say. I dared to say anything. I had no boundaries,
I quarreled with others, I was quite aggressive. That time I did not care. [...] ]
did something bad to someone, I did not feel sin or anything.!04

It was not until Jakob joined a choir in a Farsi-speaking church that he became
involved with Christianity.

I was with the choir and I listened to the priests and stuff. When I was there I
was actually an atheist. [ was just laughing. What the hell are they saying? But
then, because I was also curious about Christianity and such things, I thought,
what to say? What should you do? Christianity is nice, there is humanity inside.
There is music, there is the group, where I can meet the others. [...] I was there
and I felt a little better.!%43

“I just felt comfortable there,” he recalled.'®*¢ He then became increasingly
interested in converting, because, in his words: “Why not?.”'%’ Today he is
still involved in a local congregation where there are other Afghans and Farsi-
speaking Christians.

I asked what his thought were of Islam, as he had mentioned that returning to
Islam had not been an option for him. He responded that he is still very critical
of Islam.'"® To illustrate his critique, he explained that his father had been
“mean” to Jakob’s mother and his sister, and used religion to justify it."*’ To
him, Islam considered women to be lesser beings than men, and that Islam
“forced” women to wear headscarves, and required people to adhere to its
doctrines and practices, “not in a nice way.”'**" “You cannot believe in it, it is
unfair, and I felt that I cannot be such a person,” he stated.'®'

At this point in the interview, | felt that we had started reaching the end of our
conversation. Yet, Jakob had one more thing that he wanted to share with me:

1044 «Jag satsade s& mycket pd den, [ateismen]. [...] Men det var inte mitt problem [p4] den

tiden. Jag kdnde mig tom kan man séga. Jag vagade sdga vad som helst. Jag hade ingen gréns,
jag brékade med andra, jag var ganska aggressiv. [Pa] den tiden jag brydde mig inte. [...] Jag
gjorde nagot daligt mot nadgon, jag kénde inte synd eller nagot.” Jakob 15/09/2021.

1045 “Jag var med koren och jag lyssnade pé présten och sdnt. Nir jag var dir var jag pd nigot
vis ateist. Jag skrattade bara. Vad fan dem siger? Men sen, for att jag var nyfiken ocksé om
kristendomen, sénna grejer. Jag tanker, vad ska man séga? Vad ska du goéra? Kristendomen ar
fint, det finns ménskligheten [ddr] inne. Det finns musik, det finns samlingen, dér jag kan trdffa
de andra. [...] Jag var ddr och jag kdnde mig lite béttre.” Jakob 15/09/2021.

1046 ““Jag bara trivs dir.” Jakob 15/09/2021.

1047 “yarfor inte?” Jakob 15/09/2021.

1048 Jakob 15/09/2021.

1049 “tagkig.” Jakob 15/09/2021.

1050 “tyinga,” “inte pa ett snillt sitt.” Jakob 15/09/2021.

1051 “Det gar inte att tro pa den, och den &r orittvis, och jag kéinde jag kan inte vara [en] sdn
maénniska.” Jakob 15/09/2021.
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It is something that [ have, it is strange, but it happens sometimes. When I sleep
at night, sometimes I dream. And I remember, before [my] baptism, because I
waited a year or more. [...] I saw that some priest gave [the] skeleton of my
brother to me on a white, what you call it? A blanket.!%%

The day after he had this dream, when he went to church, the priest told him
he could be baptized.'”* This came as a surprise to him, because he did not
know when he would be allowed to be baptized.

A few months later, something similar occurred. He dreamt that his foster par-
ent hugged him, and weeks later, after learning that he had been granted a
residence permit, he was hugged by his foster parent like in his dream.'®**
Months later, while in the hospital for a major surgery, he once again had a
dream:

I was calling for Jesus, there came a person wearing white clothes and such, it
was strange. But I don’t know why I saw this dream. I was calling for someone
there, someone came and said to me: “Wake, my son.” And I was woken up.!%%

Jakob explained that he was uncertain what these dreams meant, and why they
occurred during these times.

I don’t know if it was Jesus or someone else, but it happened one time. I called
for Jesus. [...] That is why I continued with Christianity.!%%

Lina: I Need to Experience Something to Be Able to
Believe

Lina and I met one Monday morning at her university. After some initial con-
versation, Lina began her narrative by describing her family background:

Yes, well, my mother is from [the] Balkans and is originally Orthodox Chris-
tian. But she has never, like, talked a lot about faith. I barely knew that she
ever owned a cross or had been religious or so. [...] And my father is from the
Middle East, he comes from a Muslim family. He sees himself as a Muslim.

1052 “Det &r ndgonting som jag har, det dr konstigt men det hiinder ibland. Nir jag sover pa
nétterna ibland jag drommer. Och jag kommer ihdg, innan dopet, for att jag véntade ett ar eller
mer. [...] Jag sdg att nadgon prést gav skelett av min brorsa till mig pa ett vitt, vahetere? Técke.”
Jakob 15/09/2021.

1053 Jakob 15/09/2021.

1054 Jakob 15/09/2021.

1055 “Jag ropade pa Jesus, det kom ndgon som hade vita kldder och sdnt, det var konstigt. Men
jag vet inte varfor jag sag den hir drommen. Jag ropade pa nagon dér, ndgon har kommit och
sa till mig: ‘Vick, min son.” Och jag viicktes.” Jakob 15/09/2021.

1056 “Jag vet inte om det var Jesus eller nigon annan, men det har kommit ndgon ging. Jag
ropade pé Jesus. [...] Det var dérfor jag fortsatte med kristendomen.” Jakob 15/09/2021.
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[...] So that is a little background. I grew up without eating pork. We did not
go to mosque, because my dad was pretty politically to the left. He was also
rather critical of organized religion, even if he himself has somewhat practic-
ing. So there was never any pork at home. [...] He was much more culturally
Muslim. But we celebrated Eid, and Kurdish new year, so we celebrated some
other sorts of things as well that also had more of a Muslim connection than
anything else.!%’

Lina grew up in a Muslim household with parents who were not particularly
religious, so her early experience of faith was quite limited—but later that
would change.

