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Abstract

This project explores the conversion narratives of non-churched people (Ashworth, 2007), self-designating as Christians since 2004 in the North West of England. Existent knowledge in this field is either dated (Finney, 1992) or focused on measuring the effectiveness of Fresh Expressions of Church (FX) (Dalpra & Vivian, 2016; Stone, 2009; Walker, 2012; 2014). 

Finney’s work is the largest British study into Christian conversion narratives but predates significant changes in British society, such as the information revolution and shifts in patterns of believing (Davie, 2015; Graham, 2013; 2017).  In 2004, the Archbishops’ Council for the Church of England published its Mission Shaped Church report which stated that there was an urgent need to engage missionallly with the growing non-churched population, and it recommended FX as its primary strategy. FX constitutes a departure from traditional church models proposing that the form of church should be dictated by the culture of those with whom it seeks to engage, rather than an inherited tradition. Since 2004, most research has focused on measuring the ability of FX to attract the non-churched (Dalpra & Vivian, 2016; Stone, 2009; Walker, 2012; 2014). This work has been largely quantitative and comparative in nature. It establishes the relative success of such models but does not address the question of why they might be successful, or not, and how conversion may relate to this.

Rather than testing the FX theory posited by Mission Shaped Church (2004), this research is participant focused and interprets constructively the lived experiences of the non-churched through a qualitative methodology of hermeneutical phenomenology (Astley, 2002; Swinton and Mowat, 2006). While it does not evaluate the effectiveness of current strategies, it identifies links and discrepancies between theory and practice in an attempt to better inform the debate within the Church of England as to appropriate missional strategies.  
It seeks to answer the following questions:

· How are non-churched people self-designating as Christian for the first time since 2004?

· Why are non-churched people self-designating as Christian for the first time since 2004?

· Are there common themes within the conversion narratives of non-churched people self-designating as Christian for the first time since 2004?

· How can the conversion narratives of non-churched people self-designating as Christian for the first time since 2004 inform the debate on mission strategy in England?

A qualitative methodology allows the research to probe the lived experience of participants rather than test a set of presuppositions (Gray, 2014; Mason, 2018). It is this human experience according to practical theologian Elaine Graham, that forms the ‘source and origin of theological understanding’ (Graham 2016,11). The identification of themes within conversion narratives and how such themes interact will shed light on the processes by which this group experience and construct meaning in religious conversions. These results, in turn, will inform the debate within the Church on how it interacts missionallly with non-churched people.

This new knowledge may potentially confirm the rationale of current strategies. However, it may equally call into question their actual validity or reveal that their ability to attract non-churched people is not associated with current strategy (Dalpra and Vivian, 2016).

Preliminary findings 
There are several themes and reflections emerging in my interviews ranging from: 
Flux
People appear to be open to re-calibrating their world view when flux is happening. Walker (2012) refers to flux as those times in our lives when our life circumstances change, both positively and negatively, and we find ourselves in liminal seasons. Non-churched people report this being a feature in their conversion narratives.
Transcendent moment
Several people report the prevalence of transcendent moments in various times in their lives. For the non-churched, they have no faith context in which to make sense of these moments and many report them as passing. As they begin to find a faith understanding, when these transcendent moments happen, they appear to have significance in the conversion narrative and church becomes a place to make sense of them.
Church Porosity

Non-churched consistently report both a pleasant surprise when they meet church and a kind of porosity. By this I mean an ability of a group of people in church to accommodate the behaviours and questions of non-churched people. It seems to be linked, not to any programme, but rather to an ethos which may be modelled by a particular kind of leader. The net result is that it facilitates an inculturation in which questions can be asked and the conversion process can continue in a healthy robust fashion – such churches are porous and not hermetic.
Credible Guides
Credible guides refer to individuals or groups of people who enable or facilitate the process of finding Christian faith. Participants are reporting that they are directed to Christianity by people in their secular contexts who are both visible and vocal about their faith. They are perceived as credible in the manner in which they live, sometimes radical and different, but always vocal. By vocal, they report that these people are explicit about their Christian motivation and faith. This seems particularly important as many non-churched people do not have the church family links of previous generations.  They are guides in that they appear to be able to bring the non-churched person along to the appropriate ‘next place’ and at the right pace. Credible guides appear to be present both externally in society but also within church. 

As yet there is no prevalence of church social action groups being reported as credible guides but this is an area I will be listening into.
Inoculation
As noted above, there is a reported pleasant surprise in many participants when they reach church. In probing the reasons for this surprise, several report that their impression of Christianity has been forged from certain types of schooling where bible stories formed a diet of mythical children’s entertainment. They report that as they grew up, such entertainment passed out of their experience and left a residual inoculation against Christianity which they remember as a harmless form of childrens activity. Their surprise when arriving at church as adults was a very different presentation of faith – one which was both serious and engaging and one which required engagement and commitment. Consequently, participants report their experience of faith in schooling inoculates them.
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