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Some Definitions/Descriptions of Conversion


“To be converted, to be regenerated, to receive grace, to experience religion, to gain an assurance, are so many phrases which denote the process, gradual or sudden, by which a self hitherto divided, and consciously wrong inferior and unhappy, becomes unified and consciously right superior and happy, in consequence of its firmer hold upon religious realities.”

William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902).

“By conversion we mean the reorientation of the soul of an individual, the deliberate turning from indifference or from an earlier form of piety to another, a turning which implies a consciousness that a great change is involved, that the old was wrong and the new is right.”


Arthur Darby Nock, Conversion: The Old and New in Religion from Alexander the Great to Augustine of Hippo (1933).

“Conversions are drastic changes in life….Conversions are transitions to identities which are proscribed within the person’s established universes of discourse, and which exist in universes of discourse that negate these formerly established ones. The ideal typical conversion can be thought of as the embracing of a negative identity. The person becomes something which was specifically prohibited.”


Richard Travisano, Alternation and Conversion as Qualitatively Different Transformations (1970).

“At last, by the mercy of God, meditating day and night, I gave heed to the context of the words….There I began to understand that the righteousness of God is that by which the righteous lives a gift of God, namely by faith. And this is the meaning: the righteousness with which merciful God justifies us by faith, as it is written, ‘He who through faith is righteous shall live.’ Here I felt that I was altogether born again and had entered paradise itself through open gates.  There a totally other face of the entire Scripture showed itself to me.”


Martin Luther (1483-1546)

“….Jesus saw conversion as consequences in behavior.  Jesus did not ask any of his followers if they had been reared into his movement or Judaism; nor did he ask any if they had offered sacrifices, eaten kosher, and lived within the bounds of purity; nor did he ask any of his followers if they had made a heartfelt decision.  Jesus at a fundamental level, watched the life of those associated with him and by observation could tell if conversion was taking place.  ‘You will know them by their fruits’ –those are the words of Jesus (Matt. 7:16).  It is about behavior; it is about consequences.  He simply asked the rich young man to give up his money; he asked the woman caught in adultery to sin no more; he asked Peter, time and again, to follow him.  And that is the point: conversion is about following Jesus.  It doesn’t matter how or when someone is converted; it matters only that they are converted or are being converted.  Jesus measured conversion by behavioral standards- by love, by holiness, by righteousness, and by mercy.  It is not about repeating a formula, or belonging to a church, or praying a prayer; it is about following Jesus as the shaping core of one’s identity.”


Scot McKnight, Turning To Jesus: The Sociology of Conversion in the Gospels.  Westminster John Knox, 2002.
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