And then one day, I had a bit of a revelation that got me more interested in
faith. I was maybe in upper primary school, around Grade Six or Seven maybe.
I lost my keys a lot, and it was very expensive for my parents. They weren’t
really able to afford these sorts of extravagances like losing keys. So, I thought
that it was very troublesome, when for the third time I had lost my keys, and I
knew my parents had said that there were no more keys for me to have. Then
I would always have to sit outside our front door and wait till one of my parents
got home. So I thought that it was very troublesome. And then I prayed for the
first time in my life. I sat on the bus on the way to school and was just going
to check my pockets to make sure that the keys were there, and they were not.
I started emptying all pockets, I shake my jacket, I jump to listen if I can hear
if the keys are anywhere. I empty my entire bag, I shake it as well. I do every-
thing I can. [...] My friends start looking and do the same things I did, and no
one finds anything.'5®

1057 “Ja, alltsd min mamma &r frén Balkan och ir ortodoxt kristen i grunden. Men hon har aldrig
liksom pratat sdrskilt mycket om tro. Jag visste knappt att hon ndgonsin dgde ett kors eller varit
religids eller sd. [...] Och min pappa ér frdn Mellandstern, han kommer frén muslimskfamilj.
Han sjélv ser sig som muslim. [...] S& det 4r lite bakgrunden. Jag vixte upp utan att kéka flésk.
Vi gick inte i moské, for min pappa ar rétt sa politisk véanster. Han stdllde sig ocksa kritiskt mot
organiserad religion, trots att han sjélv var ndgot praktiserande. Sa det var aldrig nagot flask
hemma. [...] Han var mycket mer kulturellt muslimsk. Men vi firade Eid och kurdiskt nyér, s&
vi firade vi lite andra typer av saker som ocksé har egentligen muslimsk koppling mer dn nagot
annat.” Lina 27/11/2023.

1058 «Qch sen en dag s8, jag hade lite av en uppenbarelse som fick mig intresserad av tro. Jag
gick kanske i borjan av hogstadiet, runt 6:an-7:an kanske. Jag tappade bort mina nycklar valdigt
ofta, och det var hemskt dyrt for mina fordldrar. De hade egentligen inte rdd med sddana hir
extra extravaganser som att tappa bort nycklar. S jag tyckte att det var extremt jobbigt, nér jag
nu for tredje gangen tappade bort mina nycklar, och jag visste att mina foréldrar sa att det fanns
inga fler nycklar for mig att fi. D4 hade jag alltid behovt sitta utanfor vér port tills nagon av
mina fordldrar kom hem. S& det tyckte jag var vildigt jobbigt. Och da bad jag for forsta gdngen
I mitt liv. Jag satt pa bussen, pa vig till skolan och jag skulle bara dubbelkolla i fickan att
nycklarna var dér, och sa var de inte det. Jag borjar tomma alla fickorna, jag skakar pé jackan,
jag hoppar for att hora om nycklarna dr ndgonstans. Jag tommer hela min véska, jag skakar
ocksa pa den. Jag gor allt jag kan. [...] Mina vénner borjar leta och gér samma sak som jag
gjorde, och ingen hittar nadgonting.” Lina 27/11/2023.
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Lina explained that at this point she had given up the hope of ever finding her
keys.'®’ Dejected, she sat back down on her seat, and did something she had
never done before: she prayed.

I sit down and pray. I still remember what it was that I said, and I had never
prayed before and no one had ever taught me how to do it. I just: ‘Dear God,
please please please, help me find my keys. Amen.” And that way of structur-
ing a prayer is still a little more Christian than Muslim maybe. I don’t know
where I got it from, but I think I had seen it in movies and such, how you
prayed.'0¢

After finishing her quick prayer, Lina packed up her things and made to get
off the bus.

When I get off the bus, right by the door, the keys fall right in front of me. And
I have never been so damn sold. My friends could not believe it either, because
they had seen me jumping around like an idiot. And I don’t know, I think that
I have always been a little... that I need to experience something to be able to
believe. I find it difficult to believe in things without a specific reason. [...] ]
think that I as a person needed something like that in order to believe in some-
thing greater than myself. Something that I cannot see and touch, in the same
way as other things. Yes, then I became really curious about faith. So, it was
by eighth grade that I started thinking about it, ok, this thing has happened, 1
think a lot about how I sometimes pray when things are difficult, and I started
thinking a little about who it was that I was actually praying to. It was like a
God in a greater sense than one connected to a specific belief system.!%¢!

For Lina, the incident cemented a belief that there was something out there.
Neither of her parents was particularly devout, and they had not talked to Lina
much about their faith or about any other religion for that matter. So, she
wanted to find out more.

I thought that this felt important to me. So, I wanted to find a place where you
maybe talked about faith and explored it a bit more, and give me more of an

1059 Lina 27/11/2023.

1060 «“[ Jag] sétter mig och ber. Jag minns fortfarande vad det var jag sa, och jag hade aldrig bett
innan och ingen hade nagonsin lart mig hur man skulle géra. Jag bara: ‘Kédra Gud, snélla snélla,
snélla, hjdlp mig hitta mina nycklar. Amen.” Och det sittet att ldgga upp en bon pé ar dnda lite
mer kristen dn kanske muslimskt egentligen. Jag vet inte var jag hade fatt det ifrén, men jag tror
att jag hade sett det i filmer och sa, hur man bad.” Lina 27/11/2023

1061 “Nar jag gdr av bussen, precis i dorren, s faller nycklarna framfor mig. Och jag har aldrig
varit sé javla sdld. Mina vinner kunde inte heller tro det, for de sdg mig hoppa runt som en idiot.
Och jag vet inte, tror att jag alltid har varit lite sa att... jag maste uppleva nagonting for att
kunna tro. Jag har lite svart med att tro pa liksom saker utan ndgon sérskild anledning. [...] Jag
tror att jag just som person behdvde nagonting sant for att tro pa ndgonting stdrre &n mig sjilv.
Négonting som jag inte kan se och ta pé, pad samma sétt som med andra saker. Ja, da blev jag
jattenyfiken pa tro. S& det var redan till attan som jag da borjade fundera pé [det], okej det har
hint, jag tédnker ratt sd mycket pa att ibland nér saker 4r jobbiga s ber jag, och jag funderade
lite pa vem jag egentligen bad till. Det var liksom en Gud i storre bendmning kanske &n nagon
kopplad till nagon sérskild trosuppfattning.” Lina 27/11/2023.
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understanding of why you believe. Because it was so foreign for me. No one
had talked to me about the mechanisms behind all the traditions we perform or
why we don’t eat pork at home. [...] And then I just wanted to examine it, and
in eighth grade I started going around to different religious communities in [the
city where she lived]. I went to a Buddhist temple, a Hindu one, I went to a
synagogue, to a mosque. And yes, I probably started in Islam, mostly because
it felt closest. But I also think that I felt that it still felt very far away, even
though it had been so present in my life. I thought that maybe that was a little
sad. I can still think that.!°62

Lina recounted that, while she found these different religious communities
very interesting, she could not relate to them. She found Judaism particularly
interesting, since she thought that it was similar to how she had been raised to
practice religion at home, but “it did not feel right” either.'®

Eventually, Lina visited a church close to where she lived:

Then I had a church, yes what can it be? 20 meters from my door, that was
right in front of my house. I actually thought that it was very troublesome,
because it woke me up every Sunday morning at nine o’clock with the church
bells. [...] It was the church I had school graduations in. It was a place that felt
very foreign to me, but also that I had always been around.!%¢

Lina described the church in question as a “beautiful brick building,” “very
modern,” the church built in the much the same way as the rest of the residen-
tial area.'’® It made Lina feel that, in that church, they “had a sort of faith that
was much more personal and adapted to today’s society, but also to every
person who would come in.”'% It “felt a lot like everyone would have a bit
of a place there,” she explained.'*"’

1062 Jag tyckte att det hir kéindes viktigt for mig. S4 jag ville girna hitta en plats dér man kanske
pratade om tro och kunde utforska det lite mer, och ge mig mer forstéelse for varfér man tror.
For det var sa frimmande for mig. Ingen hade pratat med mig om liksom sjélva mekanismerna
bakom alla traditioner vi utfor eller varfor vi inte at grisk6tt hemma. [...] Och da ville jag bara
undersoka det och i attan borjade jag da ta mig runt omkring olika trossamfund i [stad]. Jag tog
mig till ett buddistiskt tempel, ett hinduiskt, jag tog mig till synagoga, till en moské. Och ja, jag
borjade nog i islam. Mest for att det kiindes ndrmast. Men jag tror ocksé att det dndé kédndes
véldigt langt bort, trots att det har varit sd nirvarande i mitt liv. Jag tyckte kanske det var lite
sorgset. Jag kan fortfarande tycka det.” Lina 27/11/2023.

1063 ¢“det kdndes inte rétt.” Lina 27/11/2023.

1064 “Men sen hade jag en kyrka, ja vad kan det vara? 20 meter ifrdn min port, som 1&g precis
framf6r mitt hus. Som jag faktiskt tyckte var jattejobbigt, for det vickte mig varje séndag mor-
gon klockan nio med kyrkklockor. [...] Det var kyrkan jag hade haft skolavslutningar i. Det var
en plats som kdndes viéldigt frimmande for mig, men dndé som jag alltid varit omkring.” Lina
27/11/2023.

1065 «j5ttefin tegelbyggnad,” “vildigt modern.” Lina 27/11/2023.

1066 “hade en typ av tro som var mycket mer personlig och anpassad till samhillet idag, men
ocksa till varje person som ska komma in.” Lina 27/11/2023.

1067 “k&ndes det bara vildigt mycket som att alla lite skulle platsa dér.” Lina 27/11/2023.
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To this day Lina still thinks that this particular church is almost “the most
beautiful building” she knows. '

After participating in a few services, Lina decided that she wanted to take part
in confirmation classes. She had heard that one did not have to become Chris-
tian at the end if one did not want to, and that it was a good opportunity to
learn more about Christianity. During her confirmation classes, she was pleas-
antly surprised by her priests (whom she described as incredibly welcoming
and understanding), and impressed by one priest in particular:

I was very impressed that [ had a [homosexual] priest [...] and had never given
it a thought that such a thing could exist. Because faith for me had always been
so connected with traditions and conservatism in some manner.!%%

By the end of her confirmation classes, Lina felt she had learned enough about
Christianity and that she “could stand behind the largest part of it.”'""° How-
ever, while she had officially become a Christian, this did not necessarily
mean that Lina felt that she had broken completely with Islam:

It doesn’t feel a lot like I switched from one to another. Just that my faith took
another form. It still feels a lot like the same kind of faith, and maybe it is also
something with that they are Abrahamic religions.!%”!

Islam, for Lina, remains very much associated with culture and the traditions
of her family, and she still, for example, celebrates Eid with her family.'’"

Lina’s parents had not had anything against her decision to become Christian,
and today both of her parents sometimes go with her to church.!”? However,
her father had laughed when she first told him:

Yes, he laughed a lot in the beginning. He thought it was really funny. Because
I think that I was first and foremost raised a socialist. [...] And then he just
thinks that it is a little quirky that I am young and getting educated and still
choose religion.'?74

1068 ¢den vackraste byggnaden.” Lina 27/11/2023.

1069 “Jag var jdtteimponerad Gver att jag hade en [HBTQ] prist [...] och hade aldrig tinkt tanken
att det kunde existera. For tro for mig har varit sa kopplat till traditioner och assé konservatism
i viss méan.” Lina 27/11/2023.

1070 “hunde std bakom den storsta delen av det.” Lina 27/11/2023.

1071 “Det kiinns inte jdttemycket som att jag bytte fran ett till ett annat. Bara att min tro fick ta
en annan form. Det kénns fortfarande vildigt mycket som samma typ av tro, och det kanske &r
ocksé nagot med att det &r Abrahamitiska religioner.” Lina 27/11/2023.

1072 Lina 27/11/2023.

1073 Her mother was described as having had a wholly positive reaction, giving Lina her grand-
mother’s old cross, which Lina wears to this day. Lina 27/11/2023.

1074 «Ja, han skrattade vildigt mycket i borjan. Han tyckte det var jéttelustigt. For att, jag tror
att jag uppfostrades forst och framst som socialist. [...] Och da tycker han bara att det ar lite
finurligt att jag &r ung och utbildar mig och &nda viljer religion.” Lina 27/11/2023.

240



The reason for this reaction, Lina explained, is that, while her father considers
himself a Muslim—and enjoys celebrating Islamic holidays with other Mus-
lims—has grown more distant from his faith over the years, and associates
religious faith with older and less educated individuals. “He probably thinks
then that they are sort of opposites, being educated and being religious,” Lina
mused.'’”

Although Lina never felt that she had broken with Islam, she also found many
aspects foreign to her, which was part of why she felt drawn to Christianity.'%"°
Islam, for her, felt like a stepping back to a place she did not want to be.

I really liked the washing and the way you wash yourself in Islam. It is very
similar to how we were taught to wash when I was growing up. I still wash and
clean myself in the same way. Because it is a part of the culture, I think. But
what I thought felt far away was probably that you treated men and women
very differently, and did it in the text. And I know that it also occurred within
Christianity, but it was not as central. And I think that what I thought was very
troublesome with it was that, if I wanted to come into that context, I would
need to follow all these rules that I sort of fled from later. I don’t view the
rituals as nice rituals, but as more confining. That I felt that I needed to cover
myself, despite me not feeling a need for it. Or that you were to separate men
and women. [...] But also that I think that I felt that that Islam is a little more
stuck in its time. That you think it was a very holy time, and that is why you
very much seek to go back to it. And also that you in some way really like how
you did things back then. Everything from how meat was butchered to how
women should cover themselves [...]. In Protestantism, that it felt a lot more
like, yes, a little that you were moving forward with important theological
questions within Christianity and built upon them. That I did not want to feel
that I was walking backwards. And it felt a little like that when I was visiting
the mosque, even if it felt very much like home. It felt like I was going some-
where 1 did not want to be.'%"”

1075 “D3 tycker han nog att det dr lite som motsatser, att man &r utbildad och religiés.” Lina
27/11/2023.

1076 Arabic as the liturgical language, which she did not know how to speak, was also something
that, according to her, made Islam feel distant. Lina 27/11/2023.

1077 “Jag tyckte vildigt mycket om tvittandet och sittet man tvittar sig inom islam. Det var
valdigt likt hur vi fick 14ra oss att man ska tvétta sig nir jag véxte upp. Jag skoljer och tvéttar
mig pa samma sétt fortfarande. For att det var en del av det kulturella, tror jag &nda. Men det
jag tyckte kéndes langt bort var nog att man behandlade méin och kvinnor véldigt olika, och s&
gjorde det i skrift. Och jag vet att det ockséa forekom inom kristendomen, men det var inte lika
centralt. Och jag tror att jag tyckte att det var vildigt jobbigt med att om jag skulle in i de
sammanhangen, att jag skulle behdva fora mig efter alla dessa regler som jag lite rymde ifran
senare. Jag uppfattar inte ritualerna som trevliga ritualer, men mer som begrénsande. Att jag
kénde att jag behovde tdcka mig, trots att jag inte kinde ndgot behov av det. Eller att man skulle
separera mén och kvinnor. [...] Men ocksa att jag tror att jag kéinde att just islam ar lite mer fast
i sin tid. Att man tycker att det &r en véldigt helig tid och det &r darfor man valdigt mycket
strévar tillbaka till den. Och ockséa att man pa négot sitt véldigt mycket tycker om hur man
gjorde saker d&. Allt fran hur kott ska slaktas till hur kvinnor ska tidcka sig [...]. [Inom] Protest-
antismen, att det kindes mycket mer som, ja, att man lite gick vidare med viktiga teologiska
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Marcel: I Am a Kurd

“I am from the Middle East” and “I am a Kurd” was how Marcel, a man in his
30s, began our interview.'”s He informed me that Christianity had a long his-
tory in his family—or “in our own blood,” as he put it—even if he was raised
as a Muslim in a country with a Muslim majority.'’”

Then we were Christian. So, in my home we were all Muslims, but from where
we come from you are only allowed to be a Muslim and nothing else. So you
learned, you opened your eyes, okay, we are not Muslims. You feel that you
are not, you hear it from family and relatives, but you are quiet. It is kept in-
doors. And my grandmother started telling us about her own grandmother, who
had a cross tattooed [motioning to his forehead]. With us you tattoo yourself.
[...] In the family you have your tattoo there and often you have a cross. But
the women during that time who were Kurds were hanged.!%3¢

His family, on both his mother’s and father’s sides, had a history with Chris-
tianity, even if they could not practice it and, according to Marcel, had to pre-
tend to be Muslims to avoid persecution.'®' This was a situation that caused
him much confusion as a child.'® As he put it: “You live in two different
worlds,” talking about Jesus and the Bible with the family at home, but later
going to school and pretending to be a Muslim. 0%

It was not until his immediate family fled to Sweden when he was a teenager
that the possibility to convert arose:

When we came here [to Sweden], now it was up to me, when I began to feel
that now I will deal with this and convert. But if you do that there is also a risk
even out here in Sweden. [...] So, it is not easy, what you do, but I did it, and

fragor inom kristendomen och byggde vidare pa dem. Att jag ville inte kénna att jag gick bakat.
Och det kindes lite som det nér jag besokte moskén, trots att det kidndes vildigt hemma. Det
kéndes som att jag tog mig nagonstans jag inte ville vara.” Lina 27/11/2023.

1078 “Jag kommer frin mellandstern. Jag ér kurd.” Marcel 27/11/2021

1079 T vért eget blod.” Marcel 27/11/2021.

1080 «“Dg var ju vi kristna. S8, hemma hos mig var vi alla muslimer, men vart vi kommer ifrdn
du fér bara vara muslim och ingenting annat. S& man larde sig liksom, man Sppnade 6gonen,
okej, vi dr inga muslimer. Man kdnner att man &r inte det, man hor ju det liksom fran familj och
slakt, men man &r tyst. Det dr inomhus. Och min mormor bdrjade ju berétta om sin egen mormor
som hade ett kors tatuerat {gestikulerar mot ansiktet}. Hos oss man tatuerar sig. [...] Da har
man i familjen sin tatuering dér och ofta s& har man ett kors. Men dem kvinnorna pa den tiden
som var kurder da blev ju hdngda.” Marcel 27/11/2021.

1081 T ater in the interview he explained that he had a rough time as a teenager after fleeing with
his family to Sweden. He described having a difficult time adjusting, and would get into trouble,
which he presents as the consequence of traumatic experiences he had during his youth. Marcel
27/11/2021.

1082 Marcel 27/11/2021.

1083 “du lever i tva vérldar.” Marcel 27/11/2021.
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this was after I had been in Syria. I have been in Syria and was fighting then
with the Kurds against ISIS. 108

Marcel described his first few years in Sweden as turbulent, since he had been
forced to flee with his family, and experienced many horrible things as a ref-
ugee.'® After travelling to Sweden with his family, he recalled how growing
up he had felt “lost,” and because of this he ended up taking “a wrong turn”
in life.'%%¢

After spending several years in Sweden, Marcel went to Syria to fight against
ISIS. He explained that he had been in a very poor mental state before making
the decision, essentially traveling there with the intention of dying. Later in
the interview, he referred to the experience as a “dark journey.”!%’

Yes, I went down there. Yes it took about three months, and sometime around
there, I didn’t faint, but I went into some sort of trance you can say. And there
I met, if you can say God, Jesus, or whoever it was. But I saw an image of that
person, who was me, it was me but in another mirror image, that asked to take
my hand and do this, believe in God. And when I got back that was what we
dld 1088

Marcel had made contact with a local priest who had helped him previously
with some family issues. Before his baptism, the priest had asked if Marcel
was certain that he wanted to convert, and Marcel had replied that he was sure.
Afterwards, the priest had warned him that after converting things would be
different, as “now they know what you have done.”'®’ Regardless, he recalled
that he did not regret his decision:

For me it was more that I was lost before. I know that being a Muslim is not
my thing, we don’t believe in it. It is not us. And you felt that you can say from
the beginning, because it was not very Muslim in our house. [...] But you are
playing at pretending, you have to play pretend [at being Muslim]. [...] But

1084 «“Ngr vi kom hit [till Sverige], nu ér det upp till mig, nér jag borja kinna det hir att nu tar
jag tag it det och konverterar mig. Men gor man det, det 6r ocksé en stor risk dven hér ute 1
Sverige. [...] S&, det 4r inte s& enkelt, det man gor, men jag gjorde det, och detta skedde efter
att jag har varit i Syrien. Jag har varit i Syrien och krigade da med kurderna mot ISIS.” Marcel
27/11/2021.

1085 Marcel 27/11/2021.

1086 «yilsen,” “gick snett.” Marcel 27/11/2021.

1087 “mprk resa.” Marcel 27/11/2021.

1088 «“Ja, jag akte ner dit. Ja det tog tre manader, och dér nigonstans s, jag tuppade inte av, men
jag hamnade i en trans kan man sdga. Och dér traffade jag, om vi kan sdga Gud, Jesus eller vem
det nu var. Men jag sdg en bild av den personen, som var jag, det var jag sjdlv men i en annan
spegelbild, som bad om att halla min hand och gora det hér, tro pd Gud. Och nér jag kom tillbaka
da var det vi gjorde.” Marcel 27/11/2021.

1089 “nu vet dem vad du har gjort.” Marcel 27/11/2021.
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when I came here I could land, got in contact with [a priest], I was able to walk
into the church, you feel the warmth. !

Marcel noted that, since his conversion, former friends and Muslim acquaint-
ances had distanced themselves from him, and expressed negative attitudes.
Although he stated that this does not greatly disturb him, he did express con-
cern about potential negative reactions to his apostasy. But he describes him-
self as convinced of his decision, stating: “This is what I am, this is what |
have been, this is what my family has been,” and “what I know has made me
even stronger.”'!

Being a Kurd in the Middle East can be difficult, but even more so when you
are Christian as well. “That is what I have gone through,” he recounted, em-
phasizing “that there are many out there like me, but they are quiet.”'*?

Yes, and you belong to these countries. Sorry, excuse me, you cannot become
Swedish. Right? You are still from that country, they say, you are from [the
same country as] us. You are like us, and you should be like us or you shall
die. [...] It is their religion; I think it is nice that you have a religion, as long as
we believe in the same God. But how they take the religion and interpret it in
their own way is wrong. [...] I am not saying now that Islam is better than
Christianity, or that Christianity is better. I will never say that. What I feel is
that the step closer to God for me is Christianity, and for me it is Jesus that has
gotten me there. [...] It is more religion, more God, more faith, than theirs.'*

Selina: I Feel at Home in the Church

I met Selina, a woman in her 30s, at her home. We held our interview in her
home office. She began her story by explaining her background:

109 “Fgr mig var det mer att jag var vilsen innan. Jag vet att muslim det &r inte min grej, vi tror
inte pa det. Det &r inte vi. Och det kdnde man ju sa att séiga frdn borjan, for det var inte sa
mycket muslim hemma hos oss. [...] Men att man spelar fdr man spela, man &r tvungen att spela
[muslim]. [...] Men nér jag kom hit kunde jag landa ner, fick kontakt med [en prést], fick jag
gd in i kyrkan, att man kdnner virmen.” Marcel 27/11/2021.

1091 “Det hér dr vad jag har varit, det hér [4r] vad min familj har varit,
mig dnnu mer starkare.” Marcel 27/11/2021.

1092 «S3 det #r vad jag har gétt igenom,” “det finns ménga dirute som mig, men de ér tysta.”
Marcel 27/11/2021.

1093 “Ja och du tillhér ju dem hir linderna. Forlat nu, ursikta. Man kan inte bli svensk. Eller
hur? Du kommer ju &ndé fran det landet sdger dem, du kommer ju frén [samma land som] oss.
Du dr som oss, och du ska vara som oss annars ska du do. [...] Det dr deras religion, jag tycker
det dr fint att man har en religion, bara sé lange vi tror pd samma Gud. Men hur man tar relig-
ionen och tolkar det pa sitt sdtt &r ju fel. [...] Jag séger inte att nu &r islam béttre &n kristendo-
men, eller att kristendomen ar béttre. Det kommer jag aldrig att sdga. Men vad jag kinner ar
steget niara Gud &r for mig kristendomen, och for mig ér det Jesus som har fatt mig dit. [...] Det
ar mer religion, mer Gud, mer tro, 4n deras.” Marcel 27/11/2021.

99 95,
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I was born into Islam, I am from [ a country in Asia]. But there are not only
Muslims there, there are a lot of Christians, Armenians, Russians. We have
been part of the Soviet Union. So, I don’t see myself as having been raised
very Muslim in that way. Then we moved to Sweden [in the early 2000s] with
my mother and [sister]. And again, mum has not raised us here in a particular
way. She only had 3-4 rules, that we didn’t drink, that we didn’t smoke, that
we didn’t have sex too early. Those were her rules, but not like anything else.
But the more time has passed, the more I feel at home in the church. Like, I
can get the idea to go and sit in the church, light a candle, and just be. Not like,
I have to read the Bible. I could be myself, anyone is allowed to come in there,
sort of. But it is not like that with mosques!'®4

Selina continued:

You should ideally sit in the back if you are a woman and you are to [cover]
yourself and all that, which does not fly with me. The men in the front, and
that I can’t deal with.!0%

Selina explained that she found problems with this because she was a propo-
nent of “human rights, women’s rights.” And she did not like what she saw:'%

So, there I got angry about how it all looked, and I just felt: no. But it was a
rebellious feeling from my side. Like, now I’'m going to break the norms. So,
I don’t have this story that maybe some others have, a big deal that it is dan-
gerous, now I am switching. I felt that I don’t feel at home. And then, of course,
you don’t have to convert because of that. You can, like my father’s wife said:
‘Can’t you love God in your heart? Do you have to convert?’ She told me. I
just [said], no, but this is my choice, you don’t have to come to this baptism
party if you don’t want.!7

1094 «Jag 4r ju fodd in i islam, jag kommer fran [land i Osteuropa] di. Men dér 4r det inte enbart
muslimer. Det &r mycket kristna, armenier, ryssar. Vi har tillhort sovjetunionen. S4 jag ser inte
mig sjélv som att jag blev uppfostrad valdigt muslimskt pa det sittet. Sen flyttade vi till Sverige
[tidigt 2000-tal] med min mamma och [syster]. Och aterigen, mamma har inte heller uppfostrat
oss hér nér vi kom hit pa nigot specifikt sitt. Hon hade bara 3-4 regler att vi inte skulledricka,
roka pd, inte ha sex for tidigt. Det var hennes regler, men inte liksom nagot annat. Men ju mer
tiden har gatt sé har jag kdnt mig hemma i kyrkan. Assé, jag kan ju typ fa for mig att gd och
sdtta mig 1 kyrkan, tdnda ett ljus och bara vara. Inte, nu maste [jag] l4sa Bibeln liksom. Jag
kunde vara mig sjélv, vem som helst fir komma in dér liksom. Men s &r det inte med moské!”
Selina 11/10/2023.

1095 «“Duy ska helst sitta lingst bak som kvinna och du ska [ticka] dig och hela det kittet, vilket
inte gar hem hos mig. Ménnen &r ldngst fram och det fixar inte jag.” Selina 11/10/2023.

109 “ménskliga rittigheter, kvinnliga réttigheter.” Selina 11/10/2023.

1097 «S3 att ddr jag fick damp om hur det hela sdg ut och jag bara kéinde att: nej. Men det var
san upprorisk kdnsla frdn min sida. Att nu ska jag bryta normerna liksom. S jag har inte den
hér historien som kanske ménga andra har, vérsta grejen att det ar farligt, nu ska jag byta. Jag
kénde att jag kénner inte mig hemma. Och da, visst, man maste inte konvertera for det. Man
kan, som min pappas fru sa: ‘Kan inte du dlska Gud i ditt hjdrta? Maste du konvertera?’ Sa hon
till mig. Jag bara, nej, fast det hér dr mitt val, du behdver inte komma till den hér dopfesten om
du inte vill.” Selina 11/10/2023.
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When she was baptized, Selina recalled that she had decided to have her bap-
tism on her birthday and combine the event with a birthday party.

When it was my birthday, I decided to put everything together into one event.
[...] It was not super popular with my family. I have my father in Sweden as
well. He has his family and his wife and such. I can’t claim that he is a super
Muslim either. No one in our family has [Zijab] either. It doesn’t exist, like.
But then I thought that it was still a celebration meshed together with my birth-
day party, so I thought I should call on them, and then there was hullabaloo
from his direction. Do you have to do this? Can’t you reconsider? But he was
very careful with how he spoke. But then I told him you don’t need to come if
you don’t want.'%8

Selina did not think her father would care that much, and was surprised by his
reaction. Selina recalled that she almost did not want her father’s family to
come at all, since she knew what their feelings on the matter were. Nonethe-
less, they did come to her celebration, albeit purposefully late, which made
them miss the baptism.'*® Selina’s mother and sister had also been at the bap-
tism, and while neither of them had been overjoyed, they at least did not pur-
posefully miss the ceremony.

The priest in charge of the baptism, who was a close acquaintance with Selina,
had thought it had gone well, but Selina had a different experience:

He did not see what was happening, like, behind the scenes. Because my dad
and mum and their partners they kept, like, a straight face. In my culture it is
like that. But as soon as you get on the phone, then you start going at it. But I
never got any, like, hate or [was told] that I am stupid. No ugly things, nothing
like that. But they tried to get me to change my mind, but it did not go very
well. 1100

Selina continued:

I have no good [answer] to why I am doing this. Because I want to. Because I
feel at home. I have no other word. But that does not mean that I went to church
all the time, or that I read the Bible 24/7, because I don’t. But in this room for

1098 “Nr jag skulle fylla ar s slog jag ihop allt i ett. [...] Det var inte s& superpopuldrt i min
familj. Jag har ju min pappa ocksé i Sverige. Han har ju sin familj och sin fru och sa. Jag kan
inte heller péstéd att han &r supermuslim. Ingen av var familj har heller [hijab]. Det finns inte
liksom. Men da ténkte jag att det &r &nda fest blandat med fodelsedag sa jag ska dnda kalla pa
dom, och dé var det hallabaloo fran hans héll. Maste du gora det hdr? Kan inte du tdnka om?
Men han var vildigt forsiktig med hur han uttryckte sig. Men da sa jag att du behover inte
komma om du inte vill.” Selina 11/10/2023.

109 Selina 11/10/2023.

1100 “Han sig inte bakom scenen, liksom, vad som hinder. Fér att min pappa och mamma och
deras respektive liksom dem haller i minen. I min kultur 4r det sd. Men s fort man far luren
liksom dé borjar man ju halla pa. Men jag fick inte ndgonsin sa har hat eller [sagt till mig] att
jag ar dum i huvudet. Inga fula grejer, ingenting sant. Utan dom forsokte f4 mig pa andra tankar,
men det gick inte sé bra.” Selina 11/10/2023.
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example, I have the Bible up there behind the mint plant. And it is in Latin,
that my godmother gave to me. But I do not have the Qur’an here. Because 1
feel that in Islam we besmirch the Qur’an and the whole of Islam and the whole
[of it] to do horrible things. Oppress women, war. If God wants this, or if God
wants that. Even if that might not be what the Qur’an is actually telling us. But
we use it to do terrible things in my experience, and I do not want to stand
behind that. That does not mean that Christianity has never oppressed women.
It has. But I think that we have come a little further. That a priest can wed two
gay guys, an imam probably would not think about doing that.!'!?!

Shirin: I Am Not Done with Islam

So, I came to Sweden when 1 was, like, five; my father is [North African],
Sunni Muslim, a believer. He did not come with us because of politics, dicta-
torship, you know, that entire Middle Eastern spiel, but North Africa.!'%

Shirin’s mother was Swedish, which was why Shirin and her brother moved
back to Sweden with her when the political situation became unstable in their
home country.''®® Shirin continued:

I was born as a Muslim, and I had a very strong Muslim identity as a child. I
knew very early, my brother and I knew very early, we knew very early that
we were Muslims. Maybe not always what that entailed, because we came to
Sweden without dad, because when we lived in [North Africa] we went to the
mosque obviously, when we were small children. But then we came to a small
industrial town in Sweden, and we were the first Arabs there.!!%

1101 “Jag har inget bra [svar] pé varfor jag gor det hir. For att jag vill. For att jag kiinner mig
hemma. Jag har inget annat ord. Men det betyder inte att jag gick kyrkan titt som tétt, jag laser
Bibeln 24/7, for det gor jag inte. Men i det har rummet till exempel, jag har ju Bibeln dér uppe
bakom myntan dér. Och den &r pa Latin, som [min] gudmor gett mig. Men jag har inte Koranen
hér. For jag kdnner att inom islam s& smutskastar vi véldigt mycket Koranen och hela islam och
hela baletten till att utfora forfarliga saker. Trycka ner kvinnor, krig. Om Gud vill hit, om Gud
vill dit. Fast det 4r inte kanske vad Koranen séger till oss egentligen. Fast vi anvénder ju det till
att gora hemska saker i min upplevelse, och det vill inte jag std bakom. Det betyder inte att
kristendomen aldrig tryckte ner kvinnor heller. Det har den ju. Men jag tycker att vi har kommit
lite langre. Att en prést kan std och viga tva bogkillar, en imam hade nog inte fatt for sig att
gora det.” Selina 11/10/2023.

1102 «“S4 jag kom till Sverige nér jag var typ fem &r. Min pappa ér [frin Nord Afrika], sunnimus-
lim, troende. Han f6ljde inte med pé grund av politik, diktatur, et cetera. Du vet hela sa hir
Mellandstern-spielet, fast Nordafrika.” Shirin 23/06/2023.

1103 Shirin 23/06/2023.

1104 “Jag foddes ju som muslim, och jag hade en vildigt stark muslimsk identitet som barn. Jag
visste vildigt tidigt, jag och min bror visste véldigt tidigt, vi visste valdigt tidigt [att] vi var
muslimer. Kanske inte alltid var det innebar, for vi kom ju till Sverige utan pappa, for nér vi
bodde i [Nordafrika] da gick vi ju i moskén obviously, nér vi var sma barn. Men sen kom vi till
en liten bruksort i Sverige, och vi var dem forsta araberna dér.” Shirin 23/06/2023.
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There was “no Muslim community” in the town they moved to, she explained,
so she and her brother essentially “freestyled” their Muslim practice.''®
Shirin’s mother, supportive of her children yet not a Muslim herself, struggled
to accommodate them.''” Despite this, Shirin recalled that she did her best—
for example, by not eating pork, and attempting to fast during Ramadan. Fast-
ing during Ramadan proved difficult however, as Shirin’s teachers forbade her
from doing it at school."'"’

“I was a very religious person as a child,” Shirin recalled.!'®® Recounting that:

I was drawn to religious contexts very early on. So, I liked the church a lot.
There was a little, like, independent religiosity toward God, in a way. I also did
not see, like, any opposition to, like, being a Muslim or a Christian as a child.
Actually, that I kind of think a little like this, that they were, like, the same
religion. I didn’t really care. Yes, like, why can’t you have both? Who cares?
I am a Muslim, who cares? So there was, like, no polemic.!'%”

However, when her younger brother chose to be baptized, this prompted
Shirin herself to think about her relationship to Christianity. She explained
that her brother did not necessarily have any strong religious sentiments trig-
gering his decision to be baptized, but that instead he was motivated by the
presents one might receive.!'"* Nevertheless, this event impacted her, as it
made her aware of the possibility of baptism, and she became interested in it
herself. “I liked churches and religion in general, so it was really like, like,
really, why not?”'''! So Shirin decided to get baptized as well.

At this time Shirin was still in grade school, and on starting secondary school,
she also became interested in undergoing confirmation—because it “sounded
like a lot of fun.”'"'? Her local congregation had been very lively, and Shirin
described the priest as a very “cozy” person “who, like, really cared,” and the
congregation had become an important social context for her.!''® At this point,

1105 “Ingen muslimsk gemenskap,” “fi-eestyle:ade.” Shirin 23/06/2023.

1106 Shirin 23/06/2023.

1107 She mentioned that her primary school teachers would not allow her to fast, which was a
problem. Shirin 23/06/2023.

1108 “Jag var vildigt religids person som barn.” Shirin 23/06/2023.

1109 “Jag drogs vildigt tidigt till shér religiosa sammanhang. S& jag tyckte om kyrkan vildigt
mycket. Det fanns lite sdhér [en] oberoende religiositet gentemot Gud, pé ett sétt. Jag sdg ocksa
liksom inte heller ndgon motséttning med att vara typ muslim och kristen som barn. Egentligen
sa att jag tinker lite sé att det hér var samma religion. Jag brydde mig liksom inte riktigt. Ja, sa
har varfor kan man inte ha bdda? Vem bryr sig? Jag dr Muslim, vem bryr sig? Sa det fanns
liksom ingen polemik.” Shirin 23/06/2023.

1110 Shirin 23/06/2023.

HIT “Jag tyckte ju om kyrkor och religion i allménhet, s var s& hir verkligen s& hir varfor
inte?”” Shirin 23/06/2023.

M2 14t vildigt kul.” Shirin 23/06/2023.

113 “mysig,” “som verkligen sé hir brydde sig.” Shirin 23/06/2023.
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Shirin explained that she still had no sense of any “religious identity polemic,”
and had what she described as a “diffuse” religious identity.'''*

While in secondary school, Shirin was shaken by the sudden news that her
father—with whom she had not had contact after leaving North Africa because
of his imprisonment—had joined a militant Islamic organization.

It is now for the first time it gets polemical for me. Because I do not know what
my dad thought or felt back then, but I thought, like, this that he would not like
me anymore. So it becomes like a self-defense mechanism [...]. It was very
traumatic.''’?

The fact that Shirin had chosen to be baptized made her realize that her father
might be displeased with her. Shirin had not initially considered Islam and
Christianity as opposing categories, but the likelihood that her father probably
saw them as such caused her inner turmoil.'"®

During the same period, Shirin started high school and became more interested
in politics. Her father’s turn toward extremism mirrored the geo-political de-
velopments of the time, when Islamic extremism became a larger part of pub-
lic discourse.''"’

I still never had anything against Islam or Muslims. But I distanced myself
more clearly from Islam after that. Just, like, to get some self-distance from it.
A bit like this, that I am not like my father. So, yes. So, there I sort of got, like,
a... vaguely negative view of Islam.!'!8

Shirin described how she felt a sense of guilt in connection with her father,
and this manifested in her becoming more polemical in her outlook."'"” She
recalled how she would get into debates with “apologists” who claimed that
ISIS had nothing to do with Islam, which she disputed.!'?* As she viewed it:
movements such as SIS were “not representative of Islam, but it is still, like,
something that has to do with Islam.”''?! She described this part of her life as

1114 “religios identitespolemik,” “diffuse.” Shirin 23/06/2023.

115 “Det dr forst nu det blir s& hir polemiskt for mig. For jag vet inte vad min pappa téinkte eller
tyckte da, men jag tdnkte sd hér som [att] han skulle inte tycka om mig ldangre. Sa det blir typ
sahdr [en] sjalvforsvarsmekanism [...]. Det var vildigt traumatiskt.” Shirin 23/06/2023.

1116 Shirin 23/06/2023.

M7 Shirin 23/06/2023.

1118 “Jag hade fortfarande ingenting emot islam eller muslimer. Men jag tar som ett tydligare
avstand frén islam efter det. Precis sé har [for att fa] lite sjdlvdistans till det. Men lite sa hér att
jag ar inte som min pappa. Sa, ja. Sa dir fick jag typ sa hér... en vagt negativ uppfattning av
islam.” Shirin 23/06/2023.

1119 Shirin 23/06/2023.

1120 »apologeter.” Shirin 23/06/2023.

1121 “inte dr representativt for islam, men att det fortfarande ér liksom ndgonting som har med
islam att gora.” Shirin 23/06/2023.
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a difficult one, when she struggled with reconciling her religious identity and
Muslim background.

After high school Shirin continued on to higher education, and she chose to
take courses in religious studies. The negative feelings about Islam up until
this point had remained unchanged, yet her studies brought her appreciation
for Islam back to life:

I did not like feel done with Islam. Because now I got what I had been missing
in the discourse when I started studying. Which was very relieving. [...] Be-
cause, like, I was also uncomfortable when I came to [city in Sweden]. I think
I was uncomfortable with walking past the mosque. Because I thought it was
a little unpleasant. It was never a hateful feeling. Really it was more like a
vague feeling of unease.!'??

With her studies, Shirin was given the resources to nuance her understand-
ing.''?* She recalls that she started becoming less polemical, which she thought
was a relief, since in her own words “cognitive dissonance is not a fun feel-
ing.”!'** However, even if this mental anguish has been diminished, this does
not mean that this struggle of reconciling these parts of her identity is over. “I
felt more and more with time, like, that I am not done with Islam [...] I still
don’t feel done,” she explained to me.''*

During our interview, Shirin also expressed feeling like an outsider in the
Church of Sweden because of her heritage. She said that she would sometimes
feel “questioned” by the fact that she did not want to take a strong stance
against Islam (or if she criticized certain practices), and that she felt that some
Christians wanted to turn her into a husblatte.''** 1 was not familiar with the
concept, so she explained it to me:

In contrast to SD [The Swedish Democrats] and conservative Moderates et
cetera, you call those who sell out themselves, | am trying to be neutral now,
those who sell out themselves and their identity as immigrants, for husblattar.
[...] I felt like this, because for everyone I was the perfect husblatte because |

1122 “Jag kiinde mig liksom inte klar med islam. For nu s fick jag som det hir som jag saknade
i kiskursen nér jag borjade plugga. Vilket var véldigt skont. [...] For jag var ocksé obekvam nér
jag kom till [stad i Sverige]. Jag tror att jag var obekvdm med att g& forbi moskén. For jag tyckte
det var lite obehagligt. Det var aldrig nagon hatiskt kénsla. Utan verkligen var typ sa hédr [en]
vag kénsla av obehag.” Shirin 23/06/2023.

1123 As she described it, she had deep down “instinctively
mon stereotyped portrayals of Islam that she experienced in her daily life. “instinktivt,
typ nyansera.” Shirin 23/06/2023.

1124 “kognitiv dissonans ér inte en kul kiinsla.” Shirin 23/06/2023.

1125 “Jag kéinde s har mer och mer med tiden, alltsé typ, jag ér inte klar med islam,” “Jag kédnner
mig fortfarande inte fardig.” Shirin 23/06/2023.

1126 “ifrigasatt,” “husblatte.” Blatte is a derogatory term in Swedish for persons from an immi-
grant background. Husblatte can roughly be translated in English as “house-blatte.” Shirin
23/06/2023.
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had become Christian. Yes, talk about how saved I became, how bad Muslims
are. Felt such an enormous distaste, really such huge disgust. [...] So, really,
like, this I did not want to be that.!'?’

It is Shirin’s firm belief that Christians and Muslims are siblings in faith, and
she is highly critical of anyone who would question this notion.

I still feel no strong, like, theological polemic against Islam if I am being hon-
est. [ apply a sort of unbothered-ness, if I am being completely honest. I still
do some things that are sunnah, like right foot over the threshold first. Small
things like that. [...] No, but I look at Muslims as my siblings. I don’t neces-
sarily feel a stronger sense of community with Christians than Muslims. 1
would say that I feel a stronger sense of community with a Muslim who shares
my values, that we believe in the same God, than I feel community with a
Christian who [supposes] that they are two different gods. I feel that it is also
like an affront to me when you say that they are two different gods. Like, I
would ever be so misguided and incompetent that I would switch God without
knowing it. And I look at Islam as I do Christianity. As, like, a very similar
religious phenomenon. That I see them as very positive original movements
with values that [ am very strongly for. Like liberation, because I am a libera-
tion theologian.!!?

127« kontrast till SD och konservativa moderater et cetera, sd brukar man kalla dem som séljer
ut sig sjilva, jag forsoker vara neutral nu, som séljer ut sig sjélva och sin identitet som invand-
rare, for husblattar. [...] Jag kénde vil sa hér, for jag var ju som for alla den perfekta husblatten.
I och med att jag blev kristen. Ja, berdtta om hur frilst jag blev, hur daliga muslimer dr. Kdnde
san enorm avsmak, ett verkligen sdnt enormt dckel. [...] Sa, véldigt sa hér att jag ville inte vara
det.” Shirin 23/06/2023.

1128 “Jag kinner fortfarande som ingen stark typ sé hér teologiskt polemik med islam om jag
ska vara helt drlig. Jag tillimpar en viss obryddhet, om jag ska vara helt drlig. Jag gor fortfa-
rande saker som dr sunnah, typ hogra foten over troskeln forst. Typ sdnna smasaker. [...] Nej
men jag ser pa muslimer som mina syskon. Jag kdnner liksom inte nddvéndigtvis en starkare
gemenskap med kristna &n muslimer. Jag skulle séga att jag kdnner starkare gemenskap med en
muslim som delar mina virderingar av att vi tror pd samma Gud 4n vad jag kidnner gemenskap
med en kristen som [menar] att det dr tva olika gudar. Jag kdnner ocksd som en krinkning mot
mig ndr man siger att det dr tva gudar. Som att jag nagonsin skulle vara typ sa vilseledd och
inkompetent att jag ska byta Gud utan att veta om det. Och jag ser pé islam som kristendomen.
Vildigt lika som typ religidsa fenomen. Att jag ser dem som véldigt positiva ursprungsrorelser
med vérderingar som jag dr véldigt starkt for. Men sé hér frigorelse, for att jag ér liberalteolog.”
Shirin 23/06/2023.
